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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

CUBAN EXILES AND U.S. FOREIGN POLICY 

by 

Caroline McCulloch 

Florida International University, 2021 

Miami, Florida 

Professor Ronald Cox, Major Professor 

This dissertation examines the influence of Cuban-American exiles in shaping 

U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba from the 1980s to the present. The role of Cuban-

American interest groups is analyzed within a larger context of U.S. national security 

objectives, national politics and Cuban politics. Instead of privileging domestic politics or 

national security politics in explaining Cuban-American influence, as other International 

Relations theories do, this study argues that Cuban exile politics can best be understood 

as an expression of subnational interest group power that affects, and is affected by, the 

shifting dynamics of local, national and global politics. Also, ideological divisions and 

demographic shifts in the Cuban-American community have impacted both Cuban-

American public opinion and interest group strategy, thereby affecting U.S. foreign 

policy over time. The conclusion posits that hardline Cuban Americans’ political power 

is waning in relation to newer generations of Cuban-Americans who are less 

conservative, more in favor of engagement, less politically active, and decreasing in 

proportional size relative to the South Florida electorate. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 The stalemate in U.S.-Cuban relations has lasted for six decades. It has endured a 

six-decade-long U.S. embargo on Cuba, eleven U.S. presidential administrations, Cuban 

political repression, détente with Communist China, the end of an era of military 

dictatorships in Latin America, the fall of the Soviet Union, the subsequent Special 

Period of economic crisis in Cuba, the United States’ reestablishment of relations with 

several Communist countries, the end of Fidel Castro’s rule, and Cuba slowly opening 

more to the world market. The past ten years have been particularly eventful with 

President Barack Obama’s U.S.-Cuba thaw and President Donald Trump’s reversals, 

Fidel Castro’s death, the first Cuban president outside the Castro family since 1959 

(Miguel Diaz-Canel), Venezuela’s economic collapse, Cuba’s consequent major 

economic recession, and major demographic and political changes on both sides of the 

Florida Straits, especially among the Cuban-American community. Much like the 

situation after the fall of the Soviet Union, this era has the potential to be a pivotal 

moment in U.S.-Cuban relations, depending on the policies each government adopts. 

My research relates to fundamental questions about subnational interest group 

influence on U.S. foreign policy and determining the explanatory factors for why 

dominant International Relations theories do not adequately explain the relationships 

between states. Structural theories like Neo-Realism and Neo-Liberalism treat nation-

states as black boxes, preferring to concentrate on the relationships between states within 

the context of the international system. Classical Realism and Neo-Marxist theories 

similarly emphasize power differentials between states and their resulting actions. 
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Contrary to these theories, the most commonly accepted explanation for why the United 

States has mostly maintained the same policy towards Cuba for six decades is due to 

domestic politics rather than international systemic considerations. 

Six pieces of legislation govern the U.S. embargo against Cuba: the Trading with 

the Enemy Act of 1917, the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, the Cuban Assets Control 

Regulations of 1963, the Cuba Democracy Act of 1992, the Libertad Act of 1996, and the 

Trade Sanctions Reform and Export Enhancement Act of 2000. The Libertad Act, also 

known as the Helms-Burton Act, is the single most consequential piece of legislation that 

consolidated and codified the embargo. It ensures that only an act of Congress could 

reverse the embargo if Cuba were to democratize. Specifically, Cuba would have to 

legalize all political activity, release political prisoners and allow international human 

rights investigations, dissolve the Department of State Security, and commit to free and 

fair elections for the embargo to be lifted.1 If the embargo’s primary purpose is to achieve 

these ends, then it has not been successful. Yet, the Libertad Act ensures that it is much 

easier to maintain the status quo than change course dramatically. 

The United States has mostly normalized relations with other communist 

countries, like China and Vietnam, and it maintains strong alliances with other countries 

well-known for human rights abuses, such as Saudi Arabia. The embargo itself has not 

had the intended effect on Cuba despite being in place for more than half a century. A 

large majority of Americans support ending the embargo. Cuban-American public 

opinion surveys show a long-term trend of increasing opposition to the embargo as well. 

 
1 22 U.S.C. §6065(a). 
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Even though the Congressional support for the embargo is bipartisan, so is the 

opposition. Furthermore, powerful agricultural and pharmaceutical lobbies, among other 

business interests, have been advocating for lifting the embargo for years. Nearly every 

country has condemned the United States embargo against Cuba, and it strains U.S. 

relations with Latin America, Europe, and elsewhere. Maintaining a hostile policy toward 

a country only 90 miles from Florida and in a strategic location in the Caribbean also 

presents a potential geo-security risk, as the Cuban Missile Crisis demonstrated. 

Assuming that it is in the United States’ national interest to end the embargo with 

Cuba, why does the United States maintain the embargo? This research will explore the 

merits of the common hypothesis that Cuban-American influence is the primary reason 

why the United States maintains the embargo. This chapter first explains the U.S. 

national security policymaking apparatus. Second, it introduces the analysis framework 

before summarizing the history of U.S.-Cuban relations and Cuban exiles prior to Ronald 

Reagan. Third, it reviews the scholarly explanations for U.S.-Cuba policy. Finally, it 

outlines the investigative methods for research and the chapters of this study. 

 

The U.S. Foreign Policy Apparatus 

The U.S. Constitution delegates the primary authority to conduct foreign policy to 

the President. According to Article I, Section 8 of the Constitution, Congress has the 

power to regulate commerce, declare war, apportion the budget, and ratify treaties. 

Article II, Section 2 of the Constitution tasks the President with the bulk of foreign 

policy, stating: 

The President shall be Commander in Chief [of the armed forces]…. 
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He shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, to make 

Treaties, provided two thirds of the Senators present concur; and he shall 

nominate, and by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, shall appoint 

Ambassadors…. 

 

The 1936 U.S. Supreme Court decision for United States v. Curtiss-Wright Export 

Corporation regarding the sale of arms to countries engaged in the South American 

Chaco War further clarified the executive branch’s jurisdiction over foreign policy. It 

determined, “In international relations the President is the sole organ of the Federal 

Government.”2 Furthermore, it states: 

In view of the delicacy of foreign relations and of the power peculiar to the 

President in this regard, Congressional legislation which is to be made effective in 

the international field must often accord to him a degree of discretion and 

freedom which would not be admissible were domestic affairs alone involved.3 

 

Thus, it summarily established the legal precedent that the President is the ultimate 

authority on U.S. foreign policy. Hence, the factors that determine the President’s 

election and the President’s policies merit investigation for anyone interested in or 

concerned with such policies. Presumably, if Presidential leadership were the main factor 

in determining foreign policy, policies could differ significantly from one administration 

to the next, but this has not been the case with Cuba. 

 The White House National Security Council (N.S.C.) serves an advisory role to 

coordinate the various agencies that formulate and regulate foreign policy. The U.S. 

Department of State oversees diplomacy, the Department of Defense (the Pentagon) 

directs the military, and the Treasury and Commerce Departments regulate foreign trade. 

 
2 US v Curtiss-Wright, 299 U.S. 304, 305 (1936). 

3 Ibid. 
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The Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC), which falls under the Treasury’s purview, 

is one of the offices that enforces sanctions. The Department of Homeland Security, 

which includes the Coast Guard, manages customs and immigration. 

When it comes to Cuba policy, the President sets the agenda within the legal 

limits. The State Department meets with foreign and domestic actors to create a range of 

foreign policy recommendations for the President and the Secretary of State. They 

ultimately make the decisions on which proposals to accept. The State Department 

coordinates with other government departments and agencies to create specific 

procedures and guidelines. These may take the form of executive action, memoranda, 

directives, etc. Congress passes legislation for sanctions, but the executive branch sets the 

foreign policy agenda, interprets the legislation, develops guidelines according to the 

laws, and enforces the rules and regulations. The State Department has both regional and 

functional bureaus working on policies. In Washington, D.C., the Office of the 

Coordinator for Cuban Affairs works within the Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs 

to coordinate between the various governmental actors to craft policy. The U.S. Embassy 

in Havana carries out the diplomatic and consular fieldwork. The Departments of the 

Treasury and Commerce regulate licenses and enforcement procedures for trade, travel, 

remittances, telecommunications, information exchange, banking, and financial services. 

The Department of Homeland Security enforces immigration and customs laws, 

including border security, interdictions, visas, asylum claims, and deportations. The 

N.S.C., D.H.S., Defense, State, the Central Intelligence Agency (C.I.A.), and the Office 

of the Director of National Security (ODNI) all contribute to the national security 

apparatus that monitors, determines, and responds to Cuban security threats. 
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Congress passes national laws for the President to ratify and provide oversight of 

the executive branch. Article I, Sections 7 and 8 Constitution of the United States endows 

Congress with the power of the purse. All money bills must originate in the House of 

Representatives, according to Section 7.  

Congress also regulates foreign trade. Article I, Section 8 denotes, “The Congress 

shall have Power To lay and collect Taxes, Duties, Imposts and Excises, to pay the Debts 

and provide for the common Defence and general Welfare of the United States.” The 

Appropriations and Budget Committees in each chamber can support or deny the success 

of programs and policies depending on the amount of money they allocate in the federal 

budget. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee and the House of Representatives 

Foreign Affairs Committee prepare legislation and overview for foreign policy. Section 

10 gives Congress the power to ratify treaties that the President signs. 

Lobbies, political action committees (PACs), consultants, political parties, think 

tanks, contractors, nongovernmental organizations, dark money organizations, activists, 

and policy analysts meet with and provide information to policymakers. Some also 

donate to politicians. These groups advocate for various causes on behalf of citizens, but 

the way they exercise power and the disproportionate influence some have are 

controversial subjects. Weak campaign finance laws allow donors to skirt individual 

contribution limits and give wealthy donors an outsized impact. 

 

Foreign Policy Analysis Models 

 

Graham Allison’s seminal works entitled “Conceptual Models and the Cuban 

Missile Crisis” and The Essence of Decision-Making provide a roadmap for investigating 
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the foreign policy formation through levels of analysis. The first model he examines, the 

Rational Choice Model, presumes that a unified national government acts rationally to 

achieve its strategic objectives.4 Such an approach treats the state as a black box rather 

than recognizing how subnational group competition determines national policy.5 The 

alternatives he presents, the Organizational Process Model and the Bureaucratic Politics 

Model, help fill this gap. 

The Organization Process Model posits that government behavior results from 

“outputs of large organizations functioning according to standard patterns of behavior.”6 

This model focuses on decentralizing assignments and expertise, “action channels,” 

coordination, and the resulting quasi-resolutions.7 However, the third model, 

Bureaucratic Politics, provides the most useful framework for explaining how Cuban-

Americans influence U.S. foreign policy. Like the Organizational Process Model, the 

Bureaucratic Politics model also recognizes the decentralized nature of policy-creation, 

but the third model focuses on the “outcomes of bargaining games” “along regularized 

channels among players positioned hierarchically within the government.”8 Thus, rather 

than being merely part of the machine apparatus, individual agents can play a significant 

role in the bargaining process. 

 
4 Allison, Graham. “Conceptual Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis.” The American Political Science 

Review, Vol. 63, No. 3 (Sep., 1969), p. 690.  

5 Allison, “Conceptual Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” 690-693. 

6 Allison, “Conceptual Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” 698. 

7 Allison, “Conceptual Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” 699-703. 

8 Allison, “Conceptual Models and the Cuban Missile Crisis,” 707. 
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Alternatively, Robert Pastor uses what he calls an interactive lens. He argues that 

other lenses attribute the relationship between the United States and Latin America 

primarily to U.S. actions.9 Instead, the interactive lens “presumes that the region is 

composed of actors…that try to influence the United States even as they are influenced 

by it.”10 Their interactions result in the relationships formed. Therefore, all actors need to 

be more cognizant of the other actors’ motivations and intentions to increase 

collaboration and create more effective policies.11 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Foreign Policy Analysis Model 

Scholars identify the main independent variables affecting U.S. policy towards 

Cuba to be the structure of the international system, national security and business 

interests, imperial ideologies, and the Cuban-American community. One way to 

 
9 Pastor, Robert A. Whirlpool: U.S. Foreign Policy Toward Latin America and the Caribbean (Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 33. 

10 Pastor, Whirlpool: U.S. Foreign Policy Toward Latin America and the Caribbean, 33. 

11 Pastor, Whirlpool: U.S. Foreign Policy Toward Latin America and the Caribbean, 36-37. 
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conceptualize these competing factors and the actors involved is to recognize four poles 

of influence: the political institutions and organizations in Washington, D.C., the seat of 

Cuban government power in Havana, the Cuban-American community primarily located 

in South Florida, and third countries or international organizations. Officials in the U.S. 

Government and the Cuban government represent their respective countries’ official 

policies, but the relationship is far from bilateral due to the other actors involved. Miami 

sends lobbyists representatives to Washington, D.C., to promote the interests of the 

community. Meanwhile, exiles maintain their relationships with family, friends, and 

activist networks in Cuba. The Cuban regime and the exile community are both 

inextricably tied and constantly at odds with each other over incommensurable visions of 

the island’s future. Lastly, policymakers and activists all maintain relations with third 

countries who in turn exert pressure on Havana and Washington, D.C., to institute 

policies that benefit their national interests and those of the international system. The 

many papers and books that have explained the relationship between the United States 

and Cuba recognize Miami’s importance in the framework of U.S.-Cuba policy but 

address their influence superficially. They tend to describe the Cuban-American 

community as an unchanging monolith in domestic politics and the embargo as a fairly 

stable entity when in actuality, the community has evolved over time, as has the 

embargo’s implementation. It remains to be determined the extent to which the 

community changes have resulted in parallel changes to U.S. policy. 
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Brief History 

 

 When trying to explain why U.S. policy towards Cuba has remained stagnant for 

six decades, the most common explanation is that domestic political factors determine 

how the U.S. engages with Cuba. The Cuban community in South Florida has had an 

outsized influence over electoral politics compared to their percentage of the population. 

Thus, politicians defer to them to score political points. However, their power in 

Washington and Miami goes beyond just electoral votes for president. Cuban-Americans 

have organized one of the most successful ethnic interest groups, behind only the Israel 

lobby. Few would argue that Cuban-Americans were the main factor in creating the 

embargo, but perhaps its longevity can be attributed to factors other than the international 

system, the nature of the U.S.-Cuba relationship, domestic politics generally, or just the 

ease of maintaining the status quo. While most political scientists have failed to 

thoroughly understand Cuban-American political influence and organization apart from 

the monolith, other social scientists have problematized the subject more in-depth. 

 The United States and Cuba have a long, integrated political history. Cuban-

Americans have inhabited a unique cultural and political space among elite circles in the 

U.S. due to Washington’s relationship with Havana. The U.S. has been involved with the 

small island nation since both were colonies due to proximity, strategic partnerships, and 

economic trade. The U.S. has consistently sought to exert greater power over Cuba. 

Following the Missouri Compromise, Southern U.S. legislators explored annexing Cuba 

as a slave state, as the Ostend Manifesto demonstrated. Elite business interests became 

interconnected. U.S. companies invested more in Cuba, Americans vacationed there, and 

Cuban elites contracted with U.S. companies to enrich themselves and extricate 
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themselves from Spanish rule. After Americans became involved in the Civil War, 

Cubans began their fight for independence from Spain in 1868. Cuba remained a Spanish 

colony at the war’s end in 1878 after a decade of fighting, but the separatists persevered. 

Cuban exiles created communities in Key West, Tampa, and New York City. 

Jose Marti and other Cuban exiles brought attention to Cubans’ plight as they 

again fought for independence from Spain in the 1890s. Cuban patriots appealed to U.S. 

newspapers to publish news of human rights atrocities in Cuba at the hand of Spanish 

soldiers. In 1898, the U.S. waged war on Spain after the U.S.S. Maine exploded in 

Havana harbor, allegedly due to a Spanish attack (though this is unlikely). The United 

States gained Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines as protectorates in the war’s 

aftermath.  

The United States used the Monroe Doctrine to impose itself on the island 

through the Roosevelt Corollary and the Platt Amendment. Although Cuba was officially 

a republic, its northern neighbor reserved the right to intervene in Cuban politics. 

Through the eras of “Big Stick” policy, “gunboat diplomacy,” and “dollar diplomacy,” 

the United States became heavily involved in the politics and business interests of Cuba, 

thereby increasing its own wealth and power. While the Great Powers of Europe entered 

into continental war, the U.S. pursued its own imperial ambitions in the Caribbean with 

the help of its international corporations and military installations. Thus, the Cuban elites 

during the Republican Era tended to be very friendly to the U.S., causing resentment 

among the Cuban lower classes. When leaders were inimical to U.S. interests, the U.S. 

government supported opponents and coups that were friendlier to the “yanquis.” The 

resentment to U.S. meddling reached its zenith with U.S. support of Fulgencio Batista. 



 

 12 

On July 26, 1953, at the age of 26, Fidel Castro attacked Santiago de Cuba’s 

Moncada barracks with a small group of rebels. At his sentencing, he made the famous 

declaration, “History will absolve me,” (“La historia me absolvera.”). The revolutionary 

guerrillas thereon became known as July 26 Movement (MR-26-7). Batista released Fidel 

and his associates from imprisonment in 1955 in a move designed to promote better 

public relations for the increasingly unpopular caudillo. Fidel and his brother Raul soon 

fled to Mexico City and began drawing up new plans to renew the revolutionary struggle 

against the Batista regime. With his group of Cuban dissidents and other like-minded 

Latin American political exiles, Fidel trained his army and acquired a decrepit yacht 

known as the Granma in preparation for their subsequent invasion. Eighty-one rebels set 

sail from Mexico on November 25, 1956, and arrived in Cuba on November 30, 1959, 

beginning the 3-year-long guerrilla war that resulted in the victory of the Castro-led 

Revolucion. The nationalist revolution had broad support across a Cuban population, 

longing to be free of U.S.-backed dictator General Fulgencio Batista. 

January 1, 1959, forever changed the destiny of Cuba. In the early morning hours, 

the U.S.-backed dictator Fulgencio Batista fled the Caribbean island nation. Three days 

earlier, Che Guevara led his brigade of Fidel Castro’s rebel army in a decisive victory in 

the city of Santa Clara on his way to the capital city of Havana. Castro victoriously rolled 

into Havana in the ensuing days, taking back Cuba for the Cuban people from the corrupt 

Batista government and its entrenchment with foreign governments, transnational 

corporations, the U.S. mafia, and the Cuban aristocracy. The guerrilla war ended, and the 

Revolutionary Period in Cuba began. 
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A tense and polarizing political situation soon developed on the island due to 

violent suppression measures, nationalization of private property, and other government 

policies that made people fear for their lives and livelihoods. Although Fidel Castro and 

his revolutionary compatriots initially had widespread support throughout Cuba for 

ousting Batista and foreign influence, his punitive “trials”, expropriation of property, and 

adoption of communism initiated decades of mass migration from the small island of 

Cuba to the United States of America. Most viewed their move to the United States as 

temporary until the revolutionary fever subsided in Cuba. Many retained their Cuban 

citizenship for years. 

Table 1.1: Main Postrevolution Periods of Cuban Migration to the United States 

Source: Jorge Duany, “Cuban Communities in the United States: Migration Waves, Settlement Patterns and 

Socioeconomic Diversity,” Pouvoirs dans la Caraïbe 11 (1999): 69–103, available online; María Cristina García, 

Havana USA: Cuban Exiles and Cuban Americans in South Florida, 1959–1994 (Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Press, 1996); D.H.S., Yearbook of Immigration Statistics (Washington, DC: D.H.S. Office of Immigration 

Statistics, 2015), available online. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/cuban-migration-postrevolution-exodus-

ebbs-and-flows 

http://plc.revues.org/464?lang=en
https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/cuban-migration-postrevolution-exodus-ebbs-and-flows
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/cuban-migration-postrevolution-exodus-ebbs-and-flows
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Many of the first to leave were Batista supporters, American citizens and 

companies doing business in Cuba, large landholders, elites, and religious leaders. Not all 

early exiles were white and wealthy, but the majority had fairer complexions and were at 

least middle class, because these were the people in Cuba more likely to have ties to the 

predominantly-white elite society from which the revolution sought to take power and the 

financial means to fund the exodus. Those that owned large companies in Cuba or 

worked with large American companies re-established their businesses in the United 

States, especially in South Florida. Some parents sent their children to live in the U.S. 

until the revolution ended or until they could raise the money to join their children. The 

Catholic Church facilitated the migration of approximately 14,000 Cuban children to the 

U.S. through Operation Peter Pan. 

At first, Cuban-American political influence was minimal and primarily effective 

within the context of providing U.S. politicians with examples of the failures of 

communism during the Cold War. The regime’s alliance with the Soviet Union and its 

effect on U.S. security, national interests, and business interests prompted President John 

F. Kennedy to institute multiple sanctions against the regime, including a nearly complete 

trade embargo. Kennedy ratified the wide-ranging Foreign Assistance Act (F.A.A.) of 

1961. Section 620 of the F.A.A. (22 U.S.C. 237) states: 

No assistance shall be furnished under this Act to the present government of 

Cuba. As an additional means of implementing and carrying into effect the policy 

of the preceding sentence, the President is authorized to establish and maintain a 

total embargo upon all trade between the United States and Cuba. 
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These, in addition to the Trading with the Enemy Act of 1917, formed the foundation of 

the embargo. The Cuban Assets Control Regulations (CACR) of 1963 specifically 

enumerated the rules prohibiting financial transactions with Cuba.12 

Meanwhile, over a thousand adult Cuban exiles organized a counter-revolutionary 

force to invade Cuba with C.I.A. support. The Soviet Union setting up a nuclear weapons 

base in Cuba brought the United States and the Soviet Union to the brink of direct 

warfare between the superpowers, more than practically any other event in the Cold War. 

The April 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion and the October 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis further 

compounded Cuba's significance in the Cold War situation. Hundreds of thousands of 

Cubans came to the United States on their own accord and through Operation Peter Pan, 

the Camarioca boatlift, and the Freedom Flights. Cuban immigration continued largely-

unabated throughout the 1960s before beginning to decline. Although the Cuban 

Adjustment Act of 1966 did make it easier for Cubans to gain citizenship, they did not 

have the numbers, finances, mass organization, opportunity, and leadership to become an 

effective domestic political bloc. Although Cubans had deep roots in New York, Key 

West, Tampa, and other locations in the United States, much of their organization during 

the 1960s and 1970s still focused on Cuban politics rather than U.S. politics.13 

Fortunately for the Cubans that had fled their native land, the prevalence of the anti-

communist domino theory narrative often aligned with their political preferences. 

 
12 Congressional Research Service. “Cuba Sanctions 2018.” 

13 Duany, Jorge. Blurred Borders: Transnational Migration between the Hispanic Caribbean and the 

United States. (The University of North Carolina Press. 2011. Kindle Edition.) 
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U.S.-Cuba relations was likely more of a convenient proxy war in the overall 

Cold War than motivated by Cuban-American political influence.14 Ultimately, though, 

the dynamics of the Soviet Union and its patronage of communist Cuba in opposing the 

U.S. were more influential to how the United States determined policy towards Cuba 

during the height of the Cold War. Indeed, many Cubans formed groups still aimed at 

influencing politics on the island in hopes of returning from exile. National security 

dominated exile politics in the early days of the revolution during the Cold War.15 

Two political camps took shape in the 1970s: the exile-oriented and the 

immigrant-oriented.16 Famously or infamously, Cuban-Americans became more 

prominent in the 1970s. Bebe Rebozo, a well-known Cuban-American, was a highly 

influential friend of Richard Nixon, and it was the Cuban-American “plumbers” who 

were among those to take the fall for Nixon in the Watergate scandal. The 1970s were a 

divisive time for the Cuban community as exiles disagreed over the best political 

approach toward Cuba, with the dominant group aggressively pursuing a single narrative 

and blacklisting others. Activists become more radicalized and increasingly engaged in 

violence. Cuban-Americans that dissented occasionally found themselves victims of 

intra-community violence. In 1976, Orlando Bosch and Luis Posada Carriles bombed a 

 
14 Westad, Odd Arne. The Global Cold War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007.) 

15 De Los Angeles Torres, Maria. In the Land of Mirrors: Cuban Exile Politics in the United States (Ann 

Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2001), 60-61. 

16 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 84. 
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Cubana Airlines passenger flight. President Carter’s attempted “dialogue” and 

incremental normalization in the late 1970s more acutely divided the community.17 

As Cuban-Americans became more established in the United States, they became 

essential leaders in business and politics, especially in South Florida. That influence 

resulted from significant, concerted effort and determination among a close-knit and 

involved community over several decades. The “Anglo” power structures in Miami 

excluded them, so they built parallel power structures and economic spheres. They also 

benefited from preferential immigration policies and civil rights legislation. Cuban-

American interests began to find their political voice in the early 1980s with the founding 

of the Cuban-American National Foundation and Ronald Reagan’s presidential 

campaign. The 1980s saw Cuban-American politics enter mainstream U.S. politics. That 

is the point at which this study begins. 

 

The Cuban-American Community 

 Sociologists like Jorge Duany, Maria de los Angeles Torres, and Maxine 

Molyneux have helped develop a deeper understanding of the Cuban American 

community and its relationship to both countries, informing its role in U.S.-Cuban 

relations. 

 Jorge Duany, building on Steven Vertovec’s writings on transnationalism, argues 

that “the form, frequency, and intensity of transnationalism largely hinges on the nature 

 
17 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 94-100. 
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of the relationship between sending and receiving countries.”18 Thus, the US-Cuba 

relationship affects how migrants interact with the Cuban government their families back 

home. Jorge Duany groups the post-revolution exodus into five waves: the Historical 

Exiles, the Freedom Flights, the Mariel Exodus, the Balsero Crisis, and Post-Soviet 

migration (See Table 1.1).19 For the purposes of this study, I suggest two more potential 

waves: 2014-2017 (thaw emigres) and 2017+ (post-wet foot, dry foot emigres). 

Maria de los Angeles Torres directly analyzes one direction in the two-way 

relationship between foreign policy and the Cuban exile community during the Cold War. 

She focuses on “how the foreign and domestic policies of host and home countries have 

influenced the politics of émigré groups, particularly Cuban exiles,” rather than vice 

versa.20 National security interests are an essential consideration for both states and, 

therefore, in accordance with state structures and ideologies, partially define the role of 

community.21 Meanwhile, the Cuban government’s strategy was to divide and conquer 

the exile community.22 She concludes, “For [decades] children and families have been 

manipulated politically to feed power structures on both sides of the Florida Straits that 

functioned as mirror images of each other, even though they evolved in radically distinct 

 
18 Duany, Jorge. Blurred Borders: Transnational Migration between the Hispanic Caribbean and the 

United States (The University of North Carolina Press. Kindle Edition.), 7. 

19 Jorge Duany, interview by the author, March 12, 2018. 

20 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 31. 

21 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 30-31. 

22 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 180. 
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political spaces.”23 The Cuban Revolution had as great an effect on the Cuban population 

as the Civil War did in the United States of America. 

Molyneux concludes that Cuban-Americans have definitely affected U.S. policy 

but that one cannot solely ascribe that policy to the exile community.24 Distinctive 

characteristics of the Cuban-American community that enabled its effective political 

organization include its spatial concentration, assimilation, economic success, “long 

distance citizenship” or Cubanidad, and preferential U.S. government policies.25 Class, 

generation, and race divide opinions within the community.26 Overall public opinion has 

also changed with the end of the Cold War, changes in Washington politics, and “the 

evolution of the community itself.”27 Consequently, the Cuban American National 

Foundation (CANF), the leading Cuban American political organization, had to adjust its 

strategies, and other exile organizations, with differing modi operandi, have emerged. 

She concludes, “What the exile lobby has been able to do is to ensure that this broader 

support for the embargo and related issues is maintained and that, in the absence of any 

remotely comparable lobby on the other side, their interests have prevailed.”28 Thus, the 

relationship between the diaspora and U.S.-Cuba policy is interactive. 

 
23 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 199. 

24 Molyneux, Maxine. “The Politics of the Cuban Diaspora in the United States.” In The United States and 

Latin America: The New Agenda (edited by Victor Bulmer-Thomas and James Dunkerley, 287–310. 

Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999), 305. 

25 Molyneux, “The Politics of the Cuban Diaspora in the United States,” 291-293. 

26 Molyneux, “The Politics of the Cuban Diaspora in the United States,” 296-298. 

27 Molyneux, “The Politics of the Cuban Diaspora in the United States,” 298. 

28 Molyneux, “The Politics of the Cuban Diaspora in the United States,” 305. 
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Robert Suro describes the development of the ethnic-enclave economy among 

Cuban-Americans in Miami.29 When “Anglos” dominated the political and economic 

spheres in Miami, a parallel Cuban-American economic structure arose and supplanted 

“Anglo” dominance.30 Location and timing contributed to their endeavor's success, as 

they benefited from the human capital of the first waves, Cold War politics, civil rights 

legislation, and opportunities for growth in South Florida.31 The community networks 

that they built helped to ensure their success as they ventured into U.S. national politics. 

 

Factors Influencing U.S. Cuba Policy 

The continued adherence to the embargo contradicts many theoretical 

assumptions about how foreign policy works. Powerful countries like the United States 

tend to dominate less powerful nations like Cuba, but realist theory posits that stronger 

countries will behave rationally in pursuing their national interest. In the edited volume 

Cuba, the United States, and the Post-Cold War World, co-editors Morris Morley and 

Chris McGillion argue that the U.S.’s Cuba policy is distinctly “unrealist” due to its lack 

of internal coherency with other U.S. foreign policy.32 The three main contradictions 

include domestic factors usurping national interest, the embargo’s inconsistency with the 

promotion of free trade ideology, and its professed commitment to an international 

 
29 Suro, Roberto. Strangers Among Us. New York: Vintage Books, 1999., p. 163. 

30 Suro, Strangers Among Us, 159-178. 

31 Suro, Strangers Among Us, 160-166, 171. 

32 Morley, Morris, and Chris McGillion. Cuba, the United States, and the Post-Cold War World. Edited by 

Morris Morley and Chris McGillion (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005), 10. 
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community that condemns these policies.33 Many business sectors in the United States 

have been lobbying to allow investment for decades, and the majority of the American 

public has opposed the embargo. The inimical relationship between the governments of 

the United States and Cuba has resulted in Cuba drawing close to countries that are 

hostile to the United States, causing a greater security threat. Former chief of the U.S. 

Interests Section Vicki Huddleston points out that the United States implemented a 

stricter policy toward Cuba than most of the other countries it considers enemies. “Cuba 

is the only country against which we maintain a comprehensive unilateral economic 

embargo and the only country in which we occupy part of its territory against its 

wishes.”34 She believes the United States undermines its own national interests and drives 

Cuba closer to China and Russia.35 Moreover, the embargo has not forced any major 

changes on the island. 

 

The International System and Relative Power 

 

 The dominant theories that describe the relationship between the United States 

and Cuba emphasize the power differential. Realist scholars highlight how the 

international system’s structure and relative power relationships allow the United States 

to impose its will on Cuba. Lars Schoultz, the author of Beneath the United States and 

That Infernal Little Cuban Republic, grounds his work firmly in realist theory and 

 
33 Morris & McGillion, Cuba, the United States, and the Post-Cold War World, 8-9. 

34 Huddleston, Vicki. Our Woman in Havana (New York, NY: The Overlook Press, 2018), 12-13. 

35 Huddleston, Our Woman in Havana, 13, 284. 
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Thucydides’ observation that the strong do what they can while the weak do what they 

must.36 In other words, the United States treats Latin America, including Cuba, however 

it pleases because of the power disparities and usually according to the dictates of U.S. 

self-interest.37 For Latin American nations, the United States is a problem in that it inserts 

itself as a domineering presence in regional affairs and a solution in its aid and available 

trade.38 Regarding U.S.-Latin American relations more broadly, Victor Bulmer-Thomas 

and James Dunkerley also highlight “the profound asymmetry of power and resource 

between the United States of American and the rest of the continent” and the “thoroughly 

inequitable relationship.”39 

 Although they may recognize other factors that contribute to U.S. foreign policy, 

scholars ultimately tend to situate these factors within the context of the structure of the 

international system. According to David Baldwin’s calculations in Economic Statecraft, 

the central U.S. policy toward Cuba since the inception of the revolution was based 

almost entirely on strategic concerns in relation to the international system. Cole 

Blasier’s The Hovering Giant investigated the roles of U.S. private interests and 

perceived extra-hemispheric threats. Perceptions of strategic concerns had a greater 

influence on U.S. intervention in Latin America, but economic considerations were 

 
36 Lars Schoultz. Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy toward Latin America (Kindle 

Edition), Locations 35-37.; Schoultz, That Infernal Little Cuban Republic, 3-4, 555.; Thucydides, Melian 

Dialogue, Peloponnesian War. 

37 Lars Schoultz. Beneath the United States: A History of U.S. Policy toward Latin America (Kindle 

Edition), Location 52. 

38 Pastor, Whirlpool, 23. 

39 Bulmer-Thomas, Victor, and James Dunkerley. The United States and Latin America: The New Agenda 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 311. 
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generally compatible with these policies.40 Ultimately, he concludes national interest, 

primarily in the form of Great Power rivalry, was the foremost concern then protecting 

U.S. private interests.41 

In Talons of the Eagle, Peter H. Smith primarily takes a structural look at the 

relationship between the U.S. and Latin America divided into three time periods: the 

1790s to the 1930s, the 1940s to the 1980s, and the contemporary era.42 These periods 

have corresponded to balance-of-power regime concerns and multilateral rivalries (The 

Imperial Era), the bilateral rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union during the Cold 

War (The Cold War), and an “absence of clear-cut rules of the game” and uncertainty in 

the aftermath of the Cold War (The Age of Uncertainty).43 Important factors determining 

the rules or systemic constraints of each period include “the number of major powers, the 

nature of power resources, and the goals of international policy.”44 Notably, the four 

closely-related variables that he identifies as determining U.S. foreign policy reactions 

cover all levels of analysis: “(1) the relative importance of Latin America vis-a-vis other 

world regions, (2) perceptions of extra-hemispheric rivalry, (3) definitions of U.S. 

national interest, and (4) the relationship between state actors and social groups in policy 

 
40 Blasier, Cole. The Hovering Giant (Revised. University of Pittsburgh Press, 1985), 236. 

41 Blasier, The Hovering Giant, 221-22. 

42 Peter H. Smith. Talons of the Eagle: Dynamics of U.S.-Latin American Relations (Kindle Edition), 5-6. 

43 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 5-8, 353-354. 

44 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 356-357. 
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formation.”45 Thus, these variables are ultimately consequential within the context of the 

structure of the international system. 

 The role of Cuba in international affairs was particularly poignant during the Cold 

War. The United States and the Soviet Union were unquestionably the two great powers 

for nearly half a century after World War II. Although the U.S. relationship with Cuba 

was firmly based on the Cold War’s geopolitical structure, that mindset has lingered 

beyond the end of the Cold War. 

 

Neo-imperialism 

 

Neo-Marxist scholars similarly suggest an imperial relationship that maintains the 

power differential and primarily serves the stronger nation’s national interests. In the 

tradition of neo-Marxist theorists, Jane Franklin’s Cuba and the U.S. Empire: A 

Chronological History, in providing a detailed timeline of international events related to 

US-Cuban relations, concludes:  

Many people have called U.S. policy toward Cuba a relic of the Cold War. This is 

a misconception. The history chronicled here in Cuba and the U.S. Empire 

demonstrates that U.S. policy toward Cuba since the revolution has been basically 

a continuation of the imperial policy enunciated by Thomas Jefferson.46 

 

Her views align with a neo-Marxist political thought tradition in Latin America that 

gained popularity after the Second World War. Argentine economist Raul Prebisch, the 

former executive director of the Economic Commission for Latin America, provided a 

 
45 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 357. 

46 Franklin, Jane. Cuba and the U.S. Empire: A Chronological History (Monthly Review Press. Kindle 

Edition, 2016.) 
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foundation for dependency theory. Dependency theory and its sister, Immanuel 

Wallenstein’s world systems theory, describe how industrialized “core” nations exploit a 

structural advantage over poorer “periphery” nations in international trade relations and 

politics. 

 The Cuban regime’s official statements present itself in a neo-Marxist framework. 

Cuba’s foreign policy in relation to the United States has been largely consistent since the 

inception of the revolution. Cuba’s niche on the world stage has largely been as a symbol 

of a small country shirking the oppressive mantle of a greedy, capitalist empire in favor 

of a more egalitarian system of redistribution of wealth and economic power. Cuba’s 

official government statements and state-owned media have continued to espouse this 

anti-hegemonic, Neo-Marxist narrative over the decades. Cuban government rhetoric 

portrays the small island country as a victim of U.S. imperial aggression and themselves 

as a sort of David character victorious against this Goliath. Neo-Marxist social science 

scholars have likewise focused on the economic and structural inequities of the U.S.-

Cuba relationship with varying levels of attribution of agency to the Cuban government 

and the results of its actions. The relationship with Cuba continues to affect U.S. 

domestic policy and U.S. foreign policy, largely with a lingering anti-communist 

impetus.47 The U.S. relationship with Latin America, including Cuba, extends beyond the 

interpretation of “neo-imperialist arrogance and passive victimhood” to an “inter-

American structure of power.”48 

 
47 Bulmer-Thomas and Dunkerley, The United States and Latin America: The New Agenda, 312. 

48 Bulmer-Thomas and Dunkerley, The United States and Latin America: The New Agenda, 315. 
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The Power of Ideas 

 

 Prevailing ideologies and the lenses through which actors understood 

international relations governed how they analyzed and responded to issues in the 

international arena. Although the United States and the Soviet Union never went to war 

directly against one another during the Cold War period, they both engaged in a series of 

proxy wars to promote their ideologies in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. As historian 

Odd Arne Westad argues, in these battlefields, the Cold War was actually quite hot. 

Furthermore, Cuba became a symbolic victory for Latin Americans and other peoples of 

the “Third World” striving to break free of their exploitative, dependent relationships 

with the United States and Europe. 

 In The Global Cold War, Westad argues that at the center of the United States and 

the Soviet Union’s rivalry were competing ideological visions of modernity that 

governed their international interactions.49 Although these visions of how the “Third 

World” could progress had anti-colonial origins, they evolved to exhibit a neocolonial 

approach toward less developed nations, which became the battlefield for their competing 

projects.50 Furthermore, he claims that the U.S. ideology of promoting freedom and 

security through intervention has governed U.S. foreign policy even after the Cold War 

despite the dismantling of its rival.51 Cuba put the two great rivals at direct odds with the 

 
49 Westad, The Global Cold War, 39. 

50 Westad, The Global Cold War, 397. 

51 Westad, The Global Cold War, 405. 
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Cuban Missile Crisis and brought them closer to nuclear warfare than at any other 

moment during the Cold War. However, Cuba’s symbolic appeal as liberation from U.S. 

dominance and its military and supporting aid to strategic Third World allies were among 

its greatest contributions – and its greatest challenges to the United States – during the 

Cold War.52 Westad focuses on how superpower ideological rivalry manifested itself 

throughout the Third World to explain U.S. Cuba policy. 

Furthermore, how the United States views its own role in the international system, 

especially in relation to Cuba and other Latin American nations, determines how the 

United States interacts with Cuba. Lars Schoultz identifies two currents that have 

coexisted independently of political party throughout the history of U.S. relations with 

Latin America: (1) foreign policy activism and interventionism, and paradoxically, (2) 

isolationism.53 Schoultz emphasizes, “A belief in Latin American inferiority is the 

essential core of United States policy toward Latin America because it determines the 

precise steps the United States takes to protect its interests in the region.”54 U.S. policy 

towards Cuba has portrayed itself as a “civilizing mission,” often obscured in the rhetoric 

of human rights concerns.55 

In Economic Statecraft, David A. Baldwin’s assessment of the Cuban embargo 

primarily highlights the Cold War ideologically battle and related national security 

 
52 Westad, The Global Cold War, 179-80. 

53 Bulmer-Thomas and Dunkerley, The United States and Latin America: The New Agenda, 316-17. 

54 Schoultz, Beneath the United States, Kindle Locations 81-82. 

55 Schoultz, Lars. That Infernal Little Cuban Republic: The United States and the Cuban Revolution 

(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2009), 7, 556. 
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interests. Baldwin argues that there were four main goals behind the U.S. embargo 

against Cuba: 

1. To reduce Castro’s will and ability to export subversion and violence to the 

other American states; 

2. To make plain to the people of Cuba that Castro’s regime cannot serve their 

interests; 

3. To demonstrate to the peoples of the American Republics that communism 

has no future in the Western Hemisphere; and 

4. To increase the cost of the Soviet Union of maintaining a Communist outpost 

in the Western Hemisphere.56 

 

Indeed, as many scholars note, leadership viewed winning the ideological battle as 

essential to securing U.S. national interests. 

 

National Interests and Security 

 

How the United States defines and prioritizes its national interests—including 

national security, promotion of ideas, and economic interests—at any given time factor 

greatly into the formation and justification of policies. Robert Pastor explains that Latin 

America’s proximity, vulnerability, and instability “make the region of special concern to 

the United States.”57 According to Peter Smith, U.S. self-interests primarily cater to 

national security, domestic politics, economic development, and a belief in ethnic 

superiority, but the make-up of these variables evolves over time.58 Schoultz emphasizes 

 
56 Baldwin, David A. Economic Statecraft. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985. 176. 

57 Pastor, Whirlpool, 23. 
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that Realist self-interest explains the U.S.’s Cuba policy.59 Schoultz frames his analysis 

of U.S.-Cuban relations as U.S. protection of interests: 

Specifically, Washington’s policy has reflected first the economic concerns of 

U.S. investors, then—and much more important—the security concerns of U.S. 

defense managers, and finally the electoral concerns of U.S. politicians, who have 

eagerly sought the support of Cuban Americans, some of whom are wealthy 

campaign contributors and several hundred thousand of whom vote in the crucial 

state of Florida.60 

 

U.S. interests tend to prioritize national security, but commercial interests have often 

been an intrinsic part of pursuing U.S. interests. 

 Bridging various theoretical perspectives is the recognition that U.S. commercial 

interests impacted bilateral relations. Pursuing U.S. commercial interests built and 

maintained U.S. economic primacy, promoted U.S. goals and values abroad, protected 

U.S. nationals, and ensured U.S. security. To reiterate, various neo-Marxist theorists, 

Cuban leadership, Smith, and Schoultz all specifically identify U.S. commercial interests 

as historically prominent in U.S.-Cuba relations. Cole Blasier’s The Hovering Giant 

investigated the roles of U.S. private interests and perceived extra-hemispheric threats. 

Perceptions of strategic concerns had a greater influence on U.S. intervention, but 

economic considerations were generally compatible with these policies.61 Ultimately, 

though, he concludes that national interest primarily in the form of Great Power rivalry 

was the foremost concern followed by protecting U.S. private interests.62 

 
59 Schoultz, That Infernal Little Cuban Republic, p. 561-563. 
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Domestic Influences: All Politics Is Local 

 

Several Latin Americanists have cautioned against over-emphasizing the role of 

Cuban-Americans. Regarding the United States’ special interest in Cuba, Bulmer-

Thomas and Dunkerley conclude: 

It is tempting to assume that this strange state of affairs is due to the 

overwhelming influence of the Cuban-American lobby in the United States and, 

in particular, the role played by the Cuban American National Foundation 

(CANF)…. Yet U.S. concerns with Castro’s Cuba predate the formation of 

CANF, and U.S. policy has not always reflected CANF interests…. Thus, the 

influence of CANF should not be exaggerated.63 

 

Furthermore, “Cuba may no longer be a threat to U.S. interests, but the costs to the USA 

of maintaining the status quo remain remarkably slight.”64 As noted in previous sections, 

Peter Smith recognizes the financial influence that Cuban-Americans have had. However, 

he views the international system and national security as more significant variables for 

policy formation than social groups.65 According to Blasier, the most important actors in 

policy-formation were, in order of influence: (1) the president and cabinet officers, (2) 

corporate leaders working with the White House and Capitol Hill, and (3) “middle-level 

diplomats and civil servants.”66 Thus, Cuban-Americans who advocate for the embargo 

may not so much as determine the embargo’s fate as advocate a position that aligns with 

policymakers’ preferences. 

 
63 Bulmer-Thomas and Dunkerley, The United States and Latin America: The New Agenda, 323. 

64 Bulmer-Thomas and Dunkerley, The United States and Latin America: The New Agenda, 323. 

65 Smith, Talons of the Eagle, 357. 

66 Blasier, The Hovering Giant, 237. 
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Nevertheless, policymakers, analysts, and scholars often argue that the Cuban-

American community has been the most important factor in determining U.S. foreign 

policy towards Cuba and maintaining the embargo over the past several decades. Vicki 

Huddleston, the former U.S. Department of State Coordinator for Cuban Affairs and 

Chief of the U.S. Interests Section in Havana, repeatedly emphasizes the influence of the 

Cuban-American community, stating, “[O]ur Cuba policy is actually domestic policy, not 

foreign policy.”67 Political analyst and former Senior Advisor for Western Hemisphere 

Affairs at the State Department, Daniel P. Erikson’s main takeaway is that the South 

Florida Cuban American community has largely determined U.S. foreign policy towards 

Cuba, because policymakers largely view Cuba as unimportant to overall U.S. foreign 

policy.68 In his book Cuba Wars, Erikson describes their political influence in the 

following manner: 

This considerable influence emerged from a potent cocktail of factors that have 

shaped the Cuban exile experience: the relative affluence and superb human 

capital of the first wave of emigres in the 1960s; the fast track to legal residency 

afforded to subsequent Cuban immigrants under the provisions of the 1966 Cuban 

Adjustment Act; their successful efforts at political organization beginning in the 

1980s; and, of course, the fact that the hatred the founding generations had for 

Castro dovetailed with the top U.S. foreign policy goal of containing communism 

during the cold war. But perhaps none of this would have mattered so much, or 

proved so enduring, if the majority of the exiles had settled anywhere in the 

country besides Florida. 

 

Popular understanding ascribes the embargo’s resilience to Cuban-Americans, 

particularly in the news media, especially during election season. 

 
67 Huddleston, Vicki. Our Woman in Havana. New York, NY: The Overlook Press, 2018. p.12. 

68 Erikson, Daniel P. The Cuba Wars: Fidel Castro, the United States, and the Next Revolution (New York: 

Bloomsbury Press, 2008), x-xi. 
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Every presidential election cycle, all eyes focus on Florida as a notorious swing 

state with twenty-nine of the 538 delegates in the electoral college. Tied with New York, 

it has the third-largest delegation of any state. California has the largest delegation with 

fifty-five electors and, like New York, tends to vote reliably Democratic. California’s 

electoral vote has not gone to the Republican candidate since 1988, and New York has 

not gone Republican since 1984. Texas, the second-largest delegation, has voted for the 

Republican candidate since 1980. Florida, too, voted Republican from 1980 to 1992, a 

point that is important to note given the time period on which this study focuses. 

However, Florida is notoriously fickle. Between 1996 and 2016, Florida’s electoral 

college votes have gone to the Democratic candidate three times and to the Republican 

candidate three times, but it voted for the eventual winner all six times. Any community 

of voters that can give candidates an extra edge in the presidential election automatically 

becomes a campaign focus. With a population of nearly 1.3 million in a state of 21.3 

million inhabitants and narrow statewide election margins, Cuban-Americans constitute 

one of these communities. 

 Clearly, it is more than just electoral politics that shapes Cuban American 

political power. If it were so, their influence would only bear fruit every four years during 

presidential campaigns. Presidential campaign years result in more pandering to Cubans 

but attributing their success to their location in Florida undermines their tremendous 

successes in Washington’s foreign policy apparatus. This study will examine how and to 

what extent the Cuban-American population has influenced U.S. foreign policy towards 

Cuba and Latin America and how that influence has changed over time. 
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Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 

 My research questions include the following: How has the Cuban-American 

community influenced specific policies, such as the decades-long Cuban embargo or the 

Cuban-American Adjustment Act? Does Cuban-American influence have more 

explanatory value than other factors that influence U.S.-Cuba relations? Unlike other 

studies that privilege either domestic interest group explanations of U.S. foreign policy 

toward Cuba or national security considerations, I will use process tracing to analyze the 

intersection between Cuban exile influence and national security policy. This means an 

interrogation of the shifting dynamics of Cuban exile influence within changes in local 

Cuban politics, national political considerations, and changes in the dynamics of 

international policy. 

In order to establish Cuban-American influence on U.S. policy toward Cuba, 

process tracing will be used to trace a relationship between Cuban-American political 

preferences, Cuban-American interest groups that lobby for those preferences, the ability 

of those interest groups to have access to the highest levels of U.S. foreign policymaking, 

and evidence of a discernable impact of these lobbying efforts on the shaping and 

direction of U.S. policy. Understanding the extent to which Cuban-American exiles have 

been effective in shaping U.S. foreign policy requires establishing the policy preferences 

of Cuban-Americans over a wide historical timeframe, where the shifting dynamics of 

Cuban-American influence can be effectively analyzed as global, national, and local 

circumstances change. In this context, I also look at an ancillary research question: How 

have ideological divisions and demographic shifts in the Cuban-American community 

impacted both Cuban-American public opinion and strategy, thereby affecting policy? 
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I hypothesize that the original hardline Cuban interest group organizational 

structures have had a decreasingly significant impact over time in framing U.S. foreign 

policy toward Cuba and Latin America. Instead, the strategic focus now relies more on 

federal government representation and campaign finance. Furthermore, I hypothesize that 

hardline Cuban Americans’ political power is waning in relation to newer generations 

and newer arrivals of Cuban-Americans are less conservative, more in favor of 

engagement, less politically active, and decreasing its proportional size in the South 

Florida electorate. 

 

Definitions 

 

It is important to define major terms to set boundaries for the study. Two of the 

most essential definitions to clarify for this study are “Cuban-American” and “Exile.” In 

this study, I define Cuban-Americans as those of Cuban birth or descent living in the 

United States. As such, they may be first- or second-generation or later. They also do not 

have to be exclusively of Cuban descent. Cuban-American includes anyone from Cuba or 

of Cuban descent living in the United States (hyphenated because of “life on the 

hyphen”). Unless otherwise specified, “Cuban-Americans” generally refers to the South 

Florida Cuban-American community. This is not to discount the influence and sometimes 

differing opinions of Cuban-Americans who are dispersed throughout the country but to 

reflect the primary locus of Cuban-American power in the United States. The research 

demonstrates that Cuban-Americans are in no way a monolithic community, but at times 

I will use it as a blanket term to describe the average opinion of the South Florida Cuban-

American community or to describe a subset of the community whose common 
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characteristic is ethnic origin (ex. Cuban-Americans who called into a radio program). 

Likewise, at times I use Cuban to refer to anyone on the island or within the diaspora but 

add context to specify to whom I am referring. U.S. Code Title 8, Section 1101, Article 

42 defines “refugee” as: 

The term “refugee” means (A) any person who is outside any country of such 

person’s nationality or, in the case of a person having no nationality, is outside 

any country in which such person last habitually resided, and who is unable or 

unwilling to return to, and is unable or unwilling to avail himself or herself of the 

protection of, that country because of persecution or a well-founded fear of 

persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular 

social group, or political opinion, or…any person who is within the country of 

such person’s nationality or, in the case of a person having no nationality, within 

the country in which such person is habitually residing, and who is persecuted or 

who has a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, 

nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion.69 

 

A person applying for asylum must “meet the definition of refugee, [already be] in the 

United States, [and seek] admission at a legal point of entry.”70 

Mario Sznajder and Luis Roniger define exile as “the removal of opponents in a 

state framework as a result of confrontational politics.”71 Thus, an exile would be 

someone who a ruling regime has forced to leave due to that person’s political opposition 

to the regime. This definition centers the underlying political motives for migration in a 

manner that does not necessarily apply to refugees, immigrants, and diaspora. However, 

 
69 8 U.S. Code § 1101. “[USC02] 8 USC 1101: Definitions.” Accessed February 16, 2021. 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid%3AUSC-prelim-title8-

section1101&num=0&edition=prelim. 

70 “Refugees and Asylum | USCIS.” Accessed February 16, 2021. 

https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum.; 8 U.S. Code § 1158. “[USC02] 8 USC 1158: 

Asylum.” Accessed February 16, 2021. https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:8 section:1158 

edition:prelim) OR (granuleid:USC-prelim-title8-

section1158)&f=treesort&edition=prelim&num=0&jumpTo=true. 

71 Sznajder, M., and L. Roniger. “Political Exile in Latin America.” Latin American Perspectives 34, no. 4 

(2007): 7–30. https://doi.org/10.1177/0094582X07302891. 

https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-and-asylum
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for the purposes of this study, I use the term “exile” loosely to include any Cubans that 

migrated to the United States in 1959 or later. I recognize the implicit bias and limits of 

using the word “exiles” to describe Cuban-Americans, but I choose to use it for 

contextual purposes. Sociologist Steven Vertovec defines diaspora as “an imagined 

connection between a post-migration (including refugee) population and a place of origin 

and with people of similar origins now living elsewhere in the world.”72 

Hardline approaches refer to policies that favor isolation of the Cuban regime 

through a wide-ranging embargo and opposing official diplomatic ties, cultural 

engagement, and travel to the island. Moderate and liberal policies, in terms of Cuba 

policy, refer to the extent to which policies diverge from the status quo, hardline 

approach. Generally, moderates advocate specific, limited openings for travel, diplomatic 

engagement, and exceptions to the embargo. Liberals in regards to Cuban policy refers to 

those who promote engagement with the island and the regime. The use of conservative, 

moderate, and liberals in relations to Cuba policy does not necessarily correlate to party 

affiliation, because there is bipartisan support for both isolation and engagement. 

However, Cuban-American Republicans and their allies are more likely to favor 

isolation, and Democrats are more likely to favor engagement. 

The Lobbying Disclosure Act of 1995 defines lobbyist as: 

 

any individual who is employed or retained by a client for financial or other 

compensation for services that include more than one lobbying contact, other than 

an individual whose lobbying activities constitute less than 20 percent of the time 

 
72 Vertovec, Steven. Transnationalism (Taylor and Francis, Kindle Edition), Kindle Locations 2839-2840. 
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engaged in the services provided by such individual to that client over a six month 

period.73 

 

I use the word “lobby” more expansively to include interest groups, activists, and 

concerned citizens engaged in political activities like fundraising and donations for 

candidates, endorsements, public support, meetings with policymakers, and so forth. By 

influence, I mean any of the aforementioned activities that impact how policymakers 

decide on policy or the resulting policy itself. 

The embargo refers to the series of U.S. laws and regulations that limit trade and 

travel between the United States and Cuba. The most important of these are the Trading 

with the Enemy Act of 1917, the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, the Cuban Assets 

Control Regulations of 1963, the Cuba Democracy Act of 1992, the Libertad Act of 

1996, and the Trade Sanctions Reform and Export Enhancement Act of 2000. According 

to the Council on Foreign Relations, 

Economic sanctions are defined as the withdrawal of customary trade and 

financial relations for foreign- and security-policy purposes. Sanctions may 

be comprehensive, prohibiting commercial activity with regard to an entire 

country, like the long-standing U.S. embargo of Cuba, or they may be 

targeted, blocking transactions by and with particular businesses, groups, or 

individuals…. Sanctions take a variety of forms, including travel bans, asset 

freezes, arms embargoes, capital restraints, foreign aid reductions, and trade 

restrictions.74 

 

 

 

 
73 “The Lobbying Disclosure Act of 1995.” Accessed February 16, 2021. 

https://lobbyingdisclosure.house.gov/lda.html. 

74 “What Are Economic Sanctions? | Council on Foreign Relations.” Accessed February 16, 2021. 

https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-are-economic-sanctions. 

http://www.cfr.org/cuba/us-cuba-relations/p11113
https://lobbyingdisclosure.house.gov/lda.html
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-are-economic-sanctions
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Methods 

 

I used an exploratory, inductive approach that prioritizes empirical qualitative 

methods to allow additional explanatory variables to emerge. My approach combines 

historical document analysis and ethnographic research. Ethnographic research methods 

include interviews, focus groups, and immersive participation in an internship at the 

Office of the Coordinator for Cuban Affairs at the U.S. Department of State. 

I interviewed dozens of leaders in the Cuban-American community and scholars 

of Cuban studies. I studied public policy survey results and a private survey provided on 

the topic of Cuban-American influence. Additionally, I researched and analyzed public 

records of campaign contributions to prominent Cuban-American politicians and from 

prominent Cuban-American donors. Lastly, I employed the process-tracing method to 

analyze the historical context of Cuban-Americans in policy decision-making from the 

Reagan administration to today. 

I analyze the history of Cuban-American political influence as a point of reference 

to help  identify trends in Cuban-American political strategy overall, changes in strategy, 

and their impact. Analysis of primary documents includes media coverage, congressional 

hearings, campaign finance data, and public government documents. 

 I conducted a series of interviews with elites in the South Florida exile 

communities of Cubans and with experts and policymakers who specialize in U.S. 

foreign policy toward the aforementioned nation-state over the period of February 2018 

to August 2019. These in-depth interviews concentrated on key informants such as 

community activists, political leaders with links to the community, academics with 

expertise in either community, journalists, business people, etc. I chose the elite 
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interviewees based on names that frequently come up in the readings on the Cuban-

American community as leaders in business, education, politics, and media. These were 

people who have the power to shape opinion, fund projects, and create or advise policy. I 

similarly sought the input of both Cuban-American and non-Cuban-American 

policymakers who have been directly involved in Cuba policy. These policymakers will 

have greater insight into the decision-making process and the role of Cuban-Americans. 

Lastly, I interviewed policy analysts and scholars who specialize in Cuba or are Cuban-

American themselves regarding their research and experiences related to the topic. In 

these interviews, I used the “snowball” method, whereby earlier interviewees’ 

recommendations led to later interviewees.75 Sampling did not attempt to achieve a 

representative population of the Cuban-American community but to represent and 

unearth the change-makers’ values and their impressions on those who work with them or 

study their work. Standardizing the questions improved the empirical falsifiability, 

replicability, and validity of the controlled comparison of the research and responses.76 

The interviews were designed to answer the main research topic, Cuban-

American influence on U.S. foreign policy, by breaking it down into several questions. 

The interview questions were designed to answer four main themes: (1) What do Cuban-

Americans, especially elites, want politically? (2) What effect have Cuban-Americans 

had on U.S. foreign policy? (3) Who has had the greatest effect? (4) How have they 

effected change? As described above, the overall independent variable is Cuban-

 
75 Rudestam, 91. 

76 George and Bennett, 81, 86. 
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American political influence, and the dependent variable is U.S. foreign policy. The 

interview questions primarily consist of questions about exile communities’ role in 

foreign policy decision-making, starting with an opening ice-breaker question, leading 

into content questions, and finishing with closing instructions.77 

1. What is your personal relationship with the Cuban exile community and its 

homeland? 

2. When did you arrive in the U.S.? 

3. Are you a member of an exile organization? If yes, which? 

4. Are you a member of a political party?  If so, which? 

5. Why did you choose that party? 

6. What is your opinion of Obama’s policies towards Cuba and Latin America 

and the Caribbean? 

7. What is your opinion of Trump’s policies towards Cuba and Latin America 

and the Caribbean? 

8. Has your opinion of how the U.S. should engage with Cuba changed over 

time? How so? 

9. Have you engaged in direct lobbying through your party or organization? 

10. What kinds of lobbying activities? 

11. How has your activity influenced policy toward Cuba? 

12. Has the exile community changed the direction of what U.S. foreign policy 

would otherwise be? If so, how and to what extent? 

13. Which organizations have been most effective at influencing policy? How so? 

14. Do you have any recommendations for other people I should interview and/or 

other sources of information? 

 

The questions were open-ended to allow the interviewees freedom to emphasize the 

factors they consider most important in U.S.-Cuban relations and the Cuban-American 

community. All interviews were recorded, and transcripts were made of these recordings, 

identified only by an assigned number. The transcripts and recordings are in the 

possession of the researcher. 

 
77 Creswell, John W., and J. David Creswell. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed 

Methods Approaches (5th Ed. Los Angeles, CA: Sage, 2018) 191. 
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 Further qualitative research into the Cuban-American community included focus 

groups, which were held in South Florida at the FIU campus and other public spaces in 

2018 and 2019. Unlike the interviews, the focus groups aimed at capturing the zeitgeist of 

the Cuban-American community at large. Focus groups were limited exclusively to adults 

18 years old and over who were born in Cuba or are of Cuban-American descent. Each 

focus group brought together community members with commonalities to make the 

discussion flow easier and more openly, but the series of focus groups aimed at 

representing key demographics from the community to explore how important 

international issues affect the broader community. Unlike the elite interviews, the focus 

groups attempted to uncover what average Cuban-Americans in the community think and 

to understand the reasoning behind their opinions. I recruited participants online using 

social media, fliers, and face-to-face at public locations in South Florida. Like in the elite 

interviews, open-ended questions allowed participants to identify the values and variables 

they deem most important. The focus groups did not have a perfectly representative 

population of Cuban-Americans, but various groups were represented through the series 

of sessions, and all members felt comfortable expressing their opinions in the settings. 

 The main themes on which the focus groups centered were similar to those of the 

elite interviews. (1) What do average Cuban-Americans want politically? (2) How do 

opinions differ depending on demographics and experiences? (3) What effect have 

Cuban-Americans had on U.S. foreign policy? (4) Who has had the greatest effect? (5) 

How have they effected change? Likewise, the central research question, independent 

variables, and dependent variables will remain more-or-less the same as the interview 



 

 42 

questions with slight modifications to accommodate for the setting and a broader segment 

of the population. 

The focus group questions began with a broad, overall engagement question to 

allow the participants to discuss their opinions regarding the issues most important to 

them. We then proceeded to narrower, more focused exploration questions to find out 

more specifics on their opinions, being careful to allow for free expression of ideas 

instead of debate. The final exit question allowed them to express any last words or 

unexpressed ideas on the subject matter. 

Engagement question: 

1. What is your opinion of U.S. foreign policy towards Cuba and Latin America? 

 

Exploration questions: 

2. What is your opinion of President Trump’s policies towards Cuba and Latin 

America? 

3. What is your opinion of President Obama’s policies towards Cuba and Latin 

America? 

4. What should U.S. policy towards Cuba be? 

5. How has the Cuban-American community influenced U.S. foreign policy towards 

Cuba and Latin America?  

6. When has the Cuban-American community had the most influence on U.S. 

foreign policy? 

7. What are the most effective methods that the Cuban-American community has 

used to influence U.S. foreign policy? 

8. How well do the elected Cuban-American members of Congress represent the 

Cuban-American community’s foreign policy interests? 

9. How well do Cuban-American special interest organizations represent the Cuban-

American community’s foreign policy interests? 

10. How well do major US political parties represent the Cuban-American 

community’s foreign policy interests? 

 

Exit question: 

11. Is there anything else you would like to say about the role of the Cuban-American 

community on U.S. foreign policy towards Cuba and Latin America? 

 

I interned at the Office of the Coordinator for Cuban Affairs at the U.S. 

Department of State from February to May 2019. I primarily assisted the economic 
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foreign service officers in writing memos and reports, researching compliance with U.S. 

laws, and preparing for and attending meetings. Security concerns limit my ability to 

comment on the experience, but it provided insight for understanding the policymaking 

process at the federal level, which informs my descriptions of the process. 

 I also gathered public opinion data on the broader Cuban-American community, 

such as that from the FIU Cuba Poll, Cuba Data, Gallup, Pew, Bendixen & Amandi, and 

the University of Chicago NORC. 

 

 

Contribution 

 

Why does this study matter? My analysis departs from a narrowly statist or 

domestic politics conception of foreign policy by advancing an understanding of foreign 

policy formation as a two-way process in which powerful domestic interest groups can 

shape definitions of “national security” and also use definitions of “national security” to 

promote the objectives of well-positioned interest groups. Although international and 

national structures still matter, U.S. interests are mediated through interest groups. 

 

Chapter Outline 

 Chapters Two through Nine trace the growth and development of Cuban-

American influence on U.S. foreign policy during each U.S. presidential administration 

from Ronald Reagan to Donald Trump. Chapter Two discusses the formation and growth 

of CANF during the Reagan administration. Chapter Three describes the evolving role of 

CANF during the transition of the international system at the end of the Cold War during 

George H. W. Bush’s presidency. Chapters Four and Five demonstrate how influential 
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Cuban-Americans were during Bill Clinton’s Democratic administration and the 

beginning of the unraveling of CANF after it reached its zenith. Under George W. Bush, 

Cuban-American public opinion began to change more significantly, and pluralism 

expanded within the community, as Chapters Six and Seven outline. Chapter Eight covers 

the historic changes in U.S.-Cuban relations during the Barack Obama administration, 

which instituted the broadest normalization efforts since the embargo began. Chapter 

Nine discusses Donald Trump’s return to hardline policies. Chapter Ten summarizes and 

discusses the conclusions. 
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CHAPTER 2: RONALD REAGAN 

Introduction 

The role of Cuban-Americans in U.S. foreign policy after the Cuban Revolution 

shifted according to demographic changes in the community and changes in the 

international system. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the greater context of the Cold 

War superpower rivalry subsumed the role of Cuban-Americans, pitting U.S. liberal 

capitalist ideology against Soviet communism. Cuban-Americans validated the U.S. 

Government’s stance on communism. The CIA helped train Cuban-Americans to initiate 

a coup in the Bay of Pigs invasion and used Cubans to fight communism in CIA missions 

throughout the Americas. This early wave of post-revolution Cuban American 

immigrants resented Democratic President John F. Kennedy for not providing U.S. 

military support at the Bay of Pigs. President Lyndon Johnson signed the Cuban 

Adjustment Act in 1966, but many Cubans viewed themselves as exiles, prepared to 

return to their homeland once Castro was gone. They focused on effecting change in the 

Cuban political system rather than laying down roots in the United States.  

Nevertheless, they gradually created a Cuban economic and political structure of 

their own as each year of Castro’s reign made the prospect of returning to Cuba less 

likely. Much of the community resented President Jimmy Carter’s attempts to normalize 

relations with Castro because they viewed it as legitimizing the regime. Yet, it was not 

the early waves of Cuban-Americans’ socioeconomic status and political ideologies, 

Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs disaster, or Carter’s dialogue with Cuba that ultimately drove 

Cuban-Americans to the Republican Party. Eventually, the Cuban American National 
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Foundation and President Ronald Reagan consolidated most Cuban-Americans’ 

allegiance to the GOP. And it started with the Mariel boatlift. 

 

The Mariel Effect 

 

 The Mariel boatlift of 1980 marked a turning point in Cuban-American life and 

politics.78 After hundreds of Cubans rushed the Peruvian embassy in Havana to seek 

asylum, Castro opened the port of Mariel to allow the “traitors” to leave, as well as 

members of other segments of the population Castro deemed undesirable. Furthermore, 

Castro had released some prisoners into the Mariel boatlift crowds to rid himself of them 

and tarnish the reputation of the migrants. 

 The Mariel boatlift had a watershed impact on the Cuban-American community. 

First, it fundamentally altered U.S. and Cuban perceptions of Cuban immigration to the 

United States. This new wave of exiles to the United States represented a broader swath 

of the island’s population than previous migrations. While the earlier exiles tended to be 

whiter and middle class or wealthier, the Cuban emigres from Mariel onward include 

more non-white, poorer, less educated, and more economically-motivated than 

politically-motivated Cubans.79 The new arrivals exacerbated ethnic tensions in South 

Florida.80 The earlier waves of exiles viewed them with skepticism and worried that 

living under communism had compromised them. Despite tensions with anti-immigrant 

 
78 Andres Viglucci And Oscar Corral. "Mariel: From Turmoil To Triumph." The Miami Herald, April 3, 

2005: A1. 

79 Maria de Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors: Cuban Exile Politics in the United States; Duany, 

Blurred Borders. 

80 Viglucci And Corral. "Mariel: From Turmoil To Triumph." 
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Americans and established Cuban-Americans, the U.S. Government and the Cuban 

community provided services to the newcomers. The mass exodus demonstrated the 

Cuban government’s inability to care for its people or control its borders, reinvigorating 

the Cuban-American community’s efforts to pressure Castro.81 Although exiles still 

focused on Cuba, Mariel helped change the Cuban-American community’s political 

orientation from Havana to Washington.82 

Carter ran for reelection in 1980 against the staunchly anti-communist, 

charismatic Ronald Reagan. Cuban-Americans and the American public at large viewed 

President Jimmy Carter as weak on communism, and he found disfavor in the Cuban-

American community for his attempts at softening the relationship between the U.S. and 

Cuba. As far as Cuban-Americans were concerned, Carter conceded too much to Fidel 

Castro in the diplomatic dialogues—more access to American money, a diplomatic 

presence in Washington for the first time in nearly two decades, and greater legitimacy—

with little in return. Ongoing crises with the Iran hostage crisis and the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan provided further proof of Carter’s flawed approach to foreign policy in 

American voters’ minds. However, the weak economy became the most significant issue 

on the presidential campaign trail. 

Ronald Reagan’s 1980 presidential campaign may have been the first national 

campaign to recognize the Cuban-American community’s potential political power.83 

 
81 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 113-114. 

82 Duany, Blurred Borders: Transnational Migration between the Hispanic Caribbean and the United 

States, 176.; Suro, Strangers Among Us, 167.; Jorge Duany, interview by the author, March 12, 2018. 

83 Pedro Roig, interview by the author, July 23, 2018. 
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Miami-Dade had been a Democratic stronghold until Reagan.84 Reagan sought to form a 

New Right conservative coalition, a realignment that began under Nixon with his 

Southern Strategy. Among other demographics, he specifically courted Cuban-

Americans, a large and growing segment of the South Florida population housed within a 

state that carried a large electoral college delegation. By then, exiles had resigned 

themselves to the notion that their hopes of returning to Cuba after Fidel Castro lost 

power was not on the horizon. Cubans had become citizens, established homes and 

businesses, helped build Miami, and entered into elite circles.85  Some naturalized or 

registered to vote after many years specifically to vote for “The Great Communicator.”86 

Reagan’s charismatic conservativism attracted voters that sought a vehement anti-

Communist who valued free enterprise and property rights. Property rights were most 

important to the Cuban-Americans who had lost their property in Cuba. Reagan won the 

Electoral College vote 489-49, and 86 percent of the Cuban-American vote.  

 

Reagan takes office 

 From the start of his presidency, Ronald Reagan enlisted like-minded anti-

communists’ help to create and implement his neoconservative foreign policy. Dr. Jeanne 

Kirkpatrick, his Ambassador to the United Nations, drafted the administration’s overall 

approach to Latin America. The strategy of Kirkpatrick and others in the administration 

 
84 Santiago, Fabiola. "For Many In Miami, A Voice For Freedom." The Miami Herald, June 6, 2004: A1. 

85 Anonymous interview with the author, June 2018.; Molyneux, 294 

86 Anonymous interview with the author, June 2018. 
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often hinged on supporting anti-communist dictators and uprisings because an 

authoritarian conservative government would be better than what they perceived to be the 

only other option: communist totalitarianism.87 Seeing Cuba as a case of communist 

totalitarianism and a proxy for Soviet influence in the hemisphere, they deftly used the 

Cuban-American community’s experience and support to reinforce this point and 

rewarded the community in return. During her tenure, she developed a close relationship 

with the Cuban community.88 Likewise, Reagan’s first Secretary of State, Alexander 

Haig, so adamantly believed Cuba to be a danger to the hemisphere that he once offered 

to the President, “You just give me the words, and I’ll turn that f---- island into a parking 

lot.”89 

The Reagan administration’s Latin America approach centered on the Caribbean 

Basin. They saw the civil wars in El Salvador and Nicaragua as predominantly 

ideological battles and proxy wars for the Soviet Union to exert more influence in the 

hemisphere with Cuba’s aid. Thus, containing Cuba would be essential to conquering the 

“Soviet-Cuban axis” in the Americas. 

 

Founding the Cuban American National Foundation 

 

 Different sources tell different origin stories for the Cuban American National 

Foundation (CANF), but most agree that the idea emerged from conversations between 
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Reagan’s National Security Advisor Richard Allen and Jorge Mas Canosa.90 Frank 

Calzon wrote a proposal for a “Cuban American Foundation” in May 1981 after years of 

promoting the Cuban cause in Washington, D.C.91 The ambitious Mas Canosa created 

CANF with other elite, politically-minded, Cuban associates in summer 1981 to promote 

the community’s interests in the federal government. Mas Canosa, Raul Masvidal, Carlos 

Salman, and eleven other Miami businessmen became founding members, and they 

named Frank Calzon the first executive director.92 They modeled this new organization 

after phenomenally successful Jewish special interest groups. Barney Barnett, a founder 

of the prominent American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), and AIPAC 

executive director Tom Dine consulted with them in this endeavor.93 They created three 

organizational arms to advance their interests: a nonprofit organization, a political action 

committee (PAC), and a lobby. The two offshoots of the nonprofit Cuban American 

National Foundation resulted in the National Coalition for a Free Cuba PAC and the 

Cuban-American Public Affairs Council, a lobby.94 Frank Hernandez led the National 

Coalition for a Free Cuba, later shortened to the Free Cuba PAC.95 It became their 
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financial arm, donating to like-minded politicians on both sides of the aisle.96 Dr. 

Francisco “Pepe” Hernandez, who would later become CANF’s executive director, 

explained, “When we went to Washington, we realized that we had to seek the support of 

both sides of the political system.... This is something that our Jewish friends helped us 

understand at the time…. If you don’t work both sides of the aisle, you really don’t go 

anywhere.”97 Although they tended to favor Republicans, working in a bipartisan fashion 

enabled them to effect change regardless of the party in power. Furthermore, they 

cultivated relationships in the legislative and executive branches, which allowed them to 

recommend policies to the White House directly and advocate for Reagan’s anti-

communist policies with Congress members.98 

 

Reagan’s Foreign Policy 

 

Reagan quickly increased the pressure on Cuba. From November 1980 through 

March 1981, the United States banned French steel for containing Cuban nickel.99 The 

United States confined Cuban U.N. diplomats to only a 25-mile radius for travel, accused 

them of spying and buying prohibited goods, and limited their housing, employment, and 

travel.100 In May, the Treasury began seizing Cuban publications mailed to unlicensed 

U.S. addresses until the Nation v. Haig Supreme Court decision reversed the policy in 
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early 1982.101 The State Department denied travel visas to Cuban authorities on official 

business.102 In September 1981, Assistant Secretary of State Thomas Enders and National 

Security Advisor Richard Allen announced plans to create Radio Marti, a propaganda 

radio station targeted at Cuba, based on Radio Free Europe.103 This project would take 

several years to implement but became a dominant focus of Cuban-American lobbying 

efforts. 

The Reagan team grew more aggressive. The administration began a series of 

military maneuvers in the Caribbean in October 1981 that continued over several years, 

as an effort both to train the U.S. military and to intimidate rivals in the region.104 Reagan 

officially authorized the CIA to aid the Contras in Nicaragua to fight the Cubans and 

Nicaraguan revolutionaries present via documents released and signed in December 1981 

and January 1982.105 Those documents outlined the beginning of covert U.S. aid, military 

and otherwise, to the region that would come under heavy scrutiny in the Iran-Contra 

affair. Cuban-Americans provided political, financial, and tactical support for Reagan’s 

agenda in Latin America. 
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In his June 8, 1982, Westminster address, Reagan introduced the National 

Endowment for Democracy (NED) and the “Reagan Doctrine.”106 Its purpose was “to 

foster the infrastructure of democracy, the system of a free press, unions, political parties, 

[and] universities.”107 The NED regularly provided grants to CANF once it became 

operational.108 

 

Radio Marti and Midterm Elections 

 

Cuban-American politics in Washington began to emerge from the shadows. 

Radio Marti underwent a review in Reagan’s Commission on Broadcasting to Cuba.109 It 

then passed the House of Representatives in 1982.110 Progressive, pro-engagement 

Cuban-Americans in the Cuban-American Committee lobbied against the bill.111 So did 

broadcasters and farmers, who feared that Cuba would retaliate by blocking their signals, 

but CANF and dedicated legislators continued to fight for it after it died in the Senate.112 

Chairman of the U.S. House of Representatives Foreign Affairs Committee and South 

 
106 “Address to Members of the British Parliament | Ronald Reagan.” Accessed February 16, 2021. 

https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-members-british-parliament. 

107 Ibid. 

108 Ibid. 

109 Franklin, Cuba and the U.S. Empire.; LeoGrande, William M., and Peter Kornbluh. Back Channel to 

Cuba. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2015. 227. 

110 Ibid. 

111 De Los Angeles Torres, In the Land of Mirrors, 118.; Alfonso Chardy. "Opposition To Radio Marti 

Binds A Motley Coalition." The Miami Herald, July 8, 1982: A6. 

112 Ibid. 

https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/address-members-british-parliament
https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/research/speeches/60882a


 

 54 

Florida Democrat, Representative Dante Fascell led the House fight.113 Republican 

Florida Senator Paula Hawkins, a member of the CANF advisory council, battled for 

Radio Marti in the U.S. Senate.114 Additionally, CANF gathered forty-four Senators’ 

signatures for a letter supporting the initiative.115 

Candidates concentrated on midterm elections in the fall of 1982. The GOP 

specifically recruited Hispanic voters, staff, and candidates in South Florida under the 

leadership of Jeb Bush, the Vice President’s son, and Roberto Casas, a Cuban-American 

who became a Florida State Representative that year.116 They recognized that Hispanic 

voters had the potential to be an important voting bloc, listened to them, and helped 

develop their capabilities. Three Cuban-Americans—Ricardo Nunez, Manuel Iglesias, 

and Evelio Estrella—ran for the Republican nomination to unseat Democratic 

Representative Claude Pepper, who had represented Florida in the U.S. Congress off-and-

on since 1936.117 Estrella took pride in being the first Cuban to run for Congress and the 

fact that there were “18 Hispanics aspiring for public office” that year.118 Even though 

Pepper maintained his seat, it demonstrated how active Cuban-Americans were becoming 

in U.S. civic life. Key players in the Republican Party supported them. Wealthy Cuban-
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Americans poured thousands of dollars into Floridian and nationwide congressional 

races. Miami Herald staff writer Guillermo Martinez described the atmosphere in an 

editorial entitled “Cubans Come of Age in America”: 

[A]fter more than two decades in this country Cubans are finally appreciating, 

understanding, and participating fully in the American democratic process. 

For years, it has been said that Cubans, who had been a tremendous economic 

success in the United States, had been a miserable political failure. They were 

criticized because they were too busy making money to get involved in the local 

and national political process. 

No more.119 

 

The article emphasized that Cuban-Americans ran for office and created groups like Facts 

About Cuba Exiles (FACE) and CANF to advocate for the community nationally. 

 The President and GOP leadership made frequent visits to South Florida in 1983 

to rally support. At a March CANF luncheon, Florida Senator Paula Hawkins assured the 

audience, “I’m on urgent orders from the President to get Radio Marti passed.”120 She 

and Representative Dante Fascell re-introduced Radio Marti bills that spring to the new 

session of Congress.121 Barbara Burris, an aide to Representative Fascell, called CANF 

“the most effective and most active” Cuban-American group and noted, “They were the 

primary force behind Radio Marti.122 Jorge Mas Canosa acknowledged, “People consult 

us. People listen to us. Our credibility has increased considerably.”123 This influence 
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became more apparent as their coffers increased, and high-profile politicians visited 

Miami regularly. 

 

 

The Hispanic Campaign Trail 
 

President Reagan became the first president to visit the Cuban-American 

community of South Florida since John F. Kennedy twenty years earlier.124 Reagan spoke 

at a CANF-sponsored commemoration of Cuba’s Independence Day on May 20.125 

Before the visit, Reagan pardoned Cuban-American Watergate burglar Eugenio 

Martinez.126 Miami’s Cuban-American community buzzed excitedly over Reagan’s visit. 

President Reagan, administration officials, and Congress members recognized various 

Cuban-Americans in his commemoration speech and announced that Cuban-American 

Jose Sorzano would become the new Deputy Ambassador to the United Nations under 

Jeane Kirkpatrick.127 He contended that the Cuban government participated in drug 

trafficking, and he further promoted Radio Marti in his fight against communism in the 

hemisphere.128 He challenged them to fight for God and freedom against the “Soviet-

Cuban-Nicaraguan axis”: 
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Perhaps the best gift that you can give to your fellow citizens -- and you’ve 

already contributed so much to our well-being -- is a better understanding of that 

which they cannot see -- the human freedom that surrounds them. Perhaps you 

can help them understand something that you know instinctively -- the awesome 

responsibility that we have as Americans. For if we fail, there will be no place for 

free men to seek refuge. I’m counting on you to help me explain the threats in 

Central America, the threats you recognize so clearly.129 

 

Reagan’s presence and remarks recognized Cuban-American support and achievements. 

It was meaningful for Cuban-Americans because, as one explained, “He is the only 

president since John F. Kennedy who has paid any attention to us.”130 

Reagan’s visit to Miami epitomized his Hispanic strategy during the 1984 

campaign, even though his reputation among minorities slipped nationally.131 The day 

before Reagan visited Miami, former President Richard Nixon, noted the potential impact 

of Latinos on the election as the fastest-growing, second-largest minority, and young 

minority in the United States.132 “The swing votes are out there. The majority of the 

undecided ones are in the Latin community,” Nixon remarked.133 A Reagan spokesman 

confirmed that his visit was “to show that he is grateful for the Cuban electoral support in 

1980 and hopeful that it will be contagious for other Hispanics nationwide. He knows no 

one more fervently supports his anti-Communist Central American policy.”134 Cubans’ 
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predominant issue was “La Causa” (the cause), overshadowing all other concerns: 

restoring democracy in Cuba and fighting communism.135 Two Cuban-Americans quoted 

in the Washington Post said, “We don’t care if we are unemployed as long as we are 

fighting communism,” and “When it comes to communism, every Cuban is going to 

leave everything behind and go fight against it.”136  

Statistics showed that Hispanic voter participation rose as both major parties 

addressed them in the 1983-1984 election season, but Reagan dominated among Cuban-

Americans. In 1980, 25 percent of Latinos nationwide voted Republican, but only 2.2 

million of 6.6 million voting-age Hispanics cast ballots nationwide.137 In 1983, there 

were 200,000 registered Hispanic voters in Florida and an estimated 100,000 more 

eligible.138 By June 1, 1983, about 20% of Dade County registered voters were 

Hispanic.139 Cuban-Americans made up about 80 percent of Miami Latinos at the time, 

even though only 6.3 percent of Latinos nationwide were Cuban.140 Florida’s swing-state 

status indicated that Hispanic voters could help determine the election. 
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The Republican strategy of courting Cuban-Americans worked as both major 

parties continued their Hispanic campaigns. The Florida Republican Party set aside 

$30,000 to register 30,000 new Cuban voters, and the Republican National Hispanic 

Assembly’s Viva ’84 campaign in Florida aimed for $1 million as the national Viva ’84 

campaign spent $2.5 million nationally to mobilize Hispanic Republican voter 

registration.141 Newly-registered Hispanic Republicans helped shrink the Democrats’ 3.7-

to-1 advantage among registered Miami voters in March 1980 to 2.7-to-1 by February 

1984.142 The number of Hispanic Republicans increased by 66 percent in four years.143 

Civic organizations registered tens of thousands of Hispanic voters with both major 

political parties’ help.144 Hispanic-American Voter Education Inc. aimed to register 

10,000 new Hispanic voters in Dade county before the 1984 election and help 90,000 

Marielitos attain American citizenship by 1986.145 

Reagan rewarded Cuban-Americans for supporting the GOP. Reagan appointed 

many Cuban-Americans to high-level positions in the administration and backed Radio 

Marti, CANF’s pet project.146 By the end of summer 1984, Reagan’s administration had 
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appointed about 20 Cuban-Americans into prominent government positions.147 They 

included: 

• Jose Sorzano, principal Deputy to the U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations; 

• Otto Juan Reich, head of the State Department’s Office of Public Diplomacy; 

• Juan Manuel Casanova, Executive Director, Inter-American Development Bank; 

• Adis Vila, Special Assistant to the Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American 

Affairs; 

• Rita Rodriguez, member of the Board of Directors of the U.S. Export-Import 

Bank; 

• Humberto Medrano, deputy director of Radio Marti; 

• Ernesto Betancourt, research director for Radio Marti; 

• Victor Blanco, chairman of the Inter-American Foundation board of directors; 

• Carlos Diaz-Alejandro, National Bipartisan Commission on Central America; 

• Alberto Martinez Piedra, U.S. Ambassador to Guatemala; 

• Jorge Mas Canosa, Chairman of Radio Marti’s Advisory Board; 

• Carlos Salman, member of the Board of Directors of the Overseas Private 

Investment Corp.; 

• Carlos Benitez, member of the national advisory board on International Education 

Programs 

• Juan Del Real, General Counsel at the Department of Health and Human 

Services; 

• Manuel Justiz, Director at the National Institute of Education; 

• Mario Aguero, Commissioner at Copyright Royalty Tribunal; 

• Roberto Cambo, Commissioner at the National Commission for Labor Policy; and 

• Alberto Cardenas, Chairman of the Presidential Advisory Committee on Small 

and Minority Business Ownership.148 

 

Mas Canosa regularly met with administration officials, attending briefings, talking to 

foreign leaders, and more while promoting his business. CANF continued to strengthen 

its relationship with these leaders. The GOP promoted more Cuban candidates for elected 

offices than the Democrats, who struggled to balance ethnic tensions and supported 
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conservative domestic agendas that included English-only proposals.149 So, Cuban-

Americans increasingly ran for local, state, and national offices on the GOP ticket. 

Moreover, the wealthy Cuban-American elite in Miami greatly benefited from Reagan’s 

economic policies.150 

In return, the Cuban-Americans provided Reagan’s GOP more than just votes. 

They donated generously. CANF’s National Coalition for a Free Cuba PAC’s supporters 

pledged over $200,000 for presidential and congressional campaigns.151 Additionally, 

Republicans suffered from an image problem among minorities resulting from their 

economic and other domestic policies that disproportionately hurt minority communities. 

Winning over the African-American community was unlikely, so Republicans focused on 

the Hispanic voters to court key swing voters and make the party appear less 

homogenous.152 Support from victims of a communist state legitimated the 

administration’s efforts to fight communism in Latin America. 

Reagan’s record with Cuban-Americans was not perfect. His administration was 

the first to deport a Cuban since the Revolution.153 It cut the assistance for Marielitos and 

denied adjustment of legal status for them.154 Under Reagan, the U.S. Government did 
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not provide the promised visas for Cuban political prisoners, detained Cuban refugees for 

lengthy periods, and more.155 The minority of Cuban-Americans that lived outside of 

Florida tended to be less conservative and often created alliances with other Latinos and 

minorities due to their small numbers.156 While their impact was still notable, especially 

in Union City, New Jersey, the Cuban-American community’s political strength 

predominated in Miami. Thus, Cuban-Americans’ Washington presence often reflected 

Miami politics as a result, and the majority continued to support Reagan. 

 

Domestic Victories and Foreign Disappointment 

 After two years, the Senate passed the Radio Marti bill on September 13, and the 

House passed it on September 29, 1983.157 The President officially signed it into law in 

October. Most prominent Cuban-Americans viewed it as a victory, even though the 

compromise bill removed independence and placed Radio Marti under the direction of 

Voice of America (VOA), the United States’ international broadcasting service.158 

 Meanwhile, Representative Dante Fascell promoted the National Endowment for 

Democracy (NED). Fascell’s bill proposed allotting $31.3 million a year to the NED.159 
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Fascell became the first director of the NED.160 CANF received one of the first grants and 

would receive nearly $400,000 for its Cuba programs by 1988.161 However, unrest in the 

Caribbean and resulting fallout eclipsed the legislative celebrations.  

Just two days after Robert McFarlane became the U.S. President’s new National 

Security Advisor, Grenadine coup leaders assassinated Prime Minister Maurice Bishop 

on October 19, 1983. A considerable Cuban presence on the island and the new 

Grenadine leadership’s Cuban sympathies concerned the U.S. government, and they 

decided to justify the invasion as necessary in order to rescue American medical students 

studying there.162 The U.S. military invaded Grenada on October 25, 1983, and took 

control of the island within days.163 The 784 Cubans, who mostly worked airport 

construction, defended themselves against eight thousand U.S. troops.164 Twenty-four 

Cubans died, and 57 were wounded, but the U.S. Interests Section in Havana managed to 

negotiate for the dead and wounded's return.165 

 The invasion was not popular, but many Cuban-American conservatives lauded it 

via Spanish radio, letters, telegrams, and public statements. Constantine Menges, the 

senior director for Latin American affairs at the National Security Council, referred to it 
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as a substantial foreign policy success at a CANF breakfast the following month because 

it put the Cuban government on notice.166 He then outlined a four-point plan to deal with 

Cuba, including a public information campaign, isolating Cuba from the West, containing 

Cuba’s activities abroad, and supporting Cuban democracy activists.167 Cuban-American 

Otto Reich, the State Department’s public diplomacy director, spoke on prerequisites 

Cuba must meet before normalizing relations.168 They included democracy, improved 

human rights, payment for confiscated properties, the return of the Mariel excludables, 

and a response to drug trafficking charges.169 

 

1984 

 As the battle for the Hispanic vote intensified, the Reagan administration 

rewarded more South Florida Republicans. Jeb Bush, the son of Vice President George 

H.W. Bush, became the chairman of the Dade County Republican Party.170 Cuban-

American Tirso del Junco replaced Mexican-American Fernando C. de Baca as president 

of the Republican National Hispanic Assembly in 1983.171 Tirso del Junco chaired the 
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national for Viva ’84 campaign and guided Cuban-American voter recruitment.172 The 

Republican Finance Committee invited CANF’s Carlos Benitez to become one of its ten 

members.173 Former CANF board member Carlos Perez headed Florida’s Viva ’84 

campaign, a branch of the national GOP’s Hispanic fundraising division.174 The U.S. 

Government valued Cuban-Americans’ contributions and wished to maintain this 

mutually beneficial relationship. 

Administration officials and Voice of America leadership began hiring for the 

executive posts for Radio Marti in Washington and Miami, interviewing applicants at the 

CANF office and with Mas Canosa present at Miami interviews.175 They tapped veteran 

newsman Emilio Milian to be the director with Humberto Medrano as vice director and 

Washington consultant Ernesto Betancourt as research director.176 President Reagan 

nominated Jorge Mas Canosa to be the chairman of the bipartisan board of advisors for 

Radio Marti.177 He also added Cuban-American and California Republican Tirso de 

Junco to the project.178 Cuban exiles would dominate the decision-making of what 

information to transmit to Cuba. 
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Walter Mondale became the Democratic candidate for President at the 1984 

Democratic convention in San Francisco. However, he could not match Reagan’s 

popularity. “The Great Communicator” beat Mondale in a landslide, winning 525 

electoral votes to Mondale’s thirteen. Reagan won 30 percent of the national Hispanic 

vote but 80 percent of the Cuban-American vote.179 Cuban-Americans did not decide the 

overwhelming victory, but the 1984 election witnessed Cuban-Americans becoming a 

firm Republican voting bloc, especially in South Florida.180 

 

Migration Negotiations 

The migration negotiations of 1984 resisted input from Cuban-American lobbying 

efforts.181 Officials from Cuba and the United States finally settled the most pronounced 

migration issues that plagued each country concerning the Mariel crisis. The United 

States wanted greater control over whom it allowed into the country, to ensure that it 

could deport whomever it chose and prevent another Mariel.182 Cuba wanted the United 

States to resume immigrant processing at the U.S. Interests Section, which the United 

States had scaled back since 1980.183 Both wanted an end to the airplane hijackings.184 
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Initially, the United States requested Cuba to take back 789’ excludables,’ and a 1983 

CANF-sponsored poll of Cuban-Americans showed that the majority felt that the 

‘excludables’ should return to Cuba.185 CANF opposed the deportations but could not 

convince the administration to grant 1500 Cuba political prisoners visas until Cuba 

agreed to take the Mariel’ excludables.’186 The final terms of the agreement stated that 

Cuba would accept 2,746’ excludables,’ while the United States would grant visas to up 

to 3,000 former political prisoners with their families and resume processing up to 20,000 

visas per year in Havana.187 

 

Radio Marti On Air 

 

Radio Marti finally hit the air on Cuban Independence Day, May 20, 1985.188 

Several government officials participated in CANF’s celebration.189 Ambassador 

Kirkpatrick spoke while others recorded messages for the event, including President 

Reagan, Senator Paula Hawkins, Senator Lawton Chiles, Representative Claude Pepper, 

and Representative Dante Fascell.190 In response, Castro suspended the migration 
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agreement and the accords of the 1978 Dialogue, disallowing Cuban-American visits to 

Cuba.191 

The tit-for-tat escalated. In June, the United States announced that it would no 

longer accept legal Cuban migrants, including ones already granted visas.192 Cubans 

escaped to third countries (e.g., Panama, Costa Rica, Venezuela) while waiting for the 

United States to start granting visas again. Because most only had third-country travel 

visas, they could not work in these countries but could not risk returning to Cuba. Many 

waited for years in a state of limbo. Cuban exiles urged the United States to expedite 

visas for Cuban exiles waiting in third countries. CANF collected $202,000 from 9,000 

donors in their first annual radio campaign for third-country Cubans.193 

That summer, CANF circulated to Washington lawmakers an options paper of 

suggested policies for hardening U.S. policy toward Cuba, such as suspending most 

Cuban-American travel to Cuba, closing the U.S. Interests Section, ending cultural 

exchanges, and creating TV Marti.194 In October, Reagan issued Proclamation 5377, 
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banning all Cuban government officials from entering the United States.195 Eighteen 

members of the Florida congressional delegation urged Reagan to adopt 

recommendations like CANF’s in a December letter.196  

  

1986 Midterm Elections 

 

Vice President George H.W. Bush spoke at CANF’s 1986 Cuban Independence 

Day celebration and the first anniversary of Radio Marti. He cited cases of human rights 

abuses in Cuba, promoted aid for the contras, and lauded the “Cuban miracle” of exile 

success.197 That day, Florida Senator Lawton Chiles requested that the United States 

Information Agency (USIA) explore broadcasting television signals to Cuba on a trial 

basis.198 The State Department also released a human rights report on Cuba.199 

Cuba released twenty-seven political prisoners that summer.200 The Reagan 

administration announced that it would not grant political asylum to the released 

prisoners unless Cuba agreed to reinstate the migration agreement.201 CANF and other 
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Cuban groups pressured the administration to change the “immoral” policy.202 Reagan 

publicly expressed measured disagreement with the asylum decisions before traveling to 

Miami for Senator Paula Hawkins’ campaign.203 The State Department soon reversed the 

policy.204 The new policy would admit the prisoners for whom marine biologist Jacques 

Cousteau had secured the release and seventy-five others for whom Cuba’s Catholic 

bishops advocated.205 Representative Claude Pepper and Senator Lawton Chiles attained 

the visas.206 Initially, Washington planned to trade the Mariel excludables for Cuban 

political prisoners; now that Washington agreed to accept the prisoners regardless, they 

had to find another way to leverage Castro to accept concessions.207 

Negotiators from the United States and Cuba met in Mexico in July to no avail.208 

The U.S. delegates believed that the only way to extract concessions from Castro was to 

block immigration from Cuba, which had historically provided a safety valve for 

Castro.209 On August 22, 1986, President Reagan announced Proclamation 5517.210 The 
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compromise stipulated that the United States would accept all Cuban political prisoners 

that spent at least ten years in Cuban jails and stop issuing U.S. visas to Cubans in third 

countries until Cuba agreed to accept the excludables.211 Former Cuban prisoners began 

arriving in Miami less than a month later.212 

A South Florida coalition headed to Washington in mid-September to champion 

improving the U.S. immigration policy for Cubans.213 They requested meetings with 

Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) Commissioner Alan Nelson, Assistant 

Secretary of State for Latin American Affairs Elliot Abrams, and Florida’s congressional 

delegation to advocate admitting stateless Cuban migrants in third countries like Panama 

and political prisoners that served less than ten years.214 CANF sponsored former 

political prisoner Armando Valladares’s memoir promotion tour around the country and 

Washington to testify about the situation prisoners faced.215 By the beginning of October, 

the State Department resumed issuing visas to third-country Cubans who could prove 

they left Cuba before August 22, 1986.216 Additionally, the U.S. mission to the United 
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Nations began its yearly campaign to convince the U.N. Commission on Human Rights 

in Geneva to condemn Cuba for its abuses, including its prisoners’ treatment.217 

Cuban-American voters helped decide the 1986 midterm elections. The Miami 

Herald surmised, “In South Florida today, Cuban Americans are the Republican 

Party.”218 Republican Bob Martinez, a non-Cuban who grew up among Tampa’s Cubans, 

became governor of Florida. Paula Hawkins lost her U.S. Senate seat to Bob Graham. 

Floridians reelected Representatives Dante Fascell and Claude Pepper. Ileana Ros-

Lehtinen and her husband, Dexter Lehtinen, became Florida State Senators.219 Florida 

Governor Bob Martinez promoted Jeb Bush from Dade Republican Chairman to 

Secretary of Commerce; former CANF founding member and director Carlos Salman 

replaced Bush as chairman.220 

 

The Iran-Contra Affair 

 

The Reagan Doctrine emphasized the need to counter Soviet influence around the 

world.221 He appealed to Congress to support his Central American initiatives to combat 
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the “Cuban-Soviet bloc” aiding Nicaragua.222 The Cuban-American director of the State 

Department’s Office of Public Diplomacy from 1983 until 1985, Otto Reich, oversaw 

promoting the administration’s goals for Central America.223 Privately, Mas Canosa and 

CANF allegedly aided illegal, clandestine Contra operations.224 One culprit, Luis Posada 

Carriles, had been serving time in Venezuela for his alleged part in bombing a 1976 

Cuban airline flight.225 Jeb Bush, Jorge Mas Canosa, and influential Miami Cubans 

purportedly helped Posada escape jail in 1985; they then recruited him and Felix Ismael 

Rodriguez.226 Oliver North directed Mas Canosa, Posada, and Rodriguez, who had all 

worked with the CIA to varying degrees since the Bay of Pigs invasion.227 Contras, the 

CIA, and Cuban exiles secretly trained, strategized, and coordinated covert aid in 

Miami.228 When the White House could not garner sufficient Congressional support to 

send aid to the Contras in Nicaragua, administration officials used them to funnel money 

and arms surreptitiously through Iran. 
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Otto Reich had already been serving as U.S. Ambassador to Venezuela for three 

months when the Iran-Contra Affair became public in October 1986.229 Sandinistas 

captured U.S. citizen Eugene Hasenfus, who revealed that Rodriguez and Posada 

managed arms shipments to the Contras.230 As investigations unfolded, officials left the 

National Security Council (NSC).231 Jose Sorzano, the president of CANF since 1985, 

resigned after the 1986 midterms to serve as NSC Director for Inter-American Affairs.232 

All of the Cubans involved escaped indictment. 

 Meanwhile, government officials pursued efforts to condemn Cuba’s human 

rights record via international organizations. CANF created the International Coalition 

for Human Rights in Cuba with NED funding.233 The United States introduced a U.N. 

General Assembly resolution condemning Cuba in 1986 and credited CANF for 

helping.234 CANF helped fund Armando Valladares and other former Cuban prisoners’ 

March 1987 trip to attend the U.N. Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR) with the 
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U.S. delegation.235 The commission rejected a U.S. resolution to condemn Cuba in 

1987.236 

Ambassador Reich purportedly secured Orlando Bosch’s acquittal and prison 

release in August 1987.237 Reich sought a U.S. travel visa for Bosch, but Bosch flew to 

Miami on December 7, 1987, before INS denied the visa.238 INS detained him, and the 

Cuban exile community defended him. Mas Canosa, state Senator Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, 

and Jeb Bush called him a “freedom fighter,” not a “terrorist.” The Deputy U.S. Attorney 

General and the Attorney General rejected Bosch’s request for political asylum.239 

President George H. W. Bush overruled them, expedited Bosch’s release in 1990, and 

granted him citizenship in 1992.240 

 

Cubans in Limbo 

 In autumn 1987, supporters of CANF’s Cuban Exodus Relief Fund traveled to 

Washington to lobby for Cubans waiting for U.S. visas in third countries.241 On October 
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8, the Senate passed an amendment to facilitate their immigration.242 At the time, the 

State Department had 5,491 pending Cuban visas, and CANF estimated that there were 

10,000-12,000 more Cubans who did not meet U.S. immigration requirements.243 The 

Cuban Exodus Relief Fund arranged caravans for supporters to protest and meet with 

officials in Washington.244 Senators Lawton Chiles, Senator Bob Graham, 

Representatives Larry Smith, and Representative Dante Fascell spoke at the 

demonstration.245 

At a U.S.-Cuba meeting in November 1987, Cuba agreed to reinstate the 

migration agreement and accept Mariel excludables if the United States compromised on 

Radio Marti and resumed visa processing.246 Cuba and the United States revived the 

immigration pact on November 20, 1987.247 The United States had detained and denied 

due process to many Mariel inmates since 1980. The news that the U.S. government 

would deport 2,545 Mariel detainees upset many Cuban-Americans.248 People opposed 
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making any deals with Cuba.249 The inmates’ relatives and Catholic clergy rejected 

resigning them to an uncertain fate in communist Cuba.250 “We’re refugees from a 

Communist country,” stated one detainee. “The U.S. should save people from 

communism, not send them back.”251 The detainees’ supporters protested in Washington, 

D.C.252 Within days, CANF went from framing the renewal of the immigration pact as a 

“tremendous concession” to refusing to support the Mariel inmates’ deportation after 

realizing the full scope of consequences.253 Foundation executive director Jose Antonio 

Font said, “They cannot simply be tools of our foreign policy.”254 CANF suggested 

restricting the list of deportees and helped arrange meetings between relatives and 

Congress.255  

Mariel prisoners rioted in Oakdale, Louisiana, and Atlanta, Georgia, when they 

heard the news.256 Starting on November 21, they took 122 hostages between the two 
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prisons.257 Atlanta alone had 94 hostages and 1,119 Mariel inmates.258 Other Cuban-

Americans reevaluated their attitudes toward the Mariel detainees.259 A 1983 CANF poll 

showed that most exiles favored returning the excludables to Cuba, but now the prisoners 

were martyrs, risking everything to stay.260 Many exiles feared the consequences for 

Cuban immigrants; some feared the standoff would harm Cuban-Americans' image.261 

Esteemed Cuban-Americans soon descended on the prisons to negotiate the 

hostages’ release. Auxiliary Bishop Agustin Roman mediated between prisoners and 

authorities in the Oakdale prison first.262 The detainees in Oakdale reached a tentative 

agreement and began to release hostages.263 Bishop Roman continued his mediations with 

other representatives and officials in Washington, D.C.264 Carlos Arboleya and Ralph 

Penalver accompanied Bishop Roman in Washington.265 Jorge Mas Canosa and former 

 
257 Zaldivar, R.A. "Progress Reported." The Miami Herald, November 27, 1987: A1.  

258 Justin Gillis And Rodrigo Lazo. "Miamians Rebuffed In Atlanta Suarez Leads Delegation To 

Prison." The Miami Herald, November 28, 1987: B1.; Mirta Ojito And Justin Gillis. "Tensions Easing In 

Atlanta 4 Hostages Released." The Miami Herald, November 30, 1987: A15.  

259 Feldstein Soto, Luis. "Exiles Decide To Embrace Mariel Inmates Prisoners Go From Outcasts To 

Martyrs." The Miami Herald, December 1, 1987: D1.; R.A. Zaldivar. "Scenes Shifting In Detainee 

Drama." The Miami Herald, December 5, 1987: A1.  

260 Santiago. "Cubans: Don't Release Jailed Mariel Refugees."; Feldstein Soto. "Exiles Decide To Embrace 

Mariel Inmates Prisoners Go From Outcasts To Martyrs." 

261 Tina Montalvo and Luis Feldstein Soto. "'I'm Going To Atlanta,' Bishop Says." The Miami Herald, 

November 26, 1987: D1. 

262 Montalvo and Feldstein Soto. "'I'm Going To Atlanta,' Bishop Says."; Martin Merzer. "Uprisings Forced 

Cuban Dilemma Into The Spotlight." The Miami Herald, December 6, 1987: A1. 

263 Zaldivar. "Progress Reported."; Gladys Nieves And Robert L. Steinback. "Leaders Offer Aid." The 

Miami Herald, November 27, 1987: A1.  

264 Ibid.  

265 Nieves And Steinback. "Leaders Offer Aid."; David Satterfield. "Banker Doesn't Balk At 

Controversy." The Miami Herald, December 7, 1987: BM9.  



 

 79 

Cuban political prisoners Roberto Martin Perez and Armando Valladares arrived in 

Atlanta to meet with three inmate representatives.266 

Fifteen more leaders of the Cuban-American community arrived in Atlanta 

separately. This delegation included: State Sen. Ileana Rosa-Lehtinen; State Rep. Roberto 

Casas; State Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart; Sweetwater Mayor Isidoro Cuevas; West Miami 

Mayor Pedro Reboredo; Reps. Javier Souto, Luis Morse, and Roberto Casas; Metro 

Commission Jorge Valdes; ex-political prisoners Huber Matos and Alberto Muller; 

Antonio de Varona, president of the Cuban Patriotic Board; and former Cuban diplomat 

and political prisoner Dr. Andres Vargas Gomez.267 This group was not allowed to enter 

the prison.268 Radio news direction Tomas Garcia Fuste traveled back and forth between 

Atlanta and Miami.269  

Mas, Martin Perez, and Valladares stayed to negotiate as the standoff continued. 

The prisoners finally released the hostages on December 4, but the inmates’ fates 

remained uncertain.270 By then, there were thirty injuries and one death.271 Cuban exile 

leaders pledged to continue working in their interests in Washington in conjunction with 
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groups like the American Civil Liberties Union, and they would all receive a review of 

their cases.272 The Justice Department appointed Tomas Garcia Fuste, Mas Canosa, 

Valladares, and Auxiliary Bishop Roman to the six-person panel overseeing the 

settlement’s implementation.273 In December 1988, Miami Cubans had mixed reactions 

as INS deported five Mariel inmates for the first time since May 1985.274  

Meanwhile, prominent Cuban-Americans participated in policy talks in 

Washington regarding third-country Cubans.275 The Cuban American National 

Foundation negotiated an agreement with the State Department in which the Foundation 

would absorb all refugee resettlement expenses for two years if the government provided 

visas.276 When they resumed the paused discussions after the prison hostage situation, the 

State Department offered to admit 1,500 former political prisoners, but CANF wanted 

them to accept third-country Cubans too.277 CANF estimated that 7,000 Cubans were 

waiting to migrate to the United States from other countries.278 They finalized the 
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unprecedented agreement in June 1988.279 The Foundation resettled the migrants, but the 

U.S. Government determined who could migrate and when.280 The nonprofit Cuban 

Exodus Relief Fund began Operation Exodus in September 1988.281  They rescued 671 

Cubans in the first wave and funded their transportation and cost of living expenses via 

donations.282 Operation Exodus aimed to sponsor 1500 by the end of the year.283 

 

TV Marti 

 Government agencies, elected representatives, and the Cuban-American 

community argued over Radio Marti’s personnel issues, the degree of control Betancourt 

and Mas Canosa exerted, and the station’s role.284 Critics accused Radio Marti of being 
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too expensive and gathering intelligence on the Cuban government.285 Different Radio 

Marti studies produced conflicting results, but a Hill and Knowlton survey determined 

that many Cuban islanders listened to the station and considered it credible.286 Frank 

Calzon and Mas Canosa built momentum in Washington for a corresponding TV 

Marti.287 Florida Representatives introduced a bill in August 1987 for TV Marti, but it 

died in committee.288 Yet, Florida Senator Lawton Chiles managed to add funding for a 

TV Marti feasibility study to a massive appropriations bill.289 Mas Canosa chaired the 

Advisory Board for Radio Broadcasting to Cuba’s 1988 feasibility study.290 Congress 

ultimately passed a massive appropriations bill that granted TV Marti a $7.5 million start-

up budget one month before the 1988 general election.291 

 

UNCHR 

 Valladares returned to the U.N. Commission on Human Rights meeting in Geneva 

in the spring of 1988. Demonstrators raised money, focused attention, and enlisted other 
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countries to vote to condemn Cuba’s human rights violations.292 The resolution failed, but 

the commission agreed to investigate.293 However, Cuba gained a seat on the UNCHR in 

May.294 The Cuban government jailed twenty people whom the United Nations 

investigative contingent had questioned.295 Cuban dissident Ricardo Bofill provided their 

names to Valladares.296 Bofill defected in December that year.297 

 

Disillusionment 

 After the Iran-Contra Affair, Reagan moderated his approach toward Latin 

America and the Caribbean. Cuban-Americans expressed disappointment that Reagan 

had softened his stance on Cuba over the years. Fifteen prominent Cuban exiles 

expressed their disappointment in the administration in a letter to U.N. Ambassador 
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Vernon Walters dated February 29, 1987.298 By 1988, CANF and its associated PAC and 

lobby had an annual budget of $1.7 million and had successfully lobbied on behalf of 

Angolan rebel support, Radio Marti, political appointees, Cuban political prisoners, and 

more.299 Still, Raul Masvidal felt that the administration distanced itself from CANF after 

establishing Radio Marti.300 The administration catered to CANF publicly but held secret, 

back-channel communications with the Cuban government.301 Several months later, the 

community opposed the Reagan administration renewing the migration pact in secret and 

reducing its worldwide anti-communism efforts.302 Members of the Cuban-American 

community rejected the November 1987 migration pact renewal because they said it 

legitimized the Castro government, undermined U.S. credibility, and altered Cuban 

emigres' status from political refugees to immigrants.303 Four Florida state legislators 

published an open letter to the president in The Washington Times on February 4, 1988, 

expressing concern about the administration’s lack of progress on the Cuban cause.304 A 

CANF memo noted that the Reagan administration had recently opposed four 
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Congressional initiatives that would tighten the embargo.305 Mas Canosa claimed that it 

was the Treasury and State Departments hampering the president’s initiatives.306 One 

Cuban diplomat noted that the administration “talked tough but acted softly.”307 Former 

U.S. diplomat Wayne Smith described Reagan’s Cuba policies as “smoke and 

mirrors.”308  

A divide emerged in the Cuban-American community between those who still 

supported the administration’s efforts on Cuba, such as CANF, and those who felt 

Reagan was not doing enough, such as the people and organizations aligned with the 

Task Force of Cuban Civic Organizations.309 The task force submitted a letter of 

disapproval on April 6.310 CANF released a set of policy proposals entitled Towards a 

New U.S.-Cuba Policy.311 It recommended abolishing the Kennedy-Khrushchev 

understanding that the United States would not attack Cuba so long as the Soviet Union 

agreed not to install nuclear missiles to Cuba, supporting anti-communist forces more, 

setting consequences for third countries dealing with Cuba, encouraging defections, and 
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tightening the embargo.312 In May, Jose Sorzano quit the National Security Council over 

the White House’s decreasing support for the Contras and disagreements with other 

personnel.313 By the end of May, even Mas Canosa expressed disappointment in 

Reagan.314  

The remainder of the Cuban-American community either (1) advocated more 

cooperation with Cuba or (2) were predominantly young, middle-class Cuban-Americans 

less interested in foreign policy.315 The former felt that CANF did not represent them and 

disagreed with the “millionaire boys’ club” policies.316 They criticized CANF directors’ 

self-serving politics locally, nationally, and internationally.317 The Policy Alternatives for 

the Caribbean and Central America created a booklet of liberal policy proposals entitled 

An Alternative U.S. Policy Toward Cuba, encouraging greater engagement.318 Miami 

psychologist Carmen Diaz founded the Cuban American Committee for Family Rights to 

advocate for family reunification.319 Monsignor Bryan Walsh, the Catholic priest who ran 
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Operation Peter Pan, supported family reunification efforts, as did at least 2000 others 

who attended a breakfast for the cause.320 

Protests and violence increased with the frustration over Cuba policy. In May, 

conservative members of the Miami Cuban community called on the Cuban Museum of 

Arts and Culture board to resign for holding an auction with Cuban art, for which the 

museum was attacked with a pipe bomb.321 Another pipe bomb hit the home of the 

organizer of a conference about improving relations with Cuba.322 Hundreds 

demonstrated in Little Havana in June.323 They marched to free Orlando Bosch and 

protest thawing U.S.-Cuban relations.324 High profile politicians attended CANF’s 

Congress to discuss the next step.325 In August, Reagan eased restrictions on 

informational and cultural materials from Cuba.326 Raul Masvidal and Carlos Salman 

tried to incorporate “The Republic of Cuba Inc.” to preempt future investment in Cuba.327 

Still, most Cuban-Americans preferred Republicans to Democrats. 
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 By the end of Reagan’s second term, 800,000 Cubans exiles immigrated to the 

United States since the Revolution.328 About a third of Miami-Dade residents, or 

approximately 560,000 people, were of Cuban descent.329 About one in five Miami 

Cubans arrived during or after Mariel.330 Cubans had become leaders in the Miami 

community, but only 6% of Miami Cubans owned their own companies.331 Ironically, 

those in the community who favored more engagement with Cuba, even just with their 

families abroad, often felt the anti-communist hardliners silenced their dissent.332 

Younger generations born in the United States did not feel the same about Cuba as their 

predecessors.333 The Miami Cuban community was large and diverse, but non-Cubans 

still expected them to speak with one voice. 

 

The 1988 Presidential Election 

Paying respect to CANF became a requisite part of politicking in South Florida. 

Unofficial presidential candidate Sen. Bob Dole spoke at CANF’s Cuban Independence 

Day celebration in May 1987.334 He advocated more economic pressure on Cuba and 
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introduced a bill to sanction those who trade with Cuba.335 Republican presidential 

candidate Jack Kemp stopped in Miami in late July 1987, and, with Jorge Mas Canosa 

and Armando Valladares by his side, he spoke at a University of Miami-sponsored event 

about the need to defeat communism and Castro.336 

 Prominent members of the Cuban-American community split their loyalties 

between George Herbert Walker Bush and Bob Dole.337 CANF risked losing influence in 

Washington if a Democrat won the presidential election that year, despite their many 

contributions to candidates in both major parties.338 Despite their frustration with Reagan, 

Cuban-Americans hoped for the best with Bush. After all, he was the Vice President, 

former CIA Director, and the father of South Florida-based Republican operative Jeb 

Bush. Eighty-six percent of Cuban-Americans voted for George H.W. Bush in the Florida 

primary.339 Bush defeated Democratic challenger Michael Dukakis in the November 

1988 presidential election. 

 Cuban-Americans mourned the death of Ronald Reagan in 2004 and sought to 

memorialize him.340 The Miami Herald explained, “He alone seemed to share their anti-
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Communist urgency and their domino-theory nightmares. Where other presidents saw 

zealotry and extremism, Reagan saw eye to eye.”341 “We were the most militant anti-

communists of any refugees from anywhere in the world. And Reagan in his heart knew 

that we were right, that you don’t fight communism with letters and diplomacy only,” 

said Lombardo Perez.342 Although he commanded strong, majority support in the 

community, those who diverged from the hard-line felt differently. Referring to an 

environment inhospitable to pluralism that he and hardliners created, one Cuban-

American, Manuel Dominguez, explained, “Reagan will be remembered with mixed 

feelings by a lot of Cuban Americans who still dare not speak.”343 

 

Conclusion 

 The Cuban American National Foundation brought Cuban-American politics to 

the national stage. Within years of its 1981 founding, it dominated U.S. policies toward 

Cuba and laid the foundation for Cuban-American politicians’ rise. The ambitious Jorge 

Mas Canosa led the way. CANF helped inspire more Cuban-Americans to engage in 

domestic politics and foreign policy formation actively. They voted, donated, 

demonstrated, organized, lobbied, and ran for office. 
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As Cuban-Americans asserted their agency in domestic U.S. politics and foreign 

policy, President Ronald Reagan fundamentally shaped the Republican Party’s 

relationship with the Cuban-American community for decades to come. He recognized 

their potential as essential allies: ideological affiliation, economic power, growing 

numbers, increasing civic participation, and strategic location. He recognized Cuban-

Americans’ uniqueness, beyond the stereotypes of the title of “Hispanic” or “Latino,” 

rather than succumbing to politicians’ baser instincts of pander to a monolithic image of 

minority communities. He listened and addressed this tenacious community’s specific 

concerns, and they rewarded his administration with support, votes, and donations. 

Republicans have reaped the benefits of this relationship ever since, especially in 

presidential campaigns seeking Florida electoral college votes. 

CANF grew successfully due to Reagan’s support, AIPAC guidance, the Cold 

War context, bipartisan lobbying, tenacious leadership, the Miami Cuban-American 

network, and the U.S. electoral system. CANF obtained national influence as local Miami 

Cuban politicos won more local offices, primarily with the GOP. Instead of trying to 

effect change in Cuba directly, they now used the power of the U.S. government to aid 

their mission to democratize Cuba. CANF’s biggest achievements during the Reagan era 

were promoting Cuban-American politicians, Radio Marti, the Exodus program, 

mediating with Mariel inmates, and obtaining large National Endowment for Democracy 

grants. Cuban-Americans provided indispensable support to the Reagan administration 

during elections and regarding Reagan’s Latin America policies, but their influence in the 

Reagan administration waned in the last couple of years. As with Reagan’s successors, he 
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prioritized Cuban-American special interests less after he had finished all of his election 

campaigning. 

 Unfortunately, now that visits to the Cuban-American community have become 

standard during the campaign season, both Democrats and Republicans tend to base their 

approach to the community on a conservative exile stereotype. The community has never 

been a monolith, but demographic changes have loosened Republicans’ grip on this 

traditional voting bloc. Democrats have always tended to take minority community votes 

for granted to the detriment of the party and voter participation. Republicans could face 

the same problems with Cuban-Americans if they continue to treat them as a given voting 

bloc. Both major parties would do well to take a page out of Reagan’s playbook. 

  



 

 93 

CHAPTER 3: GEORGE H. W. BUSH 

Introduction 

 George Herbert Walker Bush ascended from Vice President to President of the 

United States on January 21, 1989. This gave Cuban-Americans several inroads to the 

White House. Jorge Mas Canosa had already developed contacts in Washington with the 

Cuban-American National Foundation. In addition, the president’s son, Jeb Bush, was a 

South Florida Republican Party political fixture, whose business partner, Armando 

Codina, was a part of the Cuban-American business community.344 

Although George H.W. Bush only served one term as President, it was a period 

full of major transitions in attitudes toward Cuba, in part brought on by the collapse of 

the Soviet Union. Five trends in Cuban-American foreign policy dominated this period: 

(1) the creation of more diverse organizations to represent the Cuban 

American community, (2) the rise of Cuban-American legislators at the national level, 

(3) the continued Mariel refugee resettlement and new refugees escaping a battered 

Cuban economy, (4) Congressional legislation supporting CANF priorities and (5) 

preparations for a potential transition in Cuba during the collapse of communism around 

the world. At the time, countries worldwide were transitioning to democracy after 

military juntas and communist dictatorships. The Cuban American National Foundation 

and its isolationist policies toward the Cuban regime overshadowed other organizations 

that formed to challenge CANF’s authority over U.S. Cuba policy at this inflection point 

for Cuba. Bush’s deep network with Cuban-Americans, the growing success of Cuban-
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American elected officials, and other bipartisan CANF allies in Congress ensured support 

for CANF’s agenda. These connections enabled CANF and its allies to advocate 

successfully for Cuban refugees when crises emerged. The end of the Cold War also 

meant that Cuba diminished as a security threat to the United States, so CANF could 

capitalize on lower-level decision-making.345 

 

House Vacancy 

Cuban-American politicians had increasing success throughout the eighties but 

had never won a national-level race. That changed in Bush’s first year. Cuban-Americans 

had their first chance of gaining a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives, which would 

allow them to be part of the policymaking process, not just influencers. 

South Florida Representative Claude Pepper, who many in the Miami Cuban 

community considered a strong ally, died in office on May 30, 1989.346 The scramble to 

fill his seat in the U.S. House of Representatives began immediately, and friction between 

ethnicities soon followed.347 State  Senator Ileana Ros-Lehtinen and businessman Carlos 

Perez entered the race on the Republican side.348 The Cuban American National 

Foundation soon endorsed Senator Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, but some individual members of 
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CANF supported former CANF director Carlos Perez.349 It was not the first time a 

Cuban-American had campaigned for a seat in U.S. Congress, but they wanted their first 

win. 

Carlos Perez described the race as a referendum on CANF’s political clout after 

Mas Canosa threw his weight behind Perez’s opponent.350 People assumed that CANF 

essentially controlled exile politics, and Perez wanted to prove them wrong.351 Ros-

Lehtinen rebutted that her popularity exceeded CANF’s endorsement.352 

On August 29, 1989, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen won the election to became the first 

Cuban-American in the U.S. Congress.353 She won the primary in a landslide with 83% 

of the vote.354 She credited Spanish-language media for helping her win her election.355 

She continued to keep them in the loop from her position in Washington.356 Having a 

Cuban-American be a part of the highest legislative body in the United States gave Ileana 

Ros-Lehtinen a direct voice in crafting policy and influencing colleagues. 
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Refugees and Aid 

 Bush picked up where Reagan left off with Cuban migration. The U.S. 

Government had not yet resolved what to do about the Mariel inmates and Cuban 

migrants waiting in third countries. CANF and other exile influencers were less involved 

in nationwide immigration policy, but they actively advocated for Cuban refugees when 

they deemed it expedient. Operation Exodus continued to run successfully, but it took an 

acute political crisis before Cuban exile leadership weighed in on the Mariel refugees 

who had been imprisoned for years without due process. Cuban-Americans leveraged 

their influence so that their favored organizations became regular recipients of 

government funding. As Cuba’s economic situation worsened with the end of the Cold 

War, more Cuban islanders left for the United States, and Cuban-Americans sought ways 

to provide aid to their family and friends on the island. Cubans were caught between 

trying to care for their loved ones financially but not wanting to buoy the regime 

economically. 

 Various corrupt actors took advantage of Cuban emigres. The backlogged U.S. 

Government approved only 3,136 of the 20,000 visas allotted for Cubans in 1988.357 

Obtaining a visa was difficult, so Cuban government officials, private human traffickers, 

and officials in third-country governments often illegally demanded money to facilitate 

migration.358 With remittances from their families, some Cubans were paying up to 
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$10,000 to migrate.359 Mas Canosa testified about the phenomenon before Congress in 

fall 1988.360 Authorities detained at the Krome Avenue facility a record number of 

Cubans illegally entering the United States.361 Miami airport officials stopped over 600 

Cuban migrants without proper paperwork in two months, and there were 170 detained at 

the Krome Avenue detention center in July 1989.362 U.S. agencies increasingly treated 

Cubans more as standard immigrants rather than exiles, complete with threatening 

deportation.363 

 By the end of September 1989, the Exodus project had resettled 2,236 refugees.364 

Congress permitted 4,000 per year, of which the Exodus project received 1,500.365 

Congress’s 1990 refugee plan set aside 3,500 refugee visas for Latin America, of which 

they earmarked 3,000 for Cubans.366 By September 1990, the program had aided over 

4,800 refugees.367 
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 The number of rafters fleeing Cuba for Florida’s shores increased dramatically in 

1991. By the end of July, over 1,400 had arrived.368 Over 65% were 18-29 years old, and 

87% were men.369 The Coast Guard intercepted most of them, but others washed up on 

shore, cruise ships rescued a few, and even the Queen of England’s yacht picked one 

up.370 South Florida’s Krome Detention Center experienced overcrowding in 1991 due to 

a sudden influx of refugees.371 The camp, which had a limit of 450, now held 600 

detainees, including about 250 Haitians and 140 Cubans.372 Miami INS director Richard 

Smith worked with CANF to liberalize the parole policy to ease the overcrowding.373 

 Shipping money and humanitarian goods to Cuba became a burgeoning business 

in South Florida in the early nineties as Cuba’s Special Period began.374 Remittances 

were limited to exiles $500 every three months to the same household, but Cuban-

Americans found ways around it by having several family members send money to the 

same household.375 Under U.S. law, they could also send a maximum of $200 a month of 

goods to Cuba, and Cuban relatives could enter the United States for short visits.376 The 
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State Department developed such a backlog of 28,000 travel visa requests and so many 

people applied for asylum upon arrival that State indefinitely suspended the issuance of 

visas in late July 1991.377 Courier services transported over 100,000 packages per year 

from South Florida to Cuba, and CANF estimated that the Cuban government would 

pocket over $135 million from shipping expenses in 1991.378 CANF estimated exiles 

remitted about $9 million in 1990.379 FIU’s Dr. Antonio Jorge estimated that exiles 

subsidize 20-25% of Cuba’s $500+ million deficit and generate 22.5% of Cuba’s $900 

million annual hard currency reserves.380 By May 1991, seventy-six companies had 

registered with the U.S. Treasury Department for travel and commercial activities with 

Cuba.381 Hardliners opposed sending goods or remittances to Cuba, but others with 

family on the island felt that providing for family was more important, even if the Cuban 

government did take a cut.382  

 The National Endowment for Democracy allotted twice as much money toward 

Cuba projects in 1991 than in 1990, totaling over $460,000 in 1991.383 Among the 

recipients were The American Institute of Freedom Labor Development, the Republican 

and Democratic parties’ international affairs institutes, CANF, Frank Calzon’s Of Human 
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Rights, Jose Antonio Lanuza’s Center for Cuban Democracy, Gustavo Arcos’s program, 

and Ricardo Bofill’s Cuban Committee for Human Rights.384 

 In 1991, the NED contributed $462,132 for seven Cuba projects, $282,132 more 

than the four they funded in 1990.385 The NED authorized $66,000 more in January.386 

The NED funded the Youth Coordinator of Democratic Associations, with which David 

Moya continued to work after leaving the island.387 Other projects they funded were a 

Radio Marti program about democracy, CANF, the Center for Cuban Democracy, and 

Cruz Varela’s Criteria Alternativo as associated with Montaner’s Cuban Liberal 

Union.388 Some island dissidents welcomed CANF’s help, but others viewed Mas Canosa 

as a destabilizing force.389 Miami exile politics affected the unity of dissidents on the 

island.390 

 The Bush administration cosigned allowing packages to Cuba via charter flights 

and limited proceeds to Cuba for toll-calls, but Cuba wanted mail via commercial flights 

and world average rates of toll-call revenues.391 
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 Hardliners largely determined which exiles and dissidents dominated the 

discourse. They also often served as the gatekeepers for whether and how to provide aid 

to Cuba. They deemed who was worthy of support and whether the benefits of that 

support (financial or otherwise) outweighed the costs. Hardliners’ analysis operated on an 

assumption that isolation would ultimately work better than openness to undermine the 

Cuban regime. 

 

TV Marti 

 Radio Marti had been one of CANF’s pinnacle accomplishments during the 

Reagan years. Opponents questioned the efficacy and quality control, but Radio Marti 

was one of the few information sources in Cuba that did not filter through Cuban 

government censorship when the government was unable to block signals. CANF and its 

allies hoped to expand and offer television broadcasts. 

 Plans for Television Marti pressed forward, but they received more resistance 

than Radio Marti. The U.S. House of Representatives was debating a bill for TV Marti at 

the time.392 The House passed the appropriations bill.393 The debate continued into the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee.394 At the annual CANF Cuban Independence Day 

celebration, Senator Connie Mack told the crowd he expected TV Marti to be up and 

running by 1990.395 President Bush expressed his support for TV Marti at a Cuban 
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independence celebration in Washington, D.C., and challenged Fidel Castro to hold a 

plebiscite on the path to free and fair elections in Cuba.396 CANF worked to locate TV 

Marti in Miami because of the ready source of talent, but some in Washington and the 

community feared that exile politics would harm the station.397 

 Ernesto Betancourt accused Mas Canosa of forcing Betancourt from his position 

as Director of Radio Marti after the U.S. Information Agency (USIA) transferred him to 

another job.398 Critics feared that Betancourt’s removal would hurt the objectivity and 

credibility of Radio Marti while further increasing CANF’s monopoly on the 

organization, whose Cuban-American board members were all members of CANF.399 

Ronaldo Bonachea became acting director.400 Additionally, Radio Marti ousted Carlos 

Alberto Montaner and Antonio Navarro because their ties to exile groups made them 

ineligible per government regulations.401 By 1990, Radio Marti had become the most 

popular radio station in Cuba.402 Separately, CANF began testing the airwaves for their 

radio program targeted at Cuba, “The Voice of the Foundation.”403 
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TV Marti geared up for its official debut in 1990. TV Marti made its first test 

broadcast to Cuba on March 27, 1990.404 Cuba blocked the signal within fifteen 

minutes.405 TV Marti’s early months lacked viewership, and Cubans called it “La T.V. 

que no se ve,” or “The T.V. that isn’t seen.”406  

 A House Appropriations subcommittee voted in May 1991 to eliminate funding 

for TV Marti, despite the administration’s request for $20.5 million for the fiscal year 

1992.407 Antonio Navarro served as the TV Marti director.408 The Cuban government had 

managed to block signals for much of the island.409 An unnamed CANF official 

suggested that TV Marti could become more critical in the event of Fidel Castro 

becoming “‘distracted’ by other problems or face ‘civil war conditions.’”410 Mas Canosa 

remained confident that Congress would restore TV Marti’s funding and blamed 

Arkansas Rep. Bill Alexander for his attempts to expand U.S. agriculture into Cuban 

markets.411 
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 A federal General Accounting Office investigation found reasons to believe that 

T.V. Marti favored CANF over other exile groups in its news coverage after 

Representative Bill Alexander (D-AR) requested a report.412 A TV Marti insider had 

recently repeatedly warned of CANF’s influence.413 Director of TV Marti Antonio 

Dieguez denied the allegations.414 

 The GAO had Voice of America begin investigating allegations of biased news 

coverage in favor of CANF positions at Radio Marti.415 The VOA found little substantial 

evidence of systematic bias but updated its review process by creating a review panel to 

meet quarterly.416 Soon to be Acting Director Rolando Bonachea fired all the research 

analysts at the station after one prompted the investigation.417 The presidential advisory 

board, which Mas Canosa still chaired, recommended that T.V. and Radio Marti 

headquarters move from Washington to Miami.418 

 Radio and TV Marti institutionalized Cuban-American influence within the U.S. 

Government over information streaming to Cuba. Because of federal information 

neutrality, quality-control, and employment standards, the concern over whether and to 

 
412 Joel Gutierrez. "TV Marti's Balance Questioned." The Miami Herald, March 18, 1992: A13.  

413 Gutierrez. "TV Marti's Balance Questioned." 

414 Gutierrez. "TV Marti's Balance Questioned." 

415 Mimi Whitefield. "Radio Marti News Studied." The Miami Herald, November 19, 1992: A24.; "Time to 

Reduce The Static." The Miami Herald, December 5, 1993: M2. 

416 Mimi Whitefield. "For Radio Marti, 'A Matter of Semantics'." The Miami Herald, December 10, 1992: 

A22.; Mimi Whitefield. "Panel Meets to Review TV Marti." The Miami Herald, December 12, 1992: A24. 

417 Christopher Marquis. "Left, Right Fight for The Soul Of Radio Marti." The Miami Herald, June 22, 

1993: A1.  

418 Alfonso Chardy. "TV, Radio Marti HQ May Move to Miami." The Miami Herald, December 3, 1992: 

B1. 



 

 105 

what degree Cuban-Americans adhered to federal standards became a constant source of 

friction both within the U.S. Government and with the Cuban government, who 

consistently denounced it as exile imperial propaganda. 

 

New Institutions and Exile Politics 

 New Cuban exile organizations arose at the end of the Cold War era. The 

international system and Cuba’s domestic politics and economy fluctuated. Cuban-

American political influence increased dramatically during this period through the 

establishment of several new organizations. Although hardliners still dominated the 

Miami Cuban community leadership, other viewpoints formed new organizations to 

represent their interests at a critical juncture, address new problems, and challenge Mas 

Canosa’s dominance. In turn, Cuban officials recognized the significant role of the 

diaspora and sought to monitor and understand them, protect national security, and 

undermine critics while elevating friendlier voices. 

 The three poles of Mas Canosa’s influence laid in Washington, Miami, and 

Cuba.419 Over five years, CANF directors and relatives gave $455,000 to political 

campaigns and the Free Cuba PAC, which in turn had donated over $1 million to 

congressional candidates over a decade.420 There were rarely costs and sometimes big 

benefits to furthering CANF policies, but the costs for opposing them were high.421 
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People tended to exaggerate Mas Canosa’s influence and methods; most politicians were 

of a similar anti-communist mind-frame anyway, it appeared.422 Mas Canosa employed 

code-switching in the way he operated within Washington circles versus Miami Cuban 

circles.423 In Miami, people loved CANF’s community outreach programs, and over 

250,000 of them contributed to the foundation.424 

 Jose Antonio Font, who stepped down as staff director of CANF, resigned from 

his trusteeship at CANF to organize a new Cuban-American group in Washington, 

D.C.425 The Council for Cuban Democracy promised to be a more democratic 

organization in its decision-making than CANF, allowing people of all economic classes 

and political perspectives to join, and to focus on public policy and education.426 CANF 

reacted by opening membership to people who could make monthly donations of any 

amount—as opposed to the thousands of dollars the directors and trustees had been 

paying for membership.427 However, shortly thereafter, Marazul Charters owner 

Francisco Aruca founded a new Cuban-American organization, the Cuban-American 

Coalition.428 This new group had an inclusive membership policy, a history of donating 
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individually, and the financial strength to make a difference.429 Its primary goal would be 

more open relations between exiles and their homeland.430 They aimed to be both centrist 

and pluralist.431 However, they lacked a focused message.432 

When Cuban dissident Elizardo Sanchez returned to Cuba from Miami, the Castro 

regime arrested him.433 Curiously, the Miami Cuban community failed to defend some 

political prisoners due to their skepticism of the activists’ intentions.434 The community 

still feared communist infiltrators and duel agents, and Sanchez aroused suspicion.435 In 

contrast, Jorge Mas Canosa reconciled with Gustavo Arcos Bergnes and stated in a letter 

to Arcos’s organization in January 1991 that CANF supported Arcos.436 

Two Cuban-Americans, William Schuss and Jose Basulto, cofounded Brothers to 

the Rescue in 1991 in response to the drowning of a young girl escaping Cuba by raft.437 
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CANF helped Brothers to the Rescue raise money for their efforts in rescuing Cuban 

refugees stuck at sea.438 

 Like Cuban exile organizations on the U.S. side of the Florida Straits, the number 

and types of dissident groups on the island multiplied in the post-Soviet Special Period.439 

The Cuban Committee for Human Rights—a project of Ricardo Bofill, Elizardo Sanchez, 

Eddy Lopez, Enrique Hernandez, and Adolfo Rivero Caro—had been documenting 

human rights abuses since 1976.440 Gustavo Arcos, Daniel Azpillaga, Omar del Pozo, and 

Roberto Luque Escalona joined the project as well.441 Sanchez split from the Committee 

in the mid-1980s, arguing that they needed to do more than denounce human rights 

abuses to effect change in Cuba.442 By 1992, there were over 1,000 activists on the island 

and 50 dissident groups.443 

 Unidad Cubana, an organization that represented 150 exile organizations, formed 

in April 1992 to develop common goals for Cuba’s liberation and a democratic transition 

period.444 CANF, Alpha 66, Brigade 2506, La Cumbre Patriotica participated.445 

 Miami’s Radio Progreso broadcasted an interview with Cuban foreign minister 

Ricardo Alarcon in which he appealed to exiles to normalize relations with their 
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homeland and engage in reciprocal talks.446 Alarcon appealed to exiles as being a part of 

one Cuban nation.447 However, he assured them that socialism would continue.448 The 

Cuban Democratic Coalition’s Luis Zuniga interpreted the comments as wanting to keep 

the exile community divided between pro-dialogue forces and “right-wing, intolerant 

terrorists.”449 The second purpose Zuniga noted is his conflation of the issue as being 

Cuba versus the United States rather than Castro against the Cuban people.450 

Another Cuban American group—the Cuban American Defense League—

emerged to counter the influence of CANF by a couple that knew all too well the damage 

that CANF could do to reputations.451 

 In December 1992, CANF—specifically Jorge Mas Canosa and Clara and Mario 

del Valle—created the Foundation for Human Rights in Cuba to publicize the worsening 

human rights situation in Cuba and chose Luis Zuniga to head it.452 

 Ultimately, leadership reinforced that hardline policies remained most popular 

among the Cuban-American community while most communist countries worldwide 

were democratizing. Isolationist policies provided a strong contrast as Neoliberal 
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institutionalism and economics prevailed in the international system. The Cuban-

Americans that preferred engagement found sympathizers and organized, but they 

remained minority voices.  

 

Dominoes Falling 

 The Bush years were pivotal for Cuba. The Cuban regime found itself in a 

precarious position at the end of the Cold War. Military juntas controlled much of Latin 

America in the 1970s, and communist regimes ruled much of Eastern Europe and large 

parts of Asia since the end of World War II. Many nations in these regions democratized, 

and few communist regimes remained after democratic citizen movements, economic 

shocks, government mismanagement, corruption, and international pressure toppled 

authoritarians worldwide. The collapse of communism and the fall of the Soviet Union 

had reverberating effects in Cuba. It appeared inevitable that every country would soon 

adopt the Neoliberal “new world order” that embodied democracy, individual rights, and 

capitalism. The cry for democracy throughout the communist world led to hopes among 

Cuban-Americans that the Castro government would fall or at least become more open. 

Because of this, they were more motivated to push the Bush administration to pursue 

their political agenda. Yet, the new international system required reassessing the 

strategies they were using to achieve their goals. It also put the leadership in closed 

societies on high alert for challenges to their authority. 

Cuban Vice President Carlos Rafael Rodriguez conceded that Cuban officials 

were holding talks with liberal sectors of the exile community, but he did not say 
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which.453 Rodriguez classified the exile community into three groups: (1) the “reactionary 

and ultrarightist” hardliners like Mas Canosa and Valladares, (2) the majority that wanted 

to be able to visit family on the island, and  (3) ex-reactionaries who now preferred to 

combat Castro through dialogue, possibly referring to Montaner’s coalition or allies.454 

The government reached out to the third group.455 

Miami Herald writer Alfonso Chardy divided exile groups into four factions: the 

lobbying faction, the dialogue-for-elections faction, the dialogue-for-reform group, and 

the no-dialogue faction.456 The dialogue groups acknowledged beginning talks with the 

Cuban government.457 CANF was the principal organization for the lobby faction.458 The 

Cuban Democratic Platform promoted dialogue-for-elections.459 The dialogue-for-reform 

exiles—such as Vladimir Ramirez, the Cuban Social Democratic Party, and the Cuban 

American Council—were mostly liberal exiles who agreed with socialism but not as 

currently constituted under Castro.460 The Cuban Patriotic Junta and the Cuban People’s 

Orthodox Party fell into the no-dialogue faction.461 Those who opposed the hardline 
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tactics feared that strong-arm tactics would allow Castro to scapegoat Cuban exiles and 

mobilize his population under a banner of nationalism.462 

In June 1989, the Cuban government arrested several of its own high-ranking, 

popular military officers on reports of drug trafficking, even though the government itself 

likely sanctioned the activities.463 The execution of the officials, especially Arnaldo 

Ochoa, even stirred controversy in Cuba.464 Miami Cubans hoped that it signaled an 

opening for dissent in Castro’s regime.465 Exile journalist Augustin Tamargo noticed a 

change in strategy among the exile community as they used the opportunity to support 

dissent on the island rather than exclusively resorting to advocating an exile coup.466 Ex-

political prisoner Eloy Gutierrez Menoyo reacted, “With no hesitation, Fidel Castro 

eliminates any person he believes is an obstacle to his plans to stay in power forever.” 

Florida Senator Bob Graham called a special hearing in the U.S. Senate about Cuba’s 

involvement in drug trafficking.467 FIU professor Antonio Jorge, Jorge Mas Canosa, and 

former Cuban official Manuel de Beunza attended.468 

 
462 Whitefield. "U.S. Relation With Cuba Likely to Remain On Ice." 

463 Liz Balmaseda. "Drug Case Fuels Rumors in Miami." The Miami Herald, June 23, 1989: A1.; Joel 

Gutierrez. "Letter on Cuba's Drug Trafficking Verified." The Miami Herald, August 1, 1992: A24.; 

Balmaseda, Liz. "Chaos, Change, Common Future: The Newspaper Meets the Exile." The Miami Herald, 

October 6, 2002: L1. 

464 "Reaction to Cuba Executions." The Miami Herald, July 14, 1989: A10. 

465 Balmaseda. "Drug Case Fuels Rumors in Miami." 

466 Balmaseda. "Drug Case Fuels Rumors in Miami." 

467 Mirta Ojito. "2 Drug Planes Flew Over Cuba, Admiral Says." The Miami Herald, August 12, 1989: 

A14.  

468 Ojito. "2 Drug Planes Flew Over Cuba, Admiral Says." 



 

 113 

 Nevertheless, there was still a high degree of sympathy for militants. Hundreds of 

businesses shut down, and 1,500 people marched in Little Havana on June 29, 1989, to 

protest Orlando Bosch’s deportation scheduled for July 14.469 The U.S. Justice 

Department began considering parole for Bosch when they realized that thirty-one 

countries on six continents refused to accept him.470 

The fall of the Berlin Wall on November 8, 1989, further elevated exile hopes for 

imminent change in Cuba.471 More Cuban exile organizations were forming across the 

political spectrum and becoming increasingly active.472 Some Cuba analysts hoped that a 

new chief of mission at the Cuban Interests Section in Washington, Jose Antonio Arbesu, 

signaled a new approach to Cuba’s diplomatic relations with the United States in early 

1990.473 CANF also became more open to the idea of negotiating with lower-level Cuban 

leaders.474 While the foundation was engaging in “glasnost,” FIU professor Carlos Moore 

claimed that the Cuban government employed “reverse perestroika,” reaching out to 
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Miami’s white exiles rather than further engaging with the black population on the 

island.475 

U.S. Senators Connie Mack and Bob Graham from Florida traveled to 

Washington and Moscow with Cuban exile representatives to discuss the future of 

Soviet-Cuban relations and business opportunities for Soviets in Florida.476 

Representatives of the U.S. contingent suggested lifting the U.S. embargo on Cuba if the 

Soviet Union would end its subsidies to Cuba and if Cuba would democratize.477 Cuban-

American critics of CANF’s approach, including anti-Castro groups, lamented their lack 

of representation at the meetings; exiles remained divided over the best strategy and how 

quickly transition should occur.478 

 Government task forces, think tanks, and exile organizations rigorously prepared 

for a post-Castro Cuba. Many believed that Castro’s government would inevitably 

collapse like other communist governments in Eastern Europe and Latin America. 

Several Cuba analysts foresaw an impending succession crisis in Cuba.479 Florida 

Governor Bob Martinez formed the Commission on a Free Cuba to analyze the predicted 

impact on Florida of Castro’s fall from power.480 He appointed Mas Canosa to lead the 
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commission.481 The Miami Herald’s Sergio Lopez-Miro chided the Governor for 

pandering to Cuban exiles by “peddling hope to an uprooted and traumatized generation 

of emigres.”482 

 Indeed, even though there were still skeptics, many exile groups actively prepared 

for regime change. Alpha 66 ran militant training camps in the Everglades.483 The Cuban 

People’s Party, the Association of Veterans of Special Missions, and hundreds of 

members of Cuban Municipalities in Exile offered their help to rebuild a post-Castro 

Cuba.484 Huber Matos’s organization, Cuba Independiente y Democratica, prepared a 

transition plan, as did CANF and others.485 The ALF-CIO offered its services to Cuban 

labor unions.486 Even the Miami police created a contingency plan.487 The Cuban Social 

Democratic Party presented their proposal in September 1990 at the OAS.488 
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 The Miami Cuban community was not the only group planning for Castro’s fall. 

The White House and Capitol Hill made contingency plans and increased pressure to end 

Castro’s rule. President Bush challenged Castro to hold free elections on several 

occasions.489 On March 19, 1990, Bush outlined three conditions for normalizing 

relations with Cuba: free elections, a free-market economy, and a reduction in military 

power.490 Additionally, the administration recommended rewarding the new Panamanian 

and Nicaraguan governments with $800 million in aid as a signal to Castro.491 The State 

Department rejected Castro’s threats to open ports for mass emigration.492 State 

Department spokesman Richard Boucher responded, “We reject Castro’s attempt to 

export his internal problems to the United States by encouraging people to leave. Cuba’s 

problems can only be resolved at home through democratic processes and freedom of 

speech.”493 CANF spokesman Tony Costa underscored that another boatlift would only 

enable Castro to buy time because it would open the escape valve for dissent.494 Officials 

in the U.S. Government signaled that there would be no significant changes in U.S.-Cuba 

policy, especially since it no longer presented a significant security threat.495 
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 Engagement was no longer on the agenda.496 The idea fell out of favor among 

legislators because there were already policymaking structures for Cuba within the 

government that would be less subject to bias.497 Members of Congress’s Cuban Freedom 

Caucus introduced a bill to create a presidential advisory committee on the subject and 

suggested that CANF could make recommendations for committee members.498 CANF, 

which recommended the committee two years earlier, distanced itself from the proposal’s 

current iteration.499 

CANF held a rally at the Orange Bowl to send a message of freedom for Cuba to 

the world and support Cubans in the homeland.500 Ronald Reagan and Armando 

Valladares both attended as honorees. CANF thanked Reagan for his role in Radio/TV 

Marti and the fall of communism; they thanked Valladares, U.S. envoy to the UNCHR, 

drawing the United Nations’ attention to Cuba’s human rights abuses.501 Jeb Bush 

emceed, and Valladares, Mas Canosa, and Reagan spoke to a crowd of 20,000.502 The 

guayabera-clad former president called on Castro to hold free elections.503 Radio Marti 
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broadcasted the event to Cuba, including Mas Canosa’s remarks, despite the federal 

government mandate to not broadcast exile groups.504 

The downfalls of Panamanian president Manuel Noriega and Nicaraguan 

president Daniel Ortega reinforced the perception that Cuba was next.505 Exiles organized 

a flotilla to the edge of Cuban waters scheduled for Cuban Independence Day 1990 to 

send a message of support to Cubans on the island.506 Eighty percent of Cuba’s trade was 

with former Soviet bloc countries.507 With communist governments collapsing, the 

continued economic recession in Latin America, and potential loss of Soviet patronage, 

Cuba was seeking new economic solutions for “a special period in time of peace.508 

Exiles with different opinions on strategies, like Tony Varona and Gustavo Arcos, all 

agreed that “the people of Cuba will determine their own destiny, with the help of the 

exiles.”509 

Cuban exiles hope to reclaim or seek compensation for their lost property when 

Castro was gone. The last large-scale U.S. Government effort to get Cuba to reimburse 

the owners of confiscated property in Cuba had occurred from 1967 to 1972 with the 
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Federal Claims Settlement Commission (FCSC) by the Department of Justice.510 People 

who were U.S. citizens when the Cuban government seized their property and had proof 

of ownership could file a claim with the FCSC.511 The FCSC filings did not cover Cuban 

citizens’ property loss, for which the Cuban government insisted they had provided 

compensation under Law 851.512 So, the University of Miami’s Research Institute for 

Cuban Studies and Miami Metro Commissioner Barry Schreiber created a private 

Expropriated Cuban Properties Registry in 1990 for all nationalized Cuban property.513 

Rafael Cabezas, Alberto Muller, Tony Varona, the World Federation of Cuban Political 

Prisoners, and others feared that the project would give Castro’s government another 

excuse to vilify Miami Cubans as greedy and vengeful.514 

 

Cuban Government Versus Miami Exiles 

Meanwhile, the Cuban government was studying Miami Cuban exiles for its 

rectification process.515 To this end, they created the Center for Study of Political 

 
510 “Completed Programs - Cuba.” Accessed February 16, 2021. https://www.justice.gov/fcsc/claims-

against-cuba. 

511 Sandra Dibble. "Registry for Cuba Assets Sparks Inquiries, Anger Paints Exiles As Greedy, Vengeful, 

Some Say." The Miami Herald, August 12, 1990: B1. 

512 Dibble. "Registry for Cuba Assets Sparks Inquiries, Anger Paints Exiles As Greedy, Vengeful, Some 

Say." 

513 Dibble. "Registry for Cuba Assets Sparks Inquiries, Anger Paints Exiles As Greedy, Vengeful, Some 

Say." 

514 Dibble. "Registry for Cuba Assets Sparks Inquiries, Anger Paints Exiles As Greedy, Vengeful, Some 

Say." 

515 Mimi Whitefield. "Miami Exile Community Hot Study Topic in Cuba." The Miami Herald, August 16, 

1990: A17.  

https://www.justice.gov/fcsc/claims-against-cuba
https://www.justice.gov/fcsc/claims-against-cuba


 

 120 

Alternatives at the University of Havana.516 The director of the center, Mercedes Arce, 

noted that Cubans on each side of the Florida Straits had many misconceptions about 

each other.517 Analysts at a CANF panel concluded that it meant Fidel Castro was getting 

paranoid and preparing for the worst.518 

CANF released a report in March 1991 that contended that the Castro government 

derived nearly $235 million in 1990 from Cuban-American exile travel and shipments to 

the island compared to the Treasury Department’s $48 million estimate.519 Despite many 

hardliners’ stance of cutting off all U.S. travel to Cuba, many in the Cuban community 

still wanted to send relief to their relatives even though they did not want the Cuban 

government to enrich itself in the process.520 

 An April 1991 Sergio Bendixen poll showed that 47% of Cuban-Americans 

thought Castro would remain in power for several more years, while 42% felt that he 

would be gone within the year.521 Cuban-Americans over 50 years old were much more 

likely to think that Castro would be gone within the year than Cuban-Americans under 

50.522 A majority opposed dialogue with the Castro regime, but a majority also favored 
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providing humanitarian aid to the Cuban people.523 This polling showed early signs of 

generation gaps that would fuel growing opposition to isolationist policies. Hardline 

ideologies still overwhelmingly predominated, though, as the Cold War drew to a close. 

Most Cuban-Americans who disagreed with using isolationist policies to hasten Castro’s 

fall did not feel comfortable expressing their opinions publicly. 

 Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Bernard Aronson made a speech at 

CANF’s annual Cuban Independence Day celebration calling for elections in Cuba as a 

quid pro quo for engagement.524 At a CANF meeting in Washington, he and President 

Bush pledged to ease tensions if Cuba agreed to internationally-monitored elections, free 

political prisoners, allow the United Nations to investigate human rights abuses, and 

cease aiding leftist guerillas in other countries.525 Aronson stipulated that this must 

include allowing opposing political parties, free press, and OAS-supervised elections.526 

The remarks were broadcasted on Radio Marti and replayed at the CANF Cuban 

Independence Day celebration in Miami. Jorge Mas Canosa, however, added that Fidel 

and Raul Castro must also be gone before elections.527 
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 Jorge Mas Canosa announced at a Miami news conference that he and other 

CANF associates had been holding secret talks with senior Cuban government officials 

starting in 1989 to prepare for a post-Castro Cuba, despite his public stance up until then 

of no dialogue, but various U.S. and Cuban government officials in Washington were 

unaware of the meetings and could not verify the accuracy of the statement.528 The news 

conference announced a commission to prepare for a Cuban transition to a capitalist 

system, known as Mission Marti.529 Commission members included economist Arthur 

Laffer, former NSA William Clark, Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Representative 

Ileana Ros-Lehtinen.530 Jeb Bush hosted the meeting, and Ronald Reagan gave his 

blessing.531 

 Various journalists, academics, and political activists aligned with various Cuban 

exile organizations met together to draft common principles at a Pro-Unity 

Commission.532 Among them were Antonio Jorge, Manuel Antonio De Varona, Modesto 

Castaner, Armando Perez Roura, Tomas Garcia Fuste, Ariel Remos, and Roberto Suarez. 
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However, they intentionally left out pro-dialogue organizations. Sixty-five organizations 

signed a unity statement on July 12, 1991, before a full Dade County Auditorium.533 

 Eight Cuban-American state legislators called on President Bush to pressure the 

Soviet Union to remove Castro to receive aid.534 They were Sen. Javier Souto, Sen. 

Lincoln Diaz-Balart, Sen. Roberto Casas, Rep. Miguel DeGrandy, Rep. Luis Morse, Rep. 

Rudy Garcia, Rep. Carlos Valdes, and Rep. Mario Diaz-Balart.535 Luis Rojas and Alberto 

Gutman did not.536 

 Senators Jesse Helms (N.C.) and Connie Mack (F.L.) sponsored bills to cut off 

U.S. aid to the Soviet Union and not allow them into the International Monetary Fund, 

respectively, until they stopped supporting Cuba financially and diplomatically.537 CANF 

was vital in lobbying for the amendments.538 Other members of Congress pushing to 

condition aid to the USSR based on Cuba were Senator Bob Graham (D-FL), 

Representative Barney Frank (D-MA), Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), 

Representative Bill McCollum (R-FL), Representative Jon Kyl (R-AZ), and 

Representative John Miller (R-WA). 
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 Several Cuban exiles testified before a U.S. House of Representatives panel on 

July 31, 1991, regarding how the U.S. Government should approach Cuba’s situation.539 

Representative Robert Torricelli (D-NJ) complained that the embargo had not worked for 

the past thirty years, so Congress should put more pressure on Castro.540 Jorge Mas 

Canosa, Jose Sorzano, Jaime Suchlicki, and Tony Varona all agreed that increased 

pressure and cutting off Castro’s money supply would be the best approach.541 Mas 

Canosa argued: 

Recognizing, as all of us have, that economic failure became a chief catalyst of 

democratic reform throughout the Soviet bloc, U.S. policy must focus on Castro’s 

pursuit of Western capital and actively dissuade foreign countries and businesses 

from filling the financial void left by the Soviet Union. 

 

More specifically, Mas Canosa recommended disallowing foreign subsidiaries of U.S. 

companies to do business with Cuba, forcing ships that enter Cuban waters to wait six 

months before they enter U.S. ports, and preventing Cuban goods from entering the 

United States via third countries, especially considering NAFTA was in the negotiation 

stage.542 In contrast, CODEHU’s Ramon Cernuda and the Center for Cuban Democracy’s 

Enrique Baloyra encouraged a national reconciliation process that dissidents like Elizardo 
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Sanchez endorsed.543 They would condition normalization, ending the embargo, and 

returning the Guantanamo base on a national debate to initiate a democratic transition.544 

 On September 13, The Miami Herald published Ernesto Betancourt’s op-ed 

criticizing the Bush administration for allowing CANF to determine U.S. policy toward 

Cuba at a critical time.545 His sources in Cuba reported disenchantment with the Castro 

regime and the foundation, causing them to hedge their bets that Castro will be less 

detrimental for their future than his removal and the potential for vengeful exiles to 

impose their policies on the island.546 CANF purported to have buyers willing to pay $15 

billion for 60% of Cuban land and assets, not accounting for the nationalism that 

prevailed even as Marxism declined.547 Betancourt asserted that CANF advocated U.S. 

intervention privately, as did 56% of the Cuban-American community, but denied it 

publicly.548 By siding with CANF, the administration undermined dissident preferences 

within Cuba.549 He concluded, “Cuba can no longer be a Soviet surrogate. Neither should 

it be an American colony. The time has come to let Cuba be Cuba.”550 

 Whereas dissidents had not been the focus of the anti-Castro crusade previously, 

exiles on all sides of the debate regarding Cuba were increasingly coordinating with like-
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minded internal opposition for them to take the lead.551 Even CANF established formal 

ties to dissidents in the fall of 1991.552 Dissidents had been stepping up their anti-Castro 

efforts on their own and creating coalitions.553 Unfortunately, the factions among exiles 

were affecting dissident efforts at creating alliances.554 

The Treasury Department instituted new limits on the amount of money Cuban-

Americans visiting the island could spend on travel.555 Private Miami agencies charged 

$500-700 for Cuban-American travel, but the Treasury set the maximum was $250 for 

airplane tickets, $250 for processing.556 Journalists, on the other hand, paid $225 for 

airfare and $36 for a visa.557 Processing Cuban-American visas required far more 

paperwork than that for other Americans permitted to travel to Cuba. CANF and allies 

like Senator Connie Mack were continually pressing to close loopholes in the embargo.558 

 One of the biggest problems for pro-capitalist forces to promote business in Cuba 

was the lack of available capital, so Jorge Mas Canosa pursued Wall Street firms’ 

potential to issue bonds that would help revive the Cuban economy after Castro.559 Jaime 
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Suchlicki consulted businesses on prospects.560 Even the Bacardis and Fanjuls were 

considering returning.561 The Latin Builders Association was looking at facilitating a 

construction boom.562 Exiles were saving money to return.563 Local and state officials and 

Miami businesses were considering local improvements that could accommodate 

increased trade.564 Former Cuban military officer, Bay of Pigs officer, and D.C. National 

Guard officer Erneido Oliva prepared to provide leadership to rebuild the armed forces of 

a democratic Cuba.565 Mas Canosa’s solution to this potential acrimony with Cubans 

living on the island was for exiles to buy back their properties and compensate the current 

owners rather than staking their claims.566 

 Miami exile groups redoubled their paramilitary training.567 Cuba sentenced three 

Miami exiles to death for trying to infiltrate the island on December 29, 1991, with a 

cache of weapons.568 Families of the three visited Washington, D.C., with the help of 
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CANF, and the White House formally requested that Cuba stay the executions, to no 

avail.569 Andres Vargas Gomez and Armando Perez-Roura promoted a petition to request 

that the White House sanction renewed Cuban exile military action against Castro.570 

 Eleven exile organizations that often competed banded together to sign an open 

letter opposing the foreign investment in Cuba that the Castro regime was trying to 

attract.571 CANF, Social Democratic Coordinating Group of Cuba, Independent and 

Democratic Cuba, the Cuban Committee for Human Rights, the Cuban Democratic 

Revolutionary Directorate, the Rebel Army in Exile, the Ex Club, Liberty and Life, the 

Pro Human Rights Party of Cuba, and the Cuban Liberal Union resoundingly condemned 

investments like Spanish hotels, French oil drilling, and other recent corporate arrivals.572 

They diverged on the topic of confiscation; Domingo Moreira said it was a possibility, 

but Ramon Cernuda said that confiscations would too closely mirror what the Castro 

government did in the early years of the revolution.573 Around the same time, several 

dissident groups signed a document requesting that the United States lift the embargo and 

negotiate Guantanamo’s return.574 They demanded that the Cuban government respect 
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universal rights but also wanted Cuba to maintain its sovereignty, free of foreign 

interference.575 

 As the international system fluctuated and security threat assessments shifted, 

strategies adapted, but there was less consensus among the community and with 

Washington on to what degree Cuba posed a threat, how to combat it, and how to 

promote a more open society. Jorge Mas Canosa, Democratic Florida Senator Bob 

Graham, and Democratic New Jersey Representative Robert Torricelli led Washington 

and Miami to coalesce around the first major legislative update to the Cuban embargo 

since the 1960s. The fact that the 1992 presidential election coincided with the legislative 

debates helped to push the bill over the finish line. 

 

The Cuban Democracy Act of 1992 

 The battle over the Cuban Democracy Act of 1992 (CDA), also known as the 

Torricelli Act, began in January of that year.576 The chairman of the House subcommittee 

on Western Hemisphere Affairs Representative Robert Torricelli (D-NJ), working closely 

with CANF and Senator Bob Graham (D-FL), spearheaded the effort and sponsored the 

bill.577 “Torricelli quickly identified Cuba as a hot-button issue in a region relegated to 

the back burner by the Bush administration.”578 His goal was to cut off all support to the 
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flailing Castro regime, insisting that there would be no compromise.579 Mas wrote a draft 

with the sticks, and Torricelli added the carrots.580 He formally introduced a draft of the 

bill to the public at the Miami Congressional Workshop on Political, Economic, and 

Security Issues in the Western Hemisphere weeks before introducing the bill to 

Congress.581 Florida Representatives Dante Fascell and Larry Smith supported the bill 

early on.582 

 Representative Torricelli visited CANF at their January 1992 celebration of Jose 

Marti’s birthday.583 Torricelli declared his intention of intensifying pressure at a 

precarious time for Castro, declaring, “No more time. No more compromise. It is the 

end!”584 Torricelli’s financial contributions from Cuban-Americans were also 

increasing.585 Eighteen Hispanic Miamians contributed nearly $12,000 to his campaign in 

1991.586 

 Early drafts of the CDA outlined several “carrot and stick” provisions to increase 

pressure on Castro.587 These included requiring the president to seek foreign cooperation 
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with the Cuban trade embargo,588 denying U.S. aid to countries that subsidize the 

regime,589 prohibiting foreign subsidiaries of U.S. companies from new trade with Cuba, 

and eliminating tax breaks for those already operating.590 In 1990, U.S. subsidiaries’ trade 

with Cuba had hit a record of $705 million.591 The CDA would provide medicine, 

upgraded telephone lines, direct mail service, and assistance to dissidents.592 

 Jorge Mas Canosa changed his mind about normalizing telephone services and 

helped to convince the Bush administration to authorize State and the Treasury to allow 

AT&T to improve communications with the island.593 Jorge Dominguez said that Mas 

conceded this measure to obtain bipartisan support.594 Proponents of this measure 

justified that increased contact with islanders would erode Castro’s control over 

information and outweigh any payments that the Castro regime would receive.595 

Torricelli expressed confidence in the “corrosive effect of communications.”596 However, 
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many of those who had long petitioned for improved telephone communication with 

Cuba opposed the Torricelli bill’s tightening of the embargo.597 Cuba rejected the offer, 

skeptical of the motives.598 

 The CDA would disallow ships that trade in Cuban ports from entering U.S. 

ports,599 and it would insist that a transitional government hold free and fair elections 

within six months or the United States would deny aid.600 It essentially created a 

blueprint for U.S.-Cuba policy in a democratic transition and limited presidential 

authority on U.S. foreign policy towards Cuba.601 The guidelines on shipping and U.S. 

subsidiaries had previously been a part of the embargo until October 1975.602 

 A Sergio Bendixen poll of Miami-Dade Cuban-Americans demonstrated this 

sentiment.603 Two-thirds believed that infighting about exile groups prolonged Castro’s 

regime.604 Half viewed CANF as the most respected exile organization.605 Nearly half 

thought that both exiles and Cubans on the island should lead the next government, while 
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a third felt that only Cuban islanders should.606 Forty-four percent supported Mas Canosa 

as the next president of Cuba—far surpassing other options—and forty-seven percent 

took his side in the Miami Herald dispute.607 

 Twelve pro-dialogue Cuban-American activists met with Representative 

Torricelli in Miami to express their opposition to and concerns with his bill to tighten the 

embargo for fear that it would strengthen Castro’s power.608 Torricelli disagreed with the 

dialogue proponents, confident that it would facilitate Castro’s departure.609 Ramon 

Cernuda compared the bill to the Platt Amendment.610 

 GOP presidential candidates touted their Cuban policies as they campaigned in 

Miami, where nearly 70% of countywide Republican voters were Hispanic.611 Patrick 

Buchanan promoted a stricter stance on Cuba, while Carlos Salman and Armando Codina 

co-chaired President Bush’s campaign and Jeb Bush made rounds on Spanish-language 

radio for his father.612 Contrary to the Cuba focus in the campaign, a Miami Herald poll 

found that the top three issues for Cuban-Americans in the 1992 election were the 
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economy, healthcare, and education.613 Nevertheless, candidates routinely centered Cuba 

policy when soliciting Cuban-American votes. CANF contributed to and benefited from 

this narrative of Cuba-centric voting as it lobbied politicians. 

 A House Foreign Affairs subcommittee held a hearing on the CDA.614 For the 

first time, dissidents on the island weighed in on U.S. legislation by issuing statements 

and audio recordings of their opinions.615 Ramon Cernuda conveyed Elizardo Sanchez, 

Gustavo Arcos, and Osvaldo Paya’s “Declaration of Goodwill” and opposition to 

tightening the embargo in the hearing.616 They feared that external pressure would give 

the Cuban government an excuse to exert more repressive policies, breach sovereignty, 

and harm the island economically.617 Several others supported strengthening the 

embargo.618 

 Pressure from Torricelli, the Cuban-American community, and presidential 

campaign competitors increasingly painted President Bush into a corner domestically as 

he hesitated to support the Cuban Democracy Act in full.619 Internationally, he was 

concerned about its effect on transnational corporations, foreign allies, post-Soviet 
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relations, and U.S.-Cuban relations.620 His administration expressed willingness to accept 

the bill with specific provisions, but they were concerned that it would ostracize foreign 

partners.621 It could harm their efforts to re-establish relations with Russia, arguably 

infringe on the sovereignty of allies, and shift the focus of anti-Castro activism from 

Cuba to the United States.622 Moreover, it could damage the North American Free Trade 

Agreement negotiations then underway.623 On the other hand, they welcomed the 

penalties for violations of the Trading with the Enemy Act and encouraged expanding 

seizure and forfeiture rules.624 Torricelli signaled that he was more than willing to 

embarrass Bush for not unequivocally accepting the bill.625 

 Although they denied it in public, reports surfaced of Torricelli and Ros-Lehtinen 

fighting over the CDA behind the scenes.626 Ros-Lehtinen preferred a harder line against 

Castro than the bill proposed, even though CANF backed the bill.627 She took umbrage 

with and killed the cultural, educational, and scientific exchanges, unlimited travel for 

human rights activists, a statement of no U.S. hostility toward Cuba, and opening 

 
620 Tom Fiedler. "How Candidates Were Squeezed on Castro Policy." The Miami Herald, April 26, 1992: 

C1.  

621 Marquis. "Bush May Compromise on Cuba Embargo Bill." 

622 Marquis. "Bush May Compromise on Cuba Embargo Bill." 

623 Christopher Marquis. "Embargo Bill's Success Testifies to Exiles' Clout." The Miami Herald, September 

28, 1992: A1.  

624 Marquis. "Bush May Compromise on Cuba Embargo Bill." 

625 Marquis. "Bush May Compromise on Cuba Embargo Bill."; David Hancock. "Bush Acts to Squeeze 

Cuba Trade Parcels from Miami? It's Up to Castro Now." The Miami Herald, April 19, 1992: A1. 

626 Christopher Marquis. "Torricelli Cuba Bill Source of Bad Blood with Ros-Lehtinen." The Miami 

Herald, April 14, 1992: A16. 

627 Marquis. "Torricelli Cuba Bill Source of Bad Blood with Ros-Lehtinen." 



 

 136 

reciprocal news bureaus in Washington and Havana.628 Despite her continued 

reservations, she came to support it.629 

 Bush and one of his foreign policy advisors, Bernard Aronson, struggled to 

compromise with Torricelli, but they met with Mas throughout the spring.630 President 

Bush instituted an executive order implementing two of the bill’s provisions on April 18 

as a short-term compromise.631 The executive order barred ships that trade with Cuba 

from entering U.S. ports and granted charter flights permission to ship humanitarian aid 

to individual Cuban families.632 He appeared to withdraw support of upgrading Cuba’s 

telephone infrastructure out of fear that it would benefit Castro financially.633 Cuban 

officials said that the country would likely reject packages from the United States until 

commercial flights resumed.634 The day after the announcement, Cuban authorities 
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arrested three dissidents: Carmen Arias, Omar Lopez Montenegro, and Dr. Omar del 

Pozo.635 The U.S. State Department called for their release and five others.636 

Jorge Mas Canosa simultaneously sought Democratic presidential candidate Bill 

Clinton’s endorsement for the Torricelli bill that spring, noting that Clinton would 

receive more support and donations from the Cuban community if he did.637 At a 

fundraiser in Little Havana on April 23, Clinton said, “I like it,” when the topic of the 

CDA came up.638 Clinton’s Cuban-American sister-in-law also urged him to take a 

hardline on Cuba to improve his popularity with Cuban-Americans.639 Clinton had also 

been actively studying the Cuban-American community since 1990.640 “He, apparently, 

believes that no group is better qualified to advise him on Cuba than those who were 

driven from it.”641 Former Clinton campaign staffer Jeff Eller provided another 

explanation for Clinton’s eagerness to court Cuban-Americans: 

We all knew that there was no percentage in wooing the Cuban vote. It’s a 

Republican vote. But the way Clinton works is that if there are ten people in a 

room and nine like him but one doesn’t, he becomes completely focused and hell-

bent on getting that one guy to like him. And that’s what happened with him and 
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the Miami exiles. In order to get the Holdouts to like him, he ended up giving 

them everything they wanted.642 

 

Upon hearing that his challenger, Bill Clinton, approved of the CDA and was making 

inroads with a community to which Bush had close connections, the pressure was still on 

Bush to cosign the full CDA after implementing the executive order.643 Bush relented and 

agreed to support the bill a couple of weeks later despite international allies’ 

objections.644 

 The House Foreign Affairs Committee approved the CDA in June with some 

amendments.645 One allowed the president to grant exceptions in the ban on aid, trade 

agreements, or debt forgiveness to countries supporting Cuba.646 The sale of medicines 

and medical equipment would be contingent on inspections ensuring they reach the 

proper destinations.647 The version of the bill introduced imposed $50,000 fines on top of 

existing criminal penalties on Americans traveling to Cuba without authorization for 

cultural, scientific, or educational activities.648 The Senate began subcommittee hearings 

on an identical bill that Senator Bob Graham introduced with 51 cosponsors in August.649 
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Subcommittee Chairman Senator Christopher Dodd (D-CT) opposed the bill imposing a 

U.S. litmus test regarding Cuba on other countries, punishing allies and U.S. businesses 

as collateral damage in targeting Castro, so he delayed bringing it before the 

subcommittee.650 Dodd returned a campaign contribution from CANF in the spring, 

whereas Torricelli accepted nearly $27,000 in donations from them in the previous 

year.651 The panel of witnesses the subcommittee called testified that it would cost U.S. 

companies $700 million and strengthen Castro’s anti-American propaganda.652 Other 

reasons members of the community and Congress opposed the CDA included the likely 

shortage of food and medicine for the Cuban people, embargos in general harming 

agriculture interests, and the effect on U.S. jobs associated with multinational firms.653 

Island Cubans generally viewed the bill as neo-imperialist, like the Platt Amendment.654 
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 Bill Clinton’s Cuban-American campaign picked up the pace and increased effort 

in the last stretch.655 His Southern strategy had him repeatedly visiting Little Havana with 

Mas’s encouragement and the most positive reception for a Democratic candidate since 

JFK. 656 Pro-embargo Cuban-American Chairman of the Democratic Party Simon Ferro 

was excited about Clinton and became one of Clinton’s point men on Cuba and a 

contender for high-level leadership positions in the State Department.657 One poll showed 

that Clinton led Bush 56 to 38 percent among likely Dade county voters, 60 percent of 

whom also did not like the direction in which the country was headed.658 Cuban-

Americans donated to his campaign and appreciated how Clinton’s endorsement forced 

Bush’s hand on the CDA.659 Bush nevertheless still led Clinton 72 to 23 percent among 

Cuban-Americans, but that was still twice as good as the previous Democratic candidate 

Michael Dukakis.660 Clinton also courted the political and financial support of Alfonso 

Fanjul, who become co-chairman of Clinton’s campaign and put him in touch with Jorge 

Mas Canosa.661 

 Former friends in Tallahassee, Javier Souto and Lincoln Diaz-Balart, battled for 

the unopposed Republican nomination for the newly-created, Hispanic-majority Florida 
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District 21 seat in the U.S. House of Representatives.662 Souto portrayed Diaz-Balart as a 

former Democrat, opportunistic, trophy candidate of CANF and the wealthy, Miami, 

Cuban political establishment.663 Their conservative platforms were mostly the same, and 

Cuba loomed largely; many asked Diaz-Balart about his family’s relationship to Castro, 

but Souto did not specifically mention it while arguing that he was tougher on Cuba than 

his competitor.664 Meanwhile, Cuban-American lawyer Magda Montiel Davis challenged 

Ros-Lehtinen as a Democrat in Congressional District 18.665 Montiel Davis filed FEC 

complaints against Spanish-language radio stations for personal attacks.666 

 The Senate passed the CDA in mid-September 1992 despite Senator Dodd’s 

attempts at a filibuster.667 As the presidential election neared and polls showed the 

candidates were tied in Florida, both Clinton and Bush more enthusiastically lobbied for 

the CDA’s passage, each expressing written support to Congress members.668 About a 

week after the Senate, the House approved the bill as an amendment to the Defense 
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Authorization Bill.669 Jorge Mas Canosa beamed over the CDA passing despite 

opposition from major newspapers and “the business-industrial complex.”670 The passage 

was the biggest victory for CANF to date and perhaps the most notable since Radio 

Marti.671 The support of Clinton ensured that CANF could maintain influence regardless 

of who won the presidency in November.672 The CDA consolidated U.S.-Cuba policy for 

the first time.673 However, the Cuban diaspora did not unanimously approve of the bill.674 

Ramon Cernuda, as a spokesman for many Cuban dissidents, disapproved of the bill’s 

violation of Cuban sovereignty and its effect on the Cuban people.675 He said, “We do not 

accept the Torricelli bill as a legitimate law. It seeks to starve the people of Cuba in the 

name of human rights and democratic values.”676 Canada and the United Kingdom 

legislated countermeasures, considering the law an encroachment on their sovereignty.677 

Over a dozen other countries also had laws negating foreign countries’ trade restrictions 

on their own companies.678 The Cuban government launched a massive propaganda 

campaign with incendiary language, courted allies, and incited demonstrations against the 
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legislation as it awaited President Bush’s signature.679 Cuban Catholic bishops objected 

to the bill and the Cuban government.680 

 MMW/Strategic Communications worked with CANF to release a 48-page report 

in 1991 on Cuba’s imminent transition.681 It proposed a Blue Ribbon Commission on the 

Economic Reconstruction of Cuba.682 CANF researchers questioned arriving refugees for 

data and useful information.683 Mas Canosa and CANF developed relationships with 

policy-makers, scholars, corporations, and other heavy-hitters and distributed the 

newsletter Cuba Survey to them.684 It used that influence in Washington, D.C., and 

planned to transfer it to a new Cuba.685 The videotapes they smuggled to the island 

carried a message of the foundation’s purpose to combat the communist government’s 

narrative about exile leadership.686 

 About three hundred usually reserved leaders in the exile community endorsed 

Bill Clinton for president the day before President George H.W. Bush signed the Cuban 

Democracy Act of 1992.687 They even organized a political action committee for 
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Clinton.688 Former political prisoner Eloy Gutierrez Menoya called them the mainstream, 

poor and working-class “silent current” that included Bay of Pigs veterans, dissidents, 

and former political prisoners among their ranks.689 

 President Bush signed the CDA before a Republican audience in Miami, 

excluding even the Democratic members of Congress that works on the bill like Torricelli 

and Graham.690 A week before the election and a few days after Bush signed the CDA in 

Miami, Clinton hosted a rally in Miami that attracted 18,000 people.691 Cuban-Americans 

viewed him as the first Democratic candidate to reach out to the Cuban-American 

community in a long time, and CANF commended him on his outreach and commitment 

to a free Cuba in a written statement.692 He campaigned heavily in Florida in the final 

stretch even though no Democratic presidential candidate had won Florida since 1976.693 

Before the visit, CANF thanked him for his help on the CDA and arranged a meeting for 

when Clinton came to town.694 While in Florida, he met with his sister-in-law Maria 

Arias, Representative Dante Fascell, pro-Israel Democratic fundraiser and CANF ally 

Jerry Berlin, Mas Canosa, and other members of CANF—Pepe Hernandez, Diego 

Suarez, and Armando Munoz—but it was reportedly to ensure continued support of the 
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“Graham-Torricelli Bill” rather than an endorsement of his candidacy; many still 

supported Bush.695 Many members of the predominantly Republican community 

expressed outrage on call-in radio programs.696 In response, Mas Canosa said, “I’m a 

Republican, my vote is for President Bush, but my work for Cuba is much more 

important than my partisan preferences.”697 The Free Cuba PAC had always been 

bipartisan, even though it tended to favor Republicans.698 FEC records show that in the 

1991-1992 election season, the PAC donated over twice as much money to Democrats 

than Republicans.699 

 A Mason Dixon Political/Media poll released that week showed that Bush’s 

approval with Cuban-Americans had dropped from 73 percent to 55 percent, and 

Clinton’s had risen from 19 percent to 36 percent that month.700 A WLTV-TV 23 poll 

showed that Bush’s support among Cuban-American had dropped from 91 percent to 78 

percent in four years; his non-Cuban Hispanic support dropped from 87 percent to 45 

percent.701 Thirteen percent of Cuban-Americans favored Clinton.702 Republicans were 

still dominant in the community, but Clinton had successfully made inroads. 
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But the Clintons instinctively understood Florida’s multiple personalities — rural, 

urban, suburban, southern, northern, midwestern. 

“In a state that sometimes seems as complicated as a U.N. meeting, they had 

comfort levels with all the various components of Florida that other candidates 

would spend years trying to develop,” said longtime Clinton adviser Craig Smith, 

noting that they lived in Arkansas, were educated in the northeast and she grew up 

in the Chicago suburbs.703 

“‘Nobody had ever seen anything like this before. The Clintons just flat out-

organized everybody else,” said Tampa Mayor Bob Buckhorn.”704 

 

 Countries worldwide denounced the Cuban Democracy Act for violating 

sovereignty, paradoxically strengthening the Castro regime, undermining free trade, and 

damaging U.S. credibility at international trade negotiations.705 Canada and Britain 

instituted blocking measures.706 The European Commission threatened to protest at 

international forums.707 Countries across Latin America, who had long resented 

American extraterritorial interference, decried it: Colombia, Venezuela, Argentina, 

Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico made public statements.708 Argentine 

President Carlos Menem canceled his scheduled appearance at CANF’s annual banquet 

in November 1992, reportedly due to tension over the CDA.709 The United Nations 

General Assembly voted on a Cuban resolution to condemn the CDA—59 for, three 
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against, and 71 abstentions.710 Mas Canosa took to the radio to reject the U.N. resolution 

and assure people that it did not invalidate the CDA.711 The CDA gave the Castro regime 

ammunition for its anti-American propaganda at home and abroad.712 

 Clinton won the 1992 presidential election. He lost Florida by a slim margin but 

performed much better than Democrats had in a long time.713 Seventy-five percent of 

Cuban-Americans voted for Bush, twenty percent for Clinton, and five percent for Ross 

Perot.714 There were three Cuban-Americans in Congress with the elections of 

Representative Lincoln-Diaz Balart and Representative Bob Menendez and the reelection 

of Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen. 

 Members of the Cuban exile community speculated that CANF would lose 

influence with the new administration.715 However, the CDA ratification and additional 

Cuban-American representation on the Hill helped to fortify the embargo’s longevity. 

 

Conclusion 

 

 The Bush years oversaw a major transition as the Cold War ended and countries 

around the world democratized. The international system rapidly evolved from a bipolar 

system to a U.S. hegemonic system in which neoliberalism dominated. This transition 
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had a significant effect on Cuba’s international status and relationship with the United 

States. Many Latin American countries were democratizing after military juntas, and 

former Soviet bloc countries were democratizing as well. Many expected or hoped for 

Cuba to be next. Exile organizations proliferated to represent a broader range of Cuban-

American opinions and to prepare for a post-Castro Cuba. Cuban-American legislators 

won more elected offices at both the local and national levels. CANF and others 

successfully lobbied for TV Marti and the Cuba Democracy Act of 1992. Yet, the U.S. 

government struggled to accommodate refugees escaping Cuba as the Cuban economy 

crashed. Although Bush’s presidency only lasted four years, it bridged the transition 

between Reagan’s conservative agenda in the late Cold War era and Clinton’s Neoliberal 

leadership in the post-Cold War, hegemonic era. 
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CHAPTER 4: BILL CLINTON’S FIRST TERM 

 

 Bill Clinton became the first Democratic U.S. President in twelve years. 

Republicans had held the executive office from 1969 to 1993, except for Jimmy Carter’s 

one term. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States, as hegemon, 

promoted Neoliberalism abroad. It emphasized international institutions, diplomacy, 

democratization, human rights, and Washington Consensus economic policies. Yet, the 

United States willingly used force to spread these ideals. The embargo laid bare the 

paradoxes of promoting free-market capitalism via isolation and promoting democracy by 

force. All competing interests regarding Cuba policy defended their strategies in the 

language of human rights, but those which championed change found it difficult to 

overcome the structures maintaining the status quo despite the changing international 

system. 

The USSR had dissolved and could no longer prop up the Cuban government 

financially. As Cuba entered its “Special Period” of tremendous poverty and scarcity, the 

precarious domestic situation reverberated throughout the region. It was a critical time for 

Cuba; the stakes were high. After a brief interlude following the Torricelli Act, Cuba 

policy turned turbulent during Clinton’s first term. The rafter crisis, migration accords, 

the Helms-Burton Act, and a Cuban military attack on civilian U.S. aircraft brought Cuba 

to the forefront. 

By the 1990s, the CANF entrenched itself as an integral figure in post-Cold War 

Cuba debates. CANF actively participated in the policy negotiations. Although less than a 

quarter of the Cuban-American community voted for Clinton, even after he pressured his 
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opponent into signing the Cuba Democracy Act, Clinton never stopped courting them. 

CANF had established its influence with Republican presidents, especially considering 

Cuban-Americans voted for Republicans in high numbers. Clinton was the first 

Democratic president that CANF faced, and they would have to devise new strategies to 

navigate party politics, and the lobby met the challenge. CANF’s ability to remain 

effective under a Democratic administration in a post-Cold War international system 

arguably evidenced the height of its power. 

 

The “In Crowd” 

 The transition to a Democratic administration in the White House meant replacing 

Republican-affiliated Cuban-Americans with party loyalists. However, Clinton still had 

to appease the Cuban-American electorate and members of Congress to remain viable in 

his next election. So, he sought Cuban-American Democratic advisors, donors, and 

compromise candidates for political appointments. Although CANF tended to favor 

Republican candidates, their bipartisan approach ensured that they remained relevant. 

 Cuban-American resistance to President-elect Bill Clinton began before he 

assumed office. Clinton nominated Cuban-American Mario Baeza, an Ivy League 

Manhattan lawyer, to be Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs.716 

Baeza, an Afro-Cuban-American from New Jersey, had made a trip to Cuba for a trade 

and investment conference in recent years.717 As a result, many Miami Cuban-Americans 
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questioned his beliefs.718 Baeza worked behind-the-scenes to build allies in the 

community, maintain his reputation, and clarify his stance on Cuba.719 Rumors spread, 

and he struggled even to get support from Miami Cuban Democrats and New Jersey 

Democrats.720 FIU sociologist Dr. Lisandro Perez argued that Baeza’s primary activism 

in the African-American community contributed to the perception of him as a Cuban-

American outsider.721 

 Cuban-American backlash prompted the administration to suspend the nomination 

one day before the planned announcement.722 The backlash baffled Clinton’s team, who 

thought appointing a Cuban-American to a high leadership position would please them.723 

Clinton chose career Foreign Service Officer Ambassador Alexander Watson for the job 

instead of selecting a political appointee.724 Additionally, Clinton called South Florida 

natives Janet Reno and Carol Browner to be Attorney General and EPA Administrator.725 
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Clinton’s sister-in-law, Maria Victoria Arias Rodham, who married Hillary’s 

brother in 1985, clearly helped Clinton understand the Cuban-American community.726 

She influenced Clinton’s position on the embargo.727 Lulu Rodriguez, Simon Ferro, and 

Bob Graham also significantly influenced Clinton’s Cuba policy.728 Years later, Clinton 

called Simon Ferro to be Ambassador to Panama.729 Clinton built up a relationship with 

“Alfy” Fanjul over the decade despite brother Pepe Fanjul’s opposing political beliefs.730 

Representative Bob Menendez (D-NJ) became one of Clinton’s top informal 

advisors on Cuba. An anonymous White House source said, “Menendez is the de facto 

special adviser on Cuba…. His role was decisive in shaping Cuba policy.”731 Another 

affirmed, “Not only critical, but crucial.”732 He had a much better rapport with the 

President than the Republican Cuban-Americans in Congress.733 Menendez viewed 

Clinton’s approach as more hardline, so he argued that the NSC and State Department 

were responsible for advice that promoted more normalization.734 
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CANF remained the most prominent Cuban organization in Washington.735 

However, it did not have the same degree of access to the Clinton administration 

compared to the two previous administrations.736 So, CANF sought new opportunities to 

influence the Clinton administration. The foundation contracted former U.S. 

Representative Larry Smith (D-Hollywood) to consult them and help them network with 

Democrats.737 

Although Cuba was in a state of fluctuation and transition, it did not command the 

attention it had when it was an immediate Cold War security threat.738 Clinton’s Cuban-

American confidantes would become increasingly important behind the scenes in helping 

him navigate the impending crises as Cuba’s internal situation became more precarious. 

 

Civil Society Pluralism 

People nationwide and abroad saw in the Clinton administration the possibility of 

a new approach to Cuba, and how they envisioned that process depended on their 

interests and ideology.739 Cuba’s economy had not recovered from the collapse of the 

Soviet Union, but it also had not embraced the neoliberal world order as most other 

former communist Soviet allies had. The proliferation of exile and non-exile 
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organizations seeking to address a post-communist transition in Cuba from different 

perspectives that began under George H. W. Bush continued under Clinton. Approaches 

to Cuba divided opinions in both Washington and Miami. 

On Capitol Hill, some Congress members saw the new administration as an 

opportunity to shift policy on Cuba, so they brought experts to testify.740 The three 

Cuban-American representatives and Representative Torricelli clashed with witnesses 

over Cuba policy at the House’s hearing on Latin America.741 Meanwhile, Miami 

prosecutors drafted an indictment of Raul Castro and other Cuban government officials 

on drug trafficking charges.742 

A wide array of organizations prepared plans for Cuba if it became the next 

communist country to transition into a democracy after the Cold War. Researchers from 

Florida International University’s Cuba Research Institute presented a government-

funded study on Cuba to the State Department.743 Dr. Jaime Suchlicki created a report for 

the U.S. government with 21 possible scenarios for Castro’s fall.744 Several 

organizations—the Miami Chamber of Commerce, the Governor’s Commission for a 

Free Cuba, the Cuban-American Bar Association (CABA), the Alliance of Young 

Cubans, and the Bridge of Young Cuban Professionals—invited speakers like 
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Representative Torricelli and Jorge Mas Canosa to speak.745 Federal, state, and local 

Miami government and business leaders prepared contingency plans.746 The University of 

Miami’s North-South Center prepared a plan for the development and reconstruction of 

Cuba.747 Expropriated property owners arranged to reclaim their property or for possible 

government auctions of their property.748 CABA’s property symposium discussed foreign 

businesses buying up seized property from the Cuban government and potential legal 

options.749 Suchlicki had an ongoing registry of the confiscated properties and 

recommended options for legislation.750 The Association for the Study of the Cuban 

Economy debated property rights in the event of a transition and the half a million 

expropriated properties in question.751 CANF’s Blue Ribbon Commission hosted a 

Washington conference to discuss transitioning Cuba toward a market economy.752 

Additional Cuba-centric organizations formed in the early 1990s, representing a 

broader range of exile opinions. Cambio Cubano and the Cuban Committee for 

Democracy (CCD) were both formed after Clinton’s election.753 Former commando Eloy 

Gutierrez Menoyo’s Cambio Cubano opposed the now-ratified Cuban Democracy Act 
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and advertised his proposal for dialogue with the Cuban government in major 

newspapers.754 His metamorphosis from insurgent to dialoguero angered many who felt 

he betrayed la causa, but Cernuda and others welcomed the change.755 Menoyo founded 

Cambio Cubano in late 1992 to promote dialogue and directly challenge CANF’s 

monopoly on exile politics.756 Bernardo Benes, who rose to prominence during Carter’s 

Dialogue, was an outspoken ally.757 Cambio Cubano advocated a national conversation, 

peaceful transition, conditioning easing the embargo on improvements in Cuba, 

permitting exiles to ship necessities to Cuba, communications expansion, and educational 

travel exchanges.758 Similarly, Samuel Martinez Lara led hundreds of former political 

prisoners and ex-dissidents to form a Miami chapter of the Cuban Pro-Human Rights 

Party, a middle ground between the wealthy pro- and anti-dialogue organizations that did 

not represent the Cuban opposition well.759 

A diverse group of Cuban-Americans nationwide formed the Cuban Committee 

for Democracy (CCD) as an alternative voice to CANF for Cuba policy.760 They 

promoted negotiation to achieve a peaceful transition but had yet to solidify all their 
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positions.761 CCD held its first major public conference in Washington DC in December 

1993, intending to convince the administration to ease the embargo on Cuba and open 

negotiations.762 “There is a strong assumption in U.S. public opinion that exiles are 

monolithic, but this is not true,” Miyares said. “We are pluralistic.”763 Early CCD 

projects focused on a newsletter, a radio program, congressional briefings, and meetings 

with foreign leaders.764 

 Dissidents and human rights activists flourished in Cuba and increased 

pressure.765 They formed alliances among one another and with groups in the United 

States. Freedom House’s Frank Calzon estimated that they increased threefold, up to a 

hundred, in three years.766 They represented a full spectrum of viewpoints and sometimes 

quarreled with one another and jostled for power but formed the makings of a pluralist 

civil society.767 CANF supported sixty-four groups in total, and their Voice of the 

Foundation radio station called a few like-minded dissidents each day for reports.768 

Although there was more representation for different viewpoints, Miami exiles 

still tended to favor isolationist policies and viewed newcomers with skepticism. Sergio 
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Bendixen released a poll in May 1994 that surveyed over 400 Cuban exiles born in Cuba, 

and over 75% were fifty years old or more.769 Bendixen found that CANF had an 83% 

approval rating, Mas Canosa had a 77% favorability rating, and Armando Valladares had 

66% favorability.770 Cuban pilot defector Orestes Lorenzo and dissident Eloy Gutierrez 

Menoyo had disapproval ratings of 36% and 64%.771 The results may have suggested that 

exiles viewed more recent and more moderate exiles skeptically.772 Any dialogue with 

the Cuban government would have to include leaders whom the exile community 

trusted.773 Other results showed that half disapproved of sending items other than 

medicine to Cuba, and 39% believed that a post-Castro Cuba leader should be someone 

on the island rather than from the exile community.774 The poll results may have been 

emblematic of the shift toward increasingly supporting dissidents.775 For example, 

Ramon Saul Sanchez was becoming a leading figure among Cuban exiles.776 He 

advocated nonviolent means, despite his commando past, and led many high-profile 

protests.777 
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 Cuban exile women also established themselves in the political arena.778 Torano 

created an informal group to advance women leaders, nicknamed the Cuban Women’s 

Non-Group, after reading an inflammatory newspaper quote from Jorge Mas Canosa 

about why CANF had so few women directors: “When you get all those guys with 

secretaries, with planes, with Rolls-Royces, you’ve got very strong opinions in that type 

of meeting. We had two ladies there and it was uncomfortable for them, so they 

withdrew.”779 Several organized the 1991 Future of Women in a Free Cuba conference to 

assert a role in rebuilding Cuba.780 

 Important debates about Cuba policy and the future of Cuba were happening 

within the Cuban-American community, but, unfortunately, many Miami Cubans did not 

feel safe to openly express opinions that diverged from the hardliners. There also 

remained a gulf between the embargo and the neoliberal world order’s embrace of open 

dialogue and trade. 

 

Aid and Immigration 

 The number of Cuban defectors increased during the Special Period. The dire 

economic conditions in Cuba left people desperate. The drastic influx of refugees raised 

concerns about security and state capacity to absorb them. Friends and family in the 

United States had to choose between providing financial support to their loved ones 
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versus not taking a risk that that financial support would help prop up the Castro regime, 

which caused heated policy debates. Who should receive aid and how became 

increasingly complex given the humanitarian situation. CANF maintained a hard line, 

often eclipsing other viewpoints, and actively worked in Washington to isolate Cuban 

communist officials while protecting Cuban refugees. 

Miami Cuban radio, including CANF’s Voz de la Fundacion, hosted many 

refugees on the air to testify about Cuba’s current state and petition for asylum.781 The 

newer defectors included many disillusioned former communists.782 Cuban islanders 

often learned about people leaving via Radio Marti broadcasting refugees’ stories.783 

 Following President Bush’s lead of cutting political refugee resettlement aid from 

twelve months to eight months in 1992, President Clinton cut the eligibility for financial 

assistance and medical assistance to five months in 1993.784 It did not affect the refugees 

coming as part of the Exodus program but did affect many Cuban and Haitian refugees in 

Florida.785 The federal budget had cut 10% from refugee programs.786 The ceiling for 

federally funded refugees dropped from 131,624 in 1992 to 122,000 in 1993.787  
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 The need to send humanitarian aid became increasingly dire for Cuban families, 

as Cuban-Americans agonized over how to help their families without propping up the 

Cuban government.788 Groups under Unidad Cubana’s umbrella called for a 90-day halt 

of shipments of non-essential items to Cuba.789 Cuban Unity held an anti-embargo 

demonstration in Miami on October 9, 1993, that attracted 100,000 people.790 A new 

Florida law, the 1993 Free Cuba Act, prevented the state from giving money to Florida 

businesses that trade with Cuba.791 Governor Chiles, Representative Torricelli, and 

CANF were present at the signing of state Representative Eladio Armesto-Garcia’s bill, 

which reinforced the Torricelli Act’s provisions by preventing state investment in 

countries sanctioned by the CDA.792 The Cuban government, which had never prohibited 

direct food shipments, stopped refusing direct food shipments because the need had 

become so dire.793 Cuba had previously denied shipments because it said they could feed 

themselves.794 Cuba also doubled the maximum amount of money an exile could carry 

into Cuba from $1000 to $2000.795 The business of food shipments was growing in 
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Miami as food and medicine were more in demand than clothing and previously popular 

household items.796 

 Cuban exiles set up a transit home for rafters arriving in the United States, 

monitored rafter reports, and monitored calls of families looking for refugee relatives.797 

Desperate rafters, some of whom never learned to swim, risked storms, waves, 

dehydration, starvation, sharks, broken or flimsy vessels, and more to cross the sea to the 

United States, Mexico, or other Caribbean islands, and many did not survive.798 

Deflecting blame for human rights abuses and a disastrous economy in Cuba, Cuban 

newspapers blamed U.S. policy and Cuban exiles for exploiting rafters and adult 

guardians for endangering their families.799 The Cuban Adjustment Act afforded Cubans 

a much easier legal path than any other nationality, and former top INS officials wanted 

to repeal it.800 The State Department’s approval rate for Cuban travel applications 

dropped from 80% in 1991 to 45% in 1992.801 About 11-12% of  Cuban visitors 

overstayed their visas in the United States, and immigration laws enabled them to stay 
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legally.802 Between January 1992 and May 1993, over 3,200 rafters fled Cuba, and the 

rate was increasing.803 The Coast Guard rescued 430 rafters in the first four months of 

1992 and 626 in the first four months of 1993.804 The number of Cuban requests for visas 

skyrocketed as the age limitations lowered, and the approval rate dropped just as 

precipitously.805 “In 1988, just 3,681 Cubans applied for visas. In 1990, as the age 

threshold dropped below 60 years, 38,380 applied. In 1992, with the threshold down to 

20-year-olds, the number of applicants rose to 66,168.”806 The qualifications for 

“refugee” status were also a factor.807 The United States admitted many refugees because 

it signaled the Castro regime’s lack of legitimacy, according to Dr. Deborah Anker.808 

However, it also worked as a safety valve for Castro to rid himself of opposition.809 The 

immigration paperwork to live in the United States was easier for Cubans who reached 

U.S. shores by raft than those who applied abroad for a coveted visa. 

 CANF’s Exodus program, which had brought about 10,000 third-country Cubans 

to the United States, appeared to be nearing an end in 1994.810 The federal government 
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considered not renewing federal funding for the program since they had brought over the 

Cubans who were stuck in third countries in 1988 and did not want to encourage others to 

migrate to third countries just to take advantage of the program.811 They also wished to 

discourage the Cuban government from selling exit visas and taking advantage of 

emigrants.812 

 South Florida charities provided relief to Cubans after Hurricane Lili, but exiles 

debated the aid.813 Radio hosts said it violated Helms-Burton and that the government 

would simply seize all the assistance, but most exiles, including CANF, supported 

humanitarian relief.814 The Catholic church even received bomb threats for their relief 

efforts.815 The unprecedented levels of aid, which was to bypass the government and go 

directly to the Cuban people, showed the overall support that Cuban exiles had for Cuban 

people apart from the government.816 Factors contributing to the softened approach 

included a modest Catholic Church resurgence on the island, a recent exodus of 
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immigrants with family ties, and increased communication channels.817 Clinton waived 

the March 1996 provision banning flights between the United States and Cuba so that the 

charitable organizations could send the 300,000 pounds of goods they had collected 

directly there and get there faster instead of passing through a third country. 

 CANF, as well as Cuban-American legislators, remained the most significant 

factor in ensuring that Cuban-Americans had a seat at the table in various issues related 

to Cuba. Cuban-Americans still held leverage over the immigration debate for Cuban 

migrants even if they did not set the overall U.S. immigration debate agenda. If and to 

what degree the embargo should allow loopholes for humanitarian assistance was 

particularly vexing and would remain a constant dilemma in Cuba policy debates. CANF 

had more freedom to maneuver when Cuba was a lower priority on the security and 

foreign policy agenda, and lower-level leadership made more of the decisions, but that 

changed with the 1994 rafter crisis. The sudden, massive influx of refugees challenged 

national security and state capacity. 

 

The Rafter Crisis and Negotiations 

 In July 1994, the Cuban coast guard sank a tugboat full of 72 people trying to 

escape and killed over half of those aboard.818 The Coast Guard brought the survivors of 
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the boat named 13 de Marzo back to Cuba and imprisoned the men.819 Clinton called it a 

“human tragedy” at the National Council of La Raza’s annual convention.820 The Cuban 

government held symbolic wakes for the victims.821 

 Fidel Castro blamed U.S. policy for the exponential increase in illegal emigration 

from Cuba.822 U.S. officials said that he was deflecting blame for his policies causing the 

crisis: “It’s been his government’s policies that have brought Cuba to its present state.”823 

Castro threatened to lift restrictions on departures, as he had with Camarioca and 

Mariel.824 To prevent another Mariel, the U.S. Government cracked down on potential 

boatlifts and detained human smugglers.825  

 A rash of hijackings during the summer of 1994 boiled over until Castro removed 

barriers for exiting Cuba, resulting in a massive wave of rafters.826 In August 1994, Fidel 

Castro declared that the government would stop policing rafters fleeing the country, and 
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the number of refugees hitting the water exploded.827 On August 19, Clinton announced 

that rafters would not be granted asylum in contrast to the policy enacted since the Cuban 

Adjustment Act passed.828 Clinton ended remittances and charter flights.829 Clinton’s 

chief of staff threatened to blockade Cuba as the Coast Guard intercepted over a thousand 

refugees per day.830 U.S. officials apprehended about 37,000 rafters that summer.831 U.S. 

authorities diverted refugees who arrived on the Florida coast to detention centers while 

the Coast Guard took anyone they intercepted at sea to a Guantanamo naval base refugee 

camp.832 They arrested human smugglers.833 Detention center visitors searched for their 

relatives; other loved ones called CANF, the Justice Department, radio stations, and 

refugee centers for information on rafters’ whereabouts.834 Countless rafters disappeared. 
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 Miami Cubans were livid that the Clinton administration had decided to intercept 

rafters at sea with the prospect of repatriation.835 The situation was so tense and so 

pressing that Attorney General Janet Reno, a South Florida native, managed to schedule a 

meeting with Miami representatives during Clinton’s 48th birthday party.836 Governor 

Lawton Chiles, Mas Canosa, Metro Commission Chairman Arthur Teele, Miami City 

Manager Cesar Odio, Luis Lauredo, and Maria Elena Torano caught a flight on Mas’s 

private jet for the meeting with Clinton, Reno, Vice President Al Gore, and their 

advisors.837 Clinton agreed to all the group’s recommendations except the naval 

blockade: eliminate remittances and private packages, eliminate charter flights, and 

enhance Radio/TV Marti signals.838 

 With no end to the crisis in sight, the Clinton administration relented and resumed 

migration negotiations with Cuban officials.839 Guantanamo held over 16,000 Cuban 

rafters by then.840 The governments had had these talks twice a year since 1984.841 Cuba 

sought to broaden the discussions to the embargo, but the United States kept them strictly 
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to migration, in part to appease exiles.842 Moreover, the Cuban Democracy Act had 

enshrined the stipulations for further engagement for Cuba, and the administration had to 

abide by it.843 The Mariel excludables became a political bargaining chip once again.844 

 Clinton deferred to Cuban exiles because of lessons he had learned from Mariel. 

The only Arkansas governor race he lost occurred in 1980 after he agreed to take in 

Marielitos at Fort Chaffee, and they rioted.845 The President likely saw himself in 

Governor Chiles, who was in the middle of a tough reelection campaign.846 Chiles 

begged the administration to control the mass migration.847 When Clinton heard from 

Chiles, he said to Gabriel Garcia Marquez, with whom he was vacationing, “Castro has 

already cost me one election. He can’t have two.”848 Clinton had a long-term strategy of 

courting Cuban voters, and he was not about to let this event harm upcoming elections.849  

 The conditions at South Florida’s Krome Detention Center and the Guantanamo 

refugee camp caused outrage in the community. Prominent Miami exiles formed an ad 
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hoc citizens’ Cuba Crisis Steering Committee to monitor Krome’s conditions.850 Their 

first priority was to petition AG Janet Reno and sue INS to release over one hundred 

children from the facilities, using U.S. Representatives Ros-Lehtinen and Diaz-Balart as 

leverage.851 Jorge Mas Canosa arranged with the Governor of Puerto Rico to take in 

3,000 children if the federal government accepted the offer.852 Odio of the committee 

suggested that INS give the over 30,000 refugees in detention at Guantanamo and 

elsewhere preference for the visas that the 1994 migration agreement allotted to Cubans 

for the year 1995.853 Frustrated Miamians protested the rafters’ continued internment, 

worried that expel them to Cuba.854 Local, state, and national political figures advocated 

for their release.855 They condemned the U.S. government for violating children’s human 
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rights.856 Non-Hispanics Floridians worried about the consequences of the sudden influx 

of immigrants.857 

The U.S. Government slowly released waves of refugees from detention, starting 

with children, their guardians, and humanitarian cases.858 Some U.S. diplomats feared 

that letting in the refugees could jeopardize the migration accord.859 Governor Chiles also 

remained concerned about how it could affect his reelection campaign.860 Cuban-

Americans banded together to sponsor the rafters.861 The ad hoc committee pushed a 

proposal that, like the Exodus program, would ensure sponsorship for the detainees and 

that they would not accept public assistance for at least a year if the government 
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authorized their entry.862 They called the resulting project, which also helped Haitian 

refugee children, Operation Angel.863 

 The scale of the rafter crisis took a considerable toll on Cuban families. Policies 

indefinitely separated family members who fled to whichever country would take 

them.864 

 The rafter crisis was one of Clinton’s most difficult foreign policy challenges of 

1994.865 Herald writer Christopher Marquis reported four factors that constrained his 

maneuverability:  

• The Cuban American lobby remains powerful. 

•  U.S. officials mistrust Castro. 

• Castro seems unwilling to make any concessions.  

• Foreign policy has never been a priority with Clinton.866 

Exile politics were an explosive “third rail” for politicians to navigate, and Clinton was 

already considering the impact on his 1996 reelection campaign.867 Like Miami, 

Washington harbored a deep distrust toward the Cuban government due to previous 
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interactions, and Castro still adamantly clung to his “socialism or death” mantra.868 

Likewise, Cuban officials did not trust the U.S. Government as a good-faith actor; 

Washington often moved the goalposts for engagement.869 Analysts and civil servants 

accused Clinton of not being interested in foreign policy and thus taking an ad hoc 

approach rather than creating a proactive plan.870 

 

Migration Accords 

 The 1994 immigration agreement left many associated parties wanting.871 It left 

the detained refugees’ fate unsettled and had Castro monitor the shores and halt refugees, 

which sympathetic actors viewed as repression.872 The United States expected refugees to 

return home and apply for visas there.873 Unlike the 1984 migration agreement, which 

stipulated allowing up to 20,000 U.S. visas for Cuban immigrants per year, the 1994 

accord set a minimum of 20,000 visas allocated to Cuban migrants annually.874 The 

agreement specified that if the United States rafters caught at sea, it would repatriate 
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them to Cuba.875 It was vague on rafters that made it to U.S. shores.876 Miami politicos—

Rafael Penalver, Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart, and Representative Ileana Ros-

Lehtinen—said that the agreement legitimized Castro, violated international human rights 

laws, denied Cubans their unique status as victims of communism rather than economic 

migrants, gave Castro what he wanted (an escape valve), and did not address the Castro 

regime’s failures.877 Representative Torricelli commended the negotiation for remaining 

tough on Castro and incentivizing dissidents to stay in Cuba to foment change.878 Mas 

Canosa received criticism for striking a deal with Clinton that paved the way for the 

accord; even though Mas Canosa was not present at the negotiations, many people within 

the community viewed him as partly responsible for it and, therefore, continued detention 

of rafters.879 

 The U.S. Government deliberated over 21,000 refugees still waiting in 

Guantanamo in May 1995.880 U.S. authorities deported over two dozen Mariel 

excludables that they found among the Guantanamo detainees.881 The United States held 
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more secret migration talks with Cuba, agreeing to an accord in May.882 The Clinton 

administration admitted the remaining 21,000 refugees at U.S. “safe haven” facilities into 

the United States and pledged to return any refugees apprehended at sea to Cuba 

thenceforth.883 Representative Menendez applauded Clinton cutting off Castro’s relief 

valve and encouraging dissenters to remain in Cuba to pressure Castro.884 

 The 1995 migration agreement sought to reduce the risk of rioting, prevent 

another mass departure, and give the United States more control over Florida’s borders 

again.885 It solved the human rights issue of long-term detention at Guantanamo.886 

Although the United States did agree to send interdicted rafters back to Cuba (“wet foot, 

dry foot”), the 1994 agreement promised to admit at least 20,000 Cubans per year 

primarily via a lottery system, unlike the 1984 agreement, which provided up to 20,000 

entry visas to Cubans per year. The Cuban government agreed not to punish 

repatriations.887 Cubans would no longer automatically be granted refugee or asylum 
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visas as victims of tyranny but would essentially be considered economic migrants unless 

determined otherwise.888 

Cuban-American leaders were livid. The administration allegedly did not consult 

them on the decision, the U.S. Government cooperated with the Cuban government to 

halt refugees fleeing the regime and send them back, and Cubans lost some of their 

special immigration status.889 CANF withdrew funding for Operation Angel to force the 

government to assume the resettlement and federal aid expenses.890 Experts argued that 

the Cuban Adjustment Act and unquestioned parole of arrivals effectively encouraged 

illegal immigration.891 Floridians with anti-immigrant sentiments were upset that Clinton 

caved and allowed nearly all of the Guantanamo refugees.892 However, other Republicans 

considered the policy an immigration issue and supported the policy.893 The interdictions 

and repatriations began almost immediately.894  
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The Clinton administration had its first challenge of what to do with Cubans who 

make it to the United States when fifteen Cubans arrived by plane and requested asylum a 

few days later.895 Hundreds of protestors blocked major Miami roadways, and two Miami 

Dade Community College professors and two others began a hunger strike over the new 

policy and the enactment starting.896 Police arrested Representative Diaz-Balart and 

Miami-Dade Commissioner Pedro Reboredo for blocking a sidewalk outside the White 

House as they protested.897 Cesar Odio switched his political registration from Democrat 

to independent.898 Exile groups created a new unity coalition, the Committee of United 

Cuban Exiles, in opposition to the new policy toward rafters.899 Many Miami Cubans felt 

abandoned and betrayed.900 The protests heightened ethnic divisions in Miami and 

divisions within the Cuban community.901 Jorge Mas Canosa and about 2000 other 

 
Foundation Plead for Rafter." The Miami Herald, June 12, 1995: B2.; Cynthia Corzo. "18 Detainees Will 

Be Returned to Cuba Today." The Miami Herald, December 5, 1995: B2. 

895 Fiedler. "A Sensible Change of Direction by Clinton." 

896 Andres Viglucci And John Lantigua. "Exile Protests Spread to Toll Plaza, Flagler Blockade Angers 

Midday Motorists." The Miami Herald, May 9, 1995: A1.; Andres Viglucci And John Lantigua. "Miami 

Cubans Protest Return of Rafters." The Miami Herald, May 10, 1995: A12.; Tony Pugh And Andres 

Viglucci. "Protests Underscore Divisions in Community." The Miami Herald, May 14, 1995: A1.; Robles, 

Frances. "Exiles to Strike At 2 P.M. Today March Planned on Calle Ocho." The Miami Herald, May 16, 

1995: A1.  

897 Viglucci and Lantigua. "Miami Cubans Protest Return of Rafters." 

898 Viglucci And Lantigua. "Miami Cubans Protest Return of Rafters." 

899 Alfonso Chardy. "Ex-Rivals Unite for Rafters." The Miami Herald, May 13, 1995: A15. 

900 Lantigua. "Most Refugees Will Qualify for Federal Aid."; Bohning And Marquis. "Exiles, Key GOP 

Legislators Vow to Fight Clinton's Cuba Policy."; Alfonso Chardy. "Ex-Rivals Unite for Rafters." The 

Miami Herald, May 13, 1995: A15. 

901 Pugh and Viglucci. "Protests Underscore Divisions in Community." 



 

 178 

Cuban-Americans protested outside of the White House.902 Cuban police reportedly 

punished deportees and dissidents despite the migration accord, according to relatives and 

CANF.903 CANF released a lengthy public statement attacking the repatriation 

decision.904 

 Clinton’s actions created a rift between him and the Cuban-American lobby, so 

the interest group turned back to the Republicans for help despite many Republicans’ 

reservations about immigration, the embargo, and government expenditures on exile 

programs like Radio and TV Marti.905 Representative Connie Mack introduced a bill to 

compel the administration to provide advance knowledge of all meetings with Cuban 

officials.906 Senator Phil Gramm (R-TX) reportedly discussed with CANF the possibility 

of shutting down the U.S. Interests Section in Havana over rumors of secret negotiations 

with Clinton’s team.907 

 Clinton chose Richard Nuccio to be the newly created Special Advisor to the 

President and Secretary of State for Cuba to help placate Miamians.908 Clinton 

broadcasted on South Florida television stations a statement explaining his controversial 
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decision in response to the outcry.909 The reasons he listed for the migration agreement 

were (1) to prevent unrest at Guantanamo, (2) to prevent more mass waves that exceed 

the capacity of public and private resources, (3) to increase the Cuban immigration quota, 

and (4) to ensure the Cuban government obeyed its word. He assured listeners that they 

would not deport those facing political persecution and that the policy adhered to the 

Cuban Democracy Act of 1992.910 

 In early July 1995, Ramon Saul Sanchez led a flotilla of boats and planes into 

Cuban territory to protest the regime.911 Cuban patrol boats gave warnings before hitting 

a boat carrying demonstrators.912 The collision injured Metro Commissioner Pedro 

Reboredo and two others.913 The Cuban government had warned that they could sink 

vessels and down planes that crossed waters and airspace in the future.914 He led a second 

protest flotilla on September 2.915 The Clinton administration did not intervene; events in 

Bosnia commanded their attention.916 The warnings would soon become even more 

prescient. 
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 While Cuban-Americans forcefully and effectively advocated on behalf of Cuban 

refugees, the migration agreements tested the limits to their ability to set policy.917 

However, it also illustrated their ability to constrain executive decision-making, even 

during crises. Reacting to Clinton’s decisions, a senior State Department official 

remarked, “It shows U.S. policy can be rented out by a strong lobby, but it can’t be 

owned by it.”918 

 

 

The Helms-Burton Act 

 Bill Clinton had supported the Cuba Democracy Act (CDA) during his 

presidential campaign, forced Bush to ratify the legislation, and remained tough on Cuba. 

However, he had dragged his feet on supporting more comprehensive legislation, 

particularly during his first two years with a Democrat-controlled Congress. The 

opportunity for hardliners came when Republicans took back the House and Senate in the 

1994 midterm elections. In a major blow to Clinton’s agenda displaying nationwide 

dissatisfaction with Clinton’s early presidential performance, Republicans won the 

majority in both Congressional chambers in the November 1994 election. 
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Mas Canosa immediately started collaborating with them to write new 

legislation.919 Mas Canosa sent an audacious letter to foreign embassies to warn them not 

to do business with Cuba.920 Mas Canosa alerted: 

All democratic organizations in Cuba or abroad which oppose the Castro regime 

agree that any investments made during the present regime will be held in trust by 

a post-Castro government. This will be done for the benefit of the new republic 

and until a system can be established for the equitable return of the forfeited 

properties to their rightful owners…. 

 

An overthrow of this regime is inevitable. It is up to you to withdraw your present 

investment from the island or to decide not to proceed with any investment. There 

will certainly be more solid opportunities for investments in a future democratic 

Cuba. You are taking a major risk and will incur major losses by doing business 

in Cuba during the tenure of the dictatorship of Fidel Castro. 

 

The letter excoriated them for investing in property that the government had seized 

illegally in a country that violated human rights. 

Ultraconservative Jesse Helms (R-NC) became the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee chair, and ultraconservative Dan Burton (R-IN) became chair of the House 

Foreign Affairs Committee’s Western Hemisphere Affairs Subcommittee.921 

Representatives Robert Torricelli and Ileana Ros-Lehtinen served on Burton’s 

subcommittee.922 The Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s first bill under the new 

Republican-controlled Congress in 1995, and the first hearing for the Western 
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Hemisphere subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, concerned what 

would become the Cuban Liberty and Solidarity (Libertad) Act.923 The House panel 

featured hardliners from CANF and other groups.924 Helms promoted the bill to adoring 

crowds in Miami when he visited to celebrate the Bay of Pigs anniversary.925  

 The Libertad Act, also known as the Helms-Burton Act, responded to the Special 

Period and attempted to build on the Cuba Democracy Act’s pressure on the Castro 

regime. Proponents believed that third countries propped up the dictatorship after the 

Soviet Union fell, enabling Castro and preventing popular discontent with the desperate 

economic conditions from fomenting into regime change. Members of Congress sought 

to codify existing embargo laws and guarantee that only an act of Congress could revert 

them rather than just executive action. 

The legislation would discourage new investments in Cuba by penalizing 

companies and individuals that “traffic” in current U.S. citizens’ confiscated property.926 

U.S. citizens, regardless of whether they were citizens at the time of the takeover, would 

be able to sue foreign companies that make new investments on their confiscated 

property in Cuba.927 Canada, Mexico, and the European Union wrote official cables and 

made public statements that strongly opposed the proposals for violating existing trade 
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agreements, national sovereignty, and international law.928 Representative Diaz-Balart, 

who helped write the bill, argued that it was unethical for foreign countries to protect 

their commercial interests at the expense of propping up “tyranny.”929 Senator Helms and 

Representative Burton pushed their legislation more aggressively despite the 

administration’s opposition of stipulations that would violate international law, harm 

relationships with allies and trading partners, and restrict executive control over foreign 

policy.930 

Detractors on the Hill called it the “Bacardi bill” because of the preferential 

provisions for sugar and liquor resulting from special interest lobbying.931 CANF and 

Bacardi helped to fundraise for Jesse Helms in Miami.932 The Fanjul sugar barons also 

pushed for the bill behind the scenes.933 Otto Reich headed a U.S.-Cuba Business Council 

in Washington, D.C., and perhaps not coincidentally, the legislation required the U.S. 

Government to create a United States-Cuba Council before recognizing a post-Castro 

Cuban government.934 Jorge Mas Canosa’s telecommunications investments would stand 

to benefit from the provision in the bill allowing U.S. aid for private telecommunications 
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and media companies working in a post-Castro Cuba.935 Cuban exiles stressed that their 

primary motivation was independence and freedom for Cuba; cynics claimed that their 

actions were to benefit themselves, particularly respecting their property rights in 

Cuba.936 

 Cuba experts wondered if the United States would start to ease some sanctions.937 

GOP and exile leaders threatened to write laws that would limit the President’s authority 

over Cuba policy and cut off funding for unfavorable projects because of the recent 

policies and fears that the administration would loosen the embargo.938 CANF recognized 

Newt Gingrich for his support of the Libertad bill.939 The House Committee on 

International Relations (previously known as the Foreign Affairs Committee) discharged 

the Helms-Burton bill to the floor in summer 1995.940  

 The House of Representatives met to vote on the Helms-Burton bill on September 

21, 1995.941 Shortly before the Helms-Burton bill vote, Representative Lee Hamilton (D-

IN) introduced a bill that would lift sanctions on food and medicine sales to Cuba, but his 
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colleagues rejected it.942 The version of the legislation at the time included the Title III 

and Title IV provisions, a requirement to withhold U.S. aid to the former Soviet States if 

they supported Cuban intelligence or nuclear capacity development, a stipulation to deny 

aid to countries that trade with Cuba unless the President deemed the assistance was in 

the U.S. national interest, required USIA to convert TV Marti signals to UHF broadcasts, 

required the President to report on third-country assistance to Cuba, and barred 

remittances or lifting the embargo until Cuba met U.S. conditions for democracy.943 

Representative Burton wanted to add more pressure to promote what he saw as Castro’s 

impending fall.944 Representatives Menendez, Diaz-Balart, and Ros-Lehtinen all 

stalwartly defended the bill.945 Diaz-Balart warned: “The message is clear: They are 

going to have to choose between collaborating with Castro or participating in the U.S. 

market.”946 In other words, they wanted to dissuade new investments and cause current 

investors to rethink their projects. The Representatives signaled that they would not back 

normalization efforts.947 The House passed the bill 294-130, and the debate continued in 
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the Senate.948 In the other chamber, Senator Helms struggled to push the bill through the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee.949 

 Clinton and his advisors threatened to veto the bill if Congress did not alter the 

provisions that ostracized international partners.950 “On September 8, Clinton’s special 

adviser for Cuba, Richard Nuccio, denounced the bill as an ‘extreme approach’ that 

infringes on the president’s ability to conduct foreign policy, antagonizes U.S. allies and 

corporate interests and jeopardizes ‘prospects for a peaceful democratic transition.’”951 

Secretary of State Warren Christopher wrote to Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich 

outlining problems with the bill: that it would “damage prospects for a peaceful 

transition,” limited the President’s policy options and ability to respond, interfered with 

U.S. aid to Russia, harmed relationships with allies, hurt U.S. business interests, and gave 

Castro ammo for anti-U.S. propaganda.952 Others noted a marked difference between 

U.S. policy toward Cuba versus U.S. policy toward other remaining communist 

countries.953 The sponsors had made some changes eliminating penalties for third 

countries purchasing Cuban sugar, curtailing Title IV, and allowing more presidential 

discretion compared to the original bill.954 Mas Canosa promoted the legislation with at 
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least thirty lawmakers.955 Forty-seven Cuban dissidents signed a letter supporting it, and 

Helms released the letter.956 Supporters used U.S. electoral politics as leverage, 

reminding the President that Florida elections were at stake.957 

 The “right of action” provision, also known as Title III, which would allow U.S. 

citizens to sue third country entities in U.S. courts for “trafficking” in confiscated Cuban 

property, remained the most powerful and most controversial part of the bill.958 Third 

countries opposed how the bill attempted to strong-arm other countries into supporting 

U.S. policy and the extraterritorial provisions that encroached on their sovereignty and 

national interests; they argued that it was against international law and would harm 

cooperation with the United States in other areas.959 Perhaps surprisingly, many large 

multinational U.S. corporations opposed Title III because it would increase the number of 

claimants eligible for restitution beyond those 5,911 claims that the U.S. Foreign Claims 

Settlement Commission (FCSC) certified two decades prior.960 The FCSC limited claims 

to claimants that were U.S. nationals or U.S. corporations at the time of takeover; the new 

legislation expanded eligibility for lawsuits to persons who later became U.S. citizens.961 

These FCSC-certified corporate claims amounted to over $1 billion and represented 
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almost 60% of the certified FCSC claims.962 Estimates suggested that these claims could 

be up to $100 billion total and result in 300,000-430,000 lawsuits.963 The Cuban 

government had limited resources to provide compensation for all the claims, and U.S. 

courts had a limited capacity to address a massive influx of lawsuits.964 Thus, large 

corporations, about thirty of whom were members of the Joint Corporate Committee on 

Cuban Claims, feared that the division of time, attention, and compensation would result 

in less for them.965 A U.S. attorney representing the Cuban government argued, “It 

privatizes foreign policy. It takes resolution of claims out of the hands of the president 

and puts it into the hands of Cuban Americans until they achieve the settlement they 

want.”966 

 Meanwhile, Clinton made some small changes unilaterally to relax some U.S. 

policies toward Cuba that centered exchanging ideas to foster democracy.967 He allowed 

for more educational exchanges and to make it easier for Cuban-Americans to travel to 

Cuba.968 Cuban-Americans could now travel to Cuba for “emergency humanitarian 

purposes” once a year without first obtaining a Treasury Department license.969 They 

licensed Western Union to open bureaus in Cuba, not for remittances, but to wire money 
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for paperwork fees or in case of emergencies.970 They permitted more goods and cash 

transfers to go to nongovernmental Cuban nonprofits that work in education, human 

rights, and the environment.971 The new policies also allowed each country to open news 

bureaus in the other.972 To buoy the embargo, Clinton increased funding to create an 

OFAC branch in Miami and hire more people working on sanctions enforcement in 

Washington.973  

 Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole sought to bring the Helms-Burton bill to a vote 

a few days after the liberalization policies' announcement.974 The Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee did not approve the bill despite Helms’s chairmanship, but it went 

to the floor anyway.975 Senator Chris Dodd (D-CT) led a filibuster noting that Cubans 

would get special status over other nationalities and that Title III would burden U.S. 

courts.976 Senate Republicans rejected Title III, but Dole was determined to keep pushing 

it.977 Proponents edited Title III to reduce the number of eligible cases and provide 

foreign companies with a two-year grace period.978 The property in question would have 
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to be worth at least $50,000 at the moment of seizure before adjusting for inflation. 

Proponents risked alienating ordinary Cuban-Americans with smaller claims in favor of 

corporate interests.979 

 Clinton understood the importance of maintaining relations with Cuban-

Americans for his 1996 reelection bid, but the risks of limiting presidential authority and 

ostracizing allies remained greater.980 It took another acute crisis with the Cuban 

government for Clinton to agree to ratify the Helms-Burton Act. 

 

Brothers to the Rescue 

 On Saturday, February 24, 1996, Cuban MiG fighter jets killed four Cuban-

Americans when they downed two Brothers to the Rescue civilian airplanes.981 The 

Brothers to the Rescue planes had served a humanitarian purpose for years as they 

scanned the waterways around Cuba and Florida for rafters. They would call the sightings 

into the Coast Guard, who could then pick them up and bring them to safety until the ‘wet 

foot-dry foot’ announcement. They provided relief and supplies. However, they also 

antagonized the Cuban government by flying into their airspace and dropping anti-Castro 

leaflets.982 The Cuban government had warned them and the U.S. Government for 

months that Cuba was prepared to defend its territory and retaliate. The day that Cuba 
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fulfilled its warning, evidence showed that it occurred over international waters. Cuba 

had shot down civilian, American citizen pilots conducting humanitarian missions in 

international air space. The Coast Guard found no remains of the victims, Armando 

Alejandre Jr., Carlos Costa, Pablo Morales, and Mario de la Pena.983 

 The illicit act outraged Washington, Cuban-Americans, and the international 

community.984 The small attempts that Clinton had made to liberalize U.S.-Cuba 

information exchange, and Clinton’s reticence about the Helms-Burton Act, gave way to 

a harsher approach. Clinton retaliated with sanctions and other political measures to 

tighten travel restrictions on Cuban diplomats in the United States, suspended all charter 

air travel between the countries, and expanded TV Marti’s signal.985 He compensated the 

victims’ families using Cuba’s frozen assets in the United States, sought the United 

Nations’ condemnation, and agreed to the Helms-Burton bill.986  The European Union 

“strongly condemn[ed] the shooting down of two civilian aircraft” and urged 

“moderation and restraint” in responding actions.987 Congress returned to the Helms-
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Burton bill with a renewed mandate to punish Cuba and less resistance from the 

President.988 Titles III and IV were back on the table.989 

 Some Cuban exile leaders called Cuba’s actions “an act of war” and called for a 

cessation of cash transfers, a blockade, and aerial strikes.990 Others recommended 

canceling Treasury licenses, educational exchanges, and direct phone service.991 

Miamians protested Cuba and memorialized the victims.992 Calls for military action 

resurfaced in South Florida.993 Although the hardliners had greater power to move Cuba 

policy further to the right, the Brothers to the Rescue’s nonviolent modus operandi 

caused some of the more militant-inclined exiles to rethink their strategies.994 

 The outrage escalated when exiles learned that a Cuban double agent had double-

crossed them.995 Cuban military pilot Juan Pablo Roque had defected to Miami in 
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February 1992.996 He infiltrated exile circles and joined the Brothers to the Rescue.997 On 

Friday morning, February 23, 1996, Roque disappeared, leaving his wife and his 

belongings behind except for his clothes.998 He was on Cuban government-owned radio 

and television on Monday morning to claim that the Brothers to the Rescue were secretly 

a paramilitary group.999 The FBI had even had him on their payroll as an informant on 

Brothers to the Rescue.1000 The incident further added to the suspicions about secret FBI 

and Cuban agents infiltrating exile groups.1001 

 A Miami Herald/NBC6 poll gauged the public reaction to the situation.1002 

Around 60% of Cuban-Americans and a third of non-Cubans wanted the United States to 

invade Cuba and oust Castro.1003 The majority of Cuban-Americans and half of non-
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Cubans supported a naval blockade, while half of Cuban-Americans and “far fewer” than 

half of non-Cubans supported targeted airstrikes.1004 About 60% of Cuban-Americans 

and about 40% of non-Cubans thought an attack could end the Castro regime.1005 The 

polls indicated that most people favored a strong response, but a significant amount 

wanted to avoid incitement.1006 Nearly everyone agreed that Cuba had no right to shoot 

down civilian planes.1007 Still, half of non-Cubans felt that the Brothers shared some 

blame for provoking the Cubans.1008 About half of all respondents in both categories 

agreed with Clinton’s measures.1009 Bay of Pigs veteran Jose Miro, echoing a decades-old 

feeling of Cuban-American abandonment, stated, “I don’t believe there’s any support 

from the American community for the Cuban exile cause. We haven’t had it for 37 years, 

and we’re not going to get it overnight.”1010 
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 President Bill Clinton signed the Cuban Liberty and Solidarity (Libertad) Act of 

1996 on March 12, Super Tuesday.1011 Clinton’s words at the signing ceremony left no 

doubt that the Brothers to the Rescue incident had been the determining factor for passing 

the legislation.1012 Clinton began, “This Act is a justified response to the Cuban 

government’s unjustified, unlawful attack on two unarmed U.S. civilian aircraft that left 

three U.S. citizens and one U.S. resident dead.”1013 He continued, “By acting swiftly—

just 17 days after the attack—we are sending a powerful message to the Cuban regime 

that we do not and will not tolerate such conduct. The Act also reaffirms our common 

goal of promoting a peaceful transition to democracy in Cuba by tightening the existing 

embargo while reaching out to the Cuban people.”1014 “Today, I sign it with the certainty 

that it will send a powerful, unified message from the United States to Havana that the 

yearning of the Cuban people for freedom must not be denied.”1015 About half of the 

hundred people attending the signing ceremony were Cuban exiles from Florida and New 

Jersey.1016 Relatives of the downed Brothers to the Rescue pilots and Jorge Mas Canosa 
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were among those to receive commemorative pens.1017 The law targeted foreign 

investment in Cuba, among other things, which Cuba valued at $2.1 billion, but 

independent analysts estimated $500 million.1018 Cuban-Americans adored Madeleine 

Albright for sticking up for the Brothers to the Rescue at the United Nations, the Orange 

Bowl, and the Libertad Act signing ceremony and for her hatred of communism resulting 

from family experiences.1019 Richard Nuccio resigned in protest.1020 

 U.S. Ambassador Madeleine Albright released a transcript at the United Nations 

of Cuban communications in which the Cuban fighter pilots gleefully discuss shooting 

down the unarmed planes.1021 She also released charts showing that they shot down the 

Brothers’ aircraft outside Cuban airspace.1022 She famously reacted, “Frankly, this is not 

cojones. This is cowardice.”1023 The U.N. Security Council released a statement that they 
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“strongly deplore[d]” the attack.1024 Albright planned to introduce a measure for 

sanctions against Cuba at the United Nations.1025 

 Menendez helped bring about the agreement on the Helms-Burton Act, 

represented the United States at the UNCHR, and helped create a plan in case of another 

mass Cuban refugee exodus.1026 His view was that Castro only reacts to pressure.1027 

Separately, the House held a subcommittee hearing on the Brothers to the Rescue 

incident to determine if U.S. government negligence had contributed.1028 

Clinton enacted Title III’s right to sue, but he waived Title III lawsuits for six 

months (after the election) to give foreign firms time to divest and to revisit foreign 

countries’ cooperation at that time.1029 Supporters of the Helms-Burton Act were upset 

about the fence-sitting.1030 Third countries were upset that the possibility of enforcement 

remained in the future and prepared retaliatory legislation.1031 Clinton’s two-pronged, 

carrot-and-stick approach to Cuba was an attempt to please both sides.1032 The Clinton 
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administration released a report entitled “Support for a Democratic Transition in Cuba,” 

in which the government $8 billion to aid in a post-Castro democratic transition.1033 The 

preconditions were those outlined in the Helms-Burton Act.1034 

 Clinton reportedly discussed with Castro the repatriation of Cubans who arrive in 

the United States at the resumption of migration talks in December 1996.1035 Clinton 

extended the first waiver on lawsuits for another six months when they expired.1036 He 

wanted to avoid complaints at the WTO.1037 Special envoy Eizenstat had been traversing 

the globe, and the Clinton administration said that other countries had been stepping up 

their efforts to promote democracy in Cuba.1038 

Stuart Eizenstat, as the new undersecretary of Commerce for international trade 

Helms-Burton envoy, met with 40 exile organizations before traveling to other countries 

to defend the Helms-Burton Act and encourage them to pressure Cuba to democratize.1039 

Undersecretary of Commerce Stuart Eizenstat and European Union trade commissioner 

Sir Leon Brittan negotiated an agreement that addressed the E.U.’s concerns over the 
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Helms-Burton Act.1040 The negotiations and resulting 1997 Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) ensured that the European Union would drop its trade suit at the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) over Helms-Burton and more actively promote 

democracy in Cuba if Clinton would continue to waive Title III lawsuits.1041 Some 

Helms-Burton supporters like Representative Diaz-Balart balked at the arrangement.1042 

Senator Jesse Helms and CANF’s Jose Cardenas tentatively supported the MOU because 

of what the United States got out of it.1043 Helms and other Congress members said they 

would consider adding an amendment to enable presidents to continue to waive the 

lawsuit provision.1044 The President never waived Title IV, and the government had 

already banned Mexico’s Grupo Domos and Canada’s Sherritt executives and their 

families from the United States.1045 Clinton waived the lawsuit provision again for 

another six months in July 1997, and the criticisms continued.1046 

With the added pressure of an election year, the Brothers to the Rescue crisis 

ultimately secured the comprehensive codification of the Cuban embargo in a manner 

that ensured the executive branch could not unilaterally end the embargo. Ending the 
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embargo would require Congressional approval. Thus, the Cuban-American legislators, 

CANF, and their allies guaranteed that they would have the final say on the embargo for 

the foreseeable future. It also guaranteed that the embargo would remain a point of 

contention between the United States and third countries. 

 

1996 Election 

Florida’s swing state votes and donation sources led presidential candidates to 

target the state early in their campaigns. As usual, candidates used Cuba as their primary 

talking point for courting Cuban-American donations and votes. Clinton, Dole, and their 

surrogates repeatedly traveled to Miami before the 1996 presidential election.1047 Jeane 

Kirkpatrick, one of Dole’s foreign policy advisors, criticized Clinton’s Cuba policy while 

campaigning for Dole in Miami.1048 Clinton visited the Versailles restaurant with 

Democrats Paul Cejas, Jorge Perez, Simon Ferro, Hermino San Roman, Mayor Raul 

Martinez, Luis Lauredo, state Representative Annie Betancourt, Maria Elena Torano, 

Maria Victoria Arias, and Luis Aguilar Leon.1049 There, he spoke with CANF leaders 

Jorge Mas Canosa and Pepe Hernandez.1050 He made appearances at Miami-Dade 

Community College, the golf course, and multiple fundraisers.1051 Dole focused on his 
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base in Florida while Clinton made inroads in traditionally Republican communities.1052 

Clinton won reelection in November 1996. Clinton won 42 percent of the Hispanic vote 

in Florida in 1996.1053 He was the first Democratic presidential nominee to win Florida 

since Jimmy Carter in 1976.1054 It was only the third time a Democrat had won Florida’s 

electoral votes since 1952. 

 CANF and its associated lobby and PAC effectively maneuvered the elections. A 

Center for Public Integrity study determined that CANF was one of the most cost-

effective lobbies in Washington.1055 Representatives Ros-Lehtinen and Diaz-Balart 

accused the authors of the report of having a political agenda to undermine the Cuban 

community.1056 Burton catered his chairmanship over the House International Relations 

Western Hemisphere Subcommittee to advance Cuban and Puerto Rican causes and thus 

attracted Cuban and Puerto Rican donors.1057 Pro-embargo candidates received $800,000 

in donations for the 1996 campaigns from Cuban-Americans.1058 
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However, anti-embargo Cuban-Americans, with a new zeal resulting from the 

Helms-Burton Act, donated $156,000 to candidates.1059 Charter flight operators, travel 

agents, and courier services were some of the biggest anti-embargo donors, despite 

having a financial incentive to maintain the embargo.1060 John Cabanas, Vivian 

Mannerud, and Nilda Serret gave thousands of dollars and met with Clinton and Gore.1061 

Such communication may have affected Clinton’s decision to ease travel restrictions for 

exiles in 1995.1062 

 

Radio/TV Marti Investigation 

 Radio and TV Marti were some of the few outside sources of information in 

Cuba’s self-contained media sphere. CANF had spearheaded their creation, fought for 

their maintenance, and ensured that their people filled essential leadership positions at the 

station. They provided Cuban islanders with a different perspective, information on 

human rights issues, international news, and entertainment programs. Radio Marti was 

popular, but TV Marti rarely penetrated signal blockers. Lawmakers argued over the 

station management and cost-effectiveness, but attempts to cut funding entirely never 

succeeded despite several internal investigations. 

The Clinton administration inherited the Radio and TV Marti controversies from 

previous administrations and dealt with them throughout his two terms. The U.S. 
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Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy recommended ending Radio and TV Marti, 

Radio Free Europe, and Radio Liberty.1063 The U.S. Government spent $15.9 million on 

Radio Marti and $12.7 million on TV Marti in 1992.1064 They said that nobody watched 

TV Marti, so it did not merit $25 million a year, and the latter two had run their course 

with the end of the Soviet Union.1065 A government report showed that TV Marti’s had 

limited outreach, and the connection was unreliable.1066 (On the contrary, Radio Marti 

researchers found that 70% of Cubans on the island listened to the station.1067) They also 

recommended consolidating international broadcasting under the U.S. Information 

Agency.1068 The administration merged U.S. Information Agency operations to save 

costs, but Radio and TV Marti remained relatively independent.1069 Radio and TV Marti 

retained its board, including chair Jorge Mas Canosa, despite numerous complaints about 

CANF interference and bias.1070 Internal ideological fighting at Radio and TV Marti 

escalated in the aftermath.1071 Some claimed that Castro agents had infiltrated the 
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stations, and others argued that CANF exerted undue pressure on station leadership.1072 

Clinton delayed naming a new director for the Office of Cuban Broadcasting.1073 

 Cuban radio stations abounded in Miami.1074 They served both South Florida and 

Cuban national audiences. Radio Marti joined a new wave of shortwave radio stations 

directed toward Cuba.1075 Alpha 66, CANF, and Independent and Democratic Cuba 

started the stations The Voice of Alpha 66, The Voice of the Foundation, and The Voice 

of CID.1076 Alpha 66’s radio station urged militant attacks.1077 Cubans on the island 

looked to these stations for information not filtered through the Cuban government on 

dissidents, defection, news, entertainment, and more.1078 Radio Marti was the most 

popular.1079 

 Congress approved $21 million for Radio and TV Marti for 1994, but they 

conditioned a third of the funds on an independent advisory review panel assessing 

objectivity and viability or “purposes, policies, and practices of broadcasting to Cuba” 
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after Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart came to a compromise with a TV Marti 

opponent.1080 

The Office of Cuba Broadcasting went months without a new director.1081 Since 

1985, all but one of Radio Marti’s Presidential Advisory Board had had ties to CANF.1082 

The U.S. Information Agency created a new independent special advisory investigative 

panel on Radio and T.V. Marti.1083 

The Office of Cuba Broadcasting created Radio Esperanza at Guantanamo and 

distributed radios to the refugees to rebroadcast programs from Radio Marti.1084 The 

Director of Radio/TV Marti, Richard Lobo, left at the end of May 1995 after fifteen 

months in the position and federal scrutiny of the stations.1085 USIA approved Lobo’s 

unrealized plan to eliminate the analytical unit to cut costs, but analysts accused that the 

decision was politically motivated because they had complained about Mas Canosa’s 

overreach.1086 Rumors of the division between “masistas” and “contra-masistas” factions 

at Radio Marti percolated for years.1087 
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 A purported draft of the USIA investigation report accused Mas Canosa of taking 

advantage of Radio Marti for his interests at the expense of U.S. policy.1088 USIA head 

Joseph Duffey recommended that the USIA Inspector General (IG) resign and made a 

public statement that he would file an ethics complaint to the President’s Council on 

Integrity and Efficiency over how the USIA IG had investigated Radio Marti.1089 It 

turned out that the leaked draft was just the prosecutorial section of the incomplete 

report.1090 The Clinton administration considered replacing the Radio Marti advisory 

board, whose appointments were well past expiration.1091 The White House mull over 

replacing the advisory board members for Radio and TV Marti for at least eighteen 

months.1092 Mas Canosa had chaired the board since 1984, even though it was a three-

year position.1093 Except for the ones who had died or resigned, the other members had 

also overstayed their terms.1094 

 In 1995, Republican New Jersey Representative Christopher Smith proposed an 

amendment to eliminate the research analytics department at Radio Marti to save 
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$500,000, helped defeat a proposal to get rid of the $12 million per year TV Marti, and 

presented another amendment to increase the NED budget by $2 million.1095 Unnamed 

sources told the Herald that Mas Canosa was behind the amendment to eliminate the 

Radio Marti research department after two employees criticized Mas Canosa’s 

control.1096 

 Radio and Television Marti had been the subject of three recent federal 

investigations: the USIA inspector general, the General Accounting Office, and the 

President’s Council on Integrity and Efficiency; all probes were still open in late 

1995.1097 The debate proceeded regarding whether to move the broadcasting stations to 

Miami.1098 Like Mas Canosa and Senator Phil Gramm (R-TX), proponents argued that it 

would save money, draw on local expertise, and be closer to the intended audience.1099 

Like the chairman of the Broadcasting Board of Governors, opponents were worried that 

the stations would have less federal oversight and become more politicized.1100 

The USIA inspector general blocked releasing the full Radio Marti investigation 

report at first because of the political liability.1101 Despite the controversy surrounding 

Radio/TV Marti and concerns about moving it to Miami, Congress and the President 
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approved a budget bill in April 1996 that included an amendment to move Radio and TV 

Marti broadcasting from Washington to Miami.1102 It was a victory for Mas Canosa.1103 

Provisions may have also hindered further investigations by eliminating USIA inspector 

general position and giving the State Department oversight.1104 It also reorganized staff, 

potentially risking the jobs of the researchers who had criticized exile influence.1105 

Proponents believed it would save money and give greater access to expertise. Opponents 

said that the ostensibly impartial radio station would lose credibility, the move itself 

would cost money, and that Castro could frame it as an illegitimate extension of the exile 

community.1106 Many people did not even realize that the amendment had been a part of 

the budget that passed.1107 Director Rolando Bonachea went ahead with the move before 

they even had funds for relocation or office space; supporters suspected Bonachea wanted 

to have it done before the election while they still had more leverage.1108 The State 

Department inspector general exonerated the Office of Cuban Broadcasting management 

against political retaliation claims, but it began reviewing policies to ensure objectivity in 
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reporting.1109 Information about the USIA report on Radio and TV Marti became 

public.1110 Signed employee affidavits described Mas Canosa’s overt influence on the 

station, its programming, and its personnel.1111 False claims broadcasted about U.S. 

diplomatic mission staff caused problems for the Interests Section in Havana.1112 The 

House Appropriations Committee approved an amendment to transfer TV Marti’s 

funding to the Border Patrol.1113 

 Despite constant controversy and widespread federal budget cuts, Radio and TV 

Marti maintained its funding. CANF almost single-handedly and repeatedly saved it. 

Cuban-Americans viewed it as an essential service to aid their efforts and break through 

Cuban government censorship. The station gave Cuban-Americans another steady point 

of access to the U.S. Government’s Cuba policy-making apparatus and helped to steer the 

conversations between Washington, Miami, and Havana based on the reports they 

provided in their programs.  

 

Conclusion 

 The Clinton era was notable in three aspects related to Cuba policy: changes in 

the international system, domestic party and electoral politics, and the height of CANF 
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influence and its subsequent fall. The end of the Cold War and the bipolar international 

system brought new challenges and made Cuba less of a national security threat. The 

Soviet Union collapsed, and Cuba’s subsidies ended. Cuba could no longer rely on the 

Soviet threat as a bargaining chip with the United States, nor could its economy weather 

the impact of broken trade relations with the former Soviet bloc. Tens of thousands of 

desperate Cuban refugees escaped the island on boats and makeshift rafts. Cuba entered a 

Special Period of poverty, and many viewed the regime as vulnerable. People expected 

Cuba to democratize as most other countries had done and that it was the inevitable “end 

of history.” As the new hegemon in the international system, the United States promoted 

a distinctly Neoliberal foreign policy agenda that prioritized democracy promotion, 

individual rights, and free-market capitalism. As such, promoting democracy and 

capitalism in Cuba aligned with the goals of Cuban-Americans even if the hardline 

strategies did not align with Neoliberal preferences for diplomacy, multilateralism, and 

free trade. Numerous organizations prepared for Fidel’s downfall and sought to hasten it. 

In Clinton’s first term, with the prospect of reelection on the horizon, he pandered 

to the Cuban-American community more than in his second term, even though he still 

made some unpopular decisions regarding limiting migration and hesitated on hardline 

legislation. When Republicans took over Congress in 1994, they increased the pressure 

on Clinton to perform for the Cuban-American community. Clinton disappointed hardline 

Cuban-Americans several times, such as with the migration accords, the wet foot-dry foot 

policy, the Helms-Burton Title III waiver, and some limited openings to Cuba. 

The Clinton administration arguably highlighted the zenith of CANF’s political 

influence because it showed its ability to pass legislation even during a Democratic 
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presidency despite having a closer relationship with Republicans. The fact that Cuba was 

no longer the high-level national security threat to the United States that it had been 

during the Cold War resulted in the executive branch delegating more decision-making. 

Cuban-Americans had many political victories during the 1990s, and CANF contributed 

greatly. They support three Cuban-American Congress members’ elections, nudged 

Clinton to support the Cuban Democracy Act during the 1992 election, advocated for 

Cuban refugees, and passed the Helms-Burton Act. Cuban-American politicians earned 

more prestige nationally and began to dominate local Miami politics. Thus, the Cuban 

lobby’s political savvy and a confluence of amenable local, national, and international 

factors enabled them to exert considerable influence despite the era’s new challenges. 
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CHAPTER 5: BILL CLINTON'S SECOND TERM 

Introduction 

 President Bill Clinton's second term heralded the beginning of a significant shift 

in Cuban-American politics. Having won a second term in office, reelection no longer 

influenced his decision-making as much. Jorge Mas Canosa's untimely death, momentum 

in the anti-embargo movement, and the international controversy over the child refugee 

Elian Gonzalez weakened CANF's influence in Washington and Miami and brought it 

closer to a reckoning. Neoliberalism still dominated the international system, but Cuba 

had weathered the height of the post-Soviet wave of democratization. Meanwhile, Cuba 

stabilized, and its economy began to recover as the Cuban government courted U.S. 

businesses and global foreign direct investment and found an ally after Venezuela's new 

president, Hugo Chavez, took office in 1999. 

 

Violent Pushback 

 Cuban exile militants' vigilante violence had largely died out in favor of domestic 

U.S. political lobbying to achieve goals, but violent attacks saw a resurgence in the late 

1990s after the Brothers to the Rescue shootdown. The investigations into the 

paramilitary activity alleged that some prominent Cuban-Americans, including CANF 

leadership, may have provided financial and other support to the culprits. In other words, 

they may not have given up on other strategies when they chose to invest more of their 

time and energy into domestic politics, even as the prospect of insurgency lost popularity. 

It also revealed the lingering sympathy for anti-Castro violence in the community. 
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 Bombs exploded in two Havana hotels on July 12, 1997.1114 The Capri and 

Nacional hotels were the targets.1115 The Melia Cohiba, Chateau-Miramar, and Triton 

Hotels, and the Bodeguita del Medio restaurant were also bombed or targeted that 

summer.1116 Analysts suspected that the culprits aimed to harm Cuba’s tourism sector.1117 

CANF unconditionally endorsed “any denunciation, confrontation or act of internal 

rebellion aimed at toppling Fidel;” they preferred peaceful means but did not consider the 

violent actions to be terrorism.1118 Cuban authorities accused Salvadoran and Guatemalan 

mercenaries, who they said had ties to CANF, of discharging six of the dozen bombings 

or attempted bombings in Havana over the previous five months that killed an Italian 

tourist and injured eleven others.1119 They alleged that the Miami exiles engaged in 
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terrorism and drug trafficking.1120 Violent attacks had mostly subsided since the 1980s, 

but perpetrators resurfaced in the 1990s with renewed hope that the attacks could be 

enough to trigger regime change given Cuba’s circumstances.1121  

 The Miami Herald investigated the bombings.1122 They uncovered that the 

Salvadorans tasked with assassinating Castro had links to Luis Posada Carriles, known 

for his alleged roles in bombing a Cuban airplane in 1976 and the Iran-Contra scandal.1123 

Sources told The Miami Herald that Posada Carriles had raised $15,000 from mostly 

wealthy Miami exiles to fund the operation as individual donors.1124 

 The Miami Herald investigated Luis Posada Carriles and uncovered an ongoing 

trail of alleged paramilitary operations against the Castro regime.1125 Most infamously, 

Carriles was accused of bombing a Cuban jetliner in 1976 and part of the Iran-Contra 

scandal.1126 He was purportedly the mastermind behind the numerous bombings in 

Havana in 1997 and had attempted to smuggle explosives through travelers from 
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Guatemala to Cuba.1127 Rumors claimed that his connections to conservative Central 

American military, Cuban exiles (many of whom viewed him as a freedom fighter and 

provided funding), and the CIA helped him evade consequences and remain in hiding.1128 

Law enforcement had long kept an eye on the exile community to prevent violent attacks 

but rarely prosecuted them because the officials wanted to maintain informants.1129 One 

challenge to prosecutions in South Florida of Cuban exiles was sympathetic juries, but 

the judgments regarding how to proceed are often made at higher levels.1130 

CANF denied The New York Times’ assertions that Posada Carriles had obtained 

money from its members.1131 CANF held a press conference at which it played videos of 

Posada Carriles denying the allegations.1132 In an interview with reporter Maria Elvira 

Salazar, Posada said he had lied to The New York Times reporters when he previously 

claimed CANF members had provided him funding for attacks.1133 Representative 
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Charles Rangel demanded investigations of CANF, and the State Department looked into 

the allegations for possible violations of neutrality laws.1134 In mid-August 1998, the 

United States urged Central American governments to more actively squash Cuban exile 

paramilitary activities and investigate Posada.1135 In October 1998, Cuba released a report 

accusing CANF, Posada, and accomplices of being behind the bombings.1136  

That fall, law enforcement officers seized a boat that had belonged to CANF 

director Juan Antonio Llama off the coast of Puerto Rico; Llama said he had sold it.1137 

The FBI and courts investigated various individuals with connections to the incident and 

CANF.1138 The boat contained military weapons and equipment in the illegal possession 

of four Cuban exiles—Angel Manuel Alfonso, Angel Hernandez Rojo, Francisco 

Secundino Cordova, and Juan Bautista Marquez—to assassinate Fidel Castro at the 
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upcoming November 1997 Ibero-American Summit in Venezuela.1139 CANF executive 

committee officer Jose Antonio Llama owned the yacht on which the culprits stored 

weaponry and planned their raid.1140 CANF president Pepe Hernandez owned one of the 

rifles on the boat, according to sales records.1141 

 The investigations into the Puerto Rican boat wreck and Castro assassination 

attempt lasted months. In August 1998, a federal grand jury indicted Jose Antonio Llama, 

the four onboard, Jose Rodriguez Sosa, and Alfredo Otero for conspiracy to murder 

Castro and related charges under the federal criminal code Section 1116.1142 It did not 

broach the question of the Neutrality Act.1143 CANF maintained Llama's innocence and 

their commitment to nonviolence.1144 All seven pleaded not guilty.1145 Their lawyer, 

Ricardo Pesquera, said that the charges were "the greatest hypocrisy of the United States 
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government…. One of the things that we're going to be arguing is that since 1959 the 

government of the United States itself has condoned, instigated, and financed numerous 

assassination attempts against Fidel Castro and other leaders."1146 Federal officials 

debated where the trial should occur—in Puerto Rico or Miami, but they ultimately 

determined not to have it in Miami.1147 Junta Patriotica Cubana raised money for a legal 

defense fund for the defendants.1148 

 The trials for Jose Antonio Llama, Angel Alfonso, Angel Hernandez, Juan 

Marquez, Francisco Cordova, Jose Rodriguez-Sosa, and Alfredo Otero—those accused of 

trying to assassinate Castro—began in November 1999.1149 Six claimed that they were 

only planning to protest Castro in Venezuela, not kill him.1150 The judge cleared Alfredo 
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Otero for lack of evidence.1151 The federal jury acquitted five others and said it was a 

message of solidarity to the Cuban people.1152 

 Violent plots may have experienced a resurgence during the period, or they may 

have just become more public. Either way, it appeared that some of the older participants 

in paramilitary operations had not given up as long as they were still capable of action. It 

also showed community sympathy that affected these and other judicial rulings. 

 

Jorge Mas Canosa's Death 

 Jorge Mas Canosa said of himself in 1992, "`I am a misunderstood man. I have 

never assimilated. I never intended to. I am a Cuban first. I live here only as an extension 

of Cuba."1153 Even though his personality and methods could be controversial, Cuban-

Americans appreciated how he dedicated his life to "la causa" and made a tangible 

difference in many refugees' lives. His charisma and political acuity were principally 

responsible for CANF's growth and success since he cofounded it in 1981. The 

Foundation had become almost synonymous with his name, so people wondered how it 

could fare without him. 

 Mas Canosa passed away on November 23, 1997, due to lung cancer, respiratory 

failure, and congestive heart failure.1154 The family had kept his condition a secret for 
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months, not to give Castro the satisfaction of knowing.1155 His last words to Pepe 

Hernandez were, "I, like St. Paul, feel I have worked hard and have kept the faith. Now it 

is up to you, up to you to keep the faith."1156 Everyone who had worked with him on 

Cuba, both friends and adversaries, offered words of recognition and respect: his family, 

Xavier Suarez, Maurice Ferre, President Bill Clinton, Wayne Smith, Eloy Gutierrez 

Menoyo, Lawton Chiles, Alex Penelas, Lula Rodriguez, George Know, David Lawrence 

Jr., Senator Bob Graham, Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart, Frank Calzon, Silvia 

Iriondo, Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Aleman, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, radio hosts 

Auxiliary Bishop Agustin Roman, Herald writers, Rep. Torricelli.1157 "I have no doubt in 

my mind that he's up there right now, lobbying God himself for the freedom of Cuba,'" 

quipped his younger brother Raul Mas Canosa in the eulogy he delivered.1158 Even 

though he was absent, CANF celebrated his life at their annual gala the night before his 

passing.1159 Thousands attended his funeral and shouted, "Viva Cuba Libre! Viva Mas 
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Canosa!" and Mas Canosa's catchphrase "Adelante! Adelante! Adelante!" during the 

funeral procession.1160 Celebrities and renowned politicians attended as well as 

community members.1161 His family buried him alongside other Cuban exiles at 

Woodlawn Park Cemetery in Little Havana, but they planned to move his remains to 

Cuba when it democratized.1162 Jorge Jr. promised his dad that he would finish his 

work.1163  

 Immediately after Mas Canosa's death, people began questioning what would 

become of CANF without Mas Canosa.1164 There was a question of how stable and 

powerful the Foundation was without Mas Canosa's popularity and charisma.1165 CANF 

had a reputation as a South Florida "shadow government."1166 CANF had helped to turn 

"la causa" into an international campaign.1167 Dr. Alberto Hernandez took over as 
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chairman of CANF.1168 The board named Jorge Mas Santos the vice-chairman the 

following summer.1169 Jorge Mas Santos became the new chairman of CANF, and Clara 

Maria del Valle became the first female vice chairwoman of the organization in July 

1999.1170 Pepe Hernandez remained president.1171 

 Jorge Mas Canosa had also been the chairman of the Presidential Advisory Board 

on Cuban Broadcasting since the creation of Radio Marti, despite term limits. Radio 

Marti was the main outside news source for Cuban islanders, despite all the controversy 

and leadership turnover throughout the years. What would Mas Canosa's death mean for 

the future of the information service? 

Herminio San Roman became the new director of Radio/TV Marti in March 

1997.1172 He reviewed the budget, attracted new talent, and created original programming 

about democratic transitions in Eastern Europe, the Cuban military, and press 

freedom.1173  San Roman early on developed an uncooperative relationship with the 

Presidential Advisory Board on Cuban Broadcasting.1174 He refused to grant requests for 
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information and challenged oversight, but the USIA supported him.1175 He hired the 

fathers of two members of Congress, Rafael Diaz-Balart and Enrique Ros.1176 Newer 

personnel clashed with older personnel.1177 Jose "Pepe" Collado took over Mas Canosa's 

job as the chairman of the Advisory Board for Cuban Broadcasting.1178 He was a 

Democrat, but he supported the embargo and had good relations throughout the Cuban 

community, including the legislators.1179 Thus far, it did not appear that the station would 

significantly change in the absence of one of its most prominent champions. 

 Ultimately, Jorge Mas Canosa was a strongman leader of the hardline, anti-Castro 

Cuban exile community. His wealth, ruthless ambition, and political connections, in 

addition to his contacts in the Miami Cuban community, enabled him to successfully 

advocate for a punitive foreign policy against the Castro-led Cuban government. He 

helped open doors for Cuban-American politicians, and entrenched politicians on both 

sides of the aisle opened doors for him. 

 

Debating Strategies and Assistance 

Disagreements about aid to Cuba caused the first notable division within the 

Cuban-American community and the CANF ranks after Mas Canosa's demise. Should 
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there be any? Would it violate the embargo? Who deserved it? Could it provide 

substantial support to dissidents or fledgling free enterprise? How could they ensure aid 

would reach the recipients and not enrich the government? Various policymakers and 

interested parties provided different answers. Some defined it very narrowly, and some 

used a more expansive understanding of how best to provide aid to Cubans. 

After the Pope denounced the U.S. embargo during his January 1997 visit to 

Cuba, U.S. proposals for Cuba prioritized humanitarian aid and dissident support. In 

response to the popular Torres-Dodd bill, CANF helped Senator Helms and his Latin 

America advisor, Roger Noriega, prepare a bill to provide federal food aid to Cuba 

through the Red Cross, provided they could ensure the Cuban government would not 

skim from it.1180 It came to be known as the "Food for Peace" program, PL-480, or the 

Cuban Assistant and Relief Act of 1998.1181 The plan aimed to remove Castro's ability to 

blame the United States, help the Cuban people, allow them to set the terms, improve the 

image of the United States, build on the human rights movement's momentum after the 

Pope's visit, and help better endear CANF to the administration.1182 It would also force 
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Castro to reject it out of pride or accept it and bolster the civil society groups promoting 

humanitarian aid.1183 

CANF struggled to find the leverage and broad support that it had had with Mas 

Canosa.1184 The issue created doubts about CANF's role in the exile community and 

policy-formation in Washington.1185 The humanitarian aid bill was the first notable policy 

that CANF promoted after the death of Mas Canosa, but it became the first major split 

between CANF and other leaders of the Cuban-American community, namely legislators 

and other exile organizations, after the death of Mas Canosa, and CANF struggled to 

broker a consensus in the fashion at which Mas Canosa was so adept. 

 On March 20, 1998, Clinton eased travel restrictions for Cuban-Americans to visit 

the island once a year 'on an emergency basis,' permitted maximum family remittances of 

$300 every three months, reduced the red tape for medicine and medical equipment sales, 

allowed direct charter flights between the United States and Cuba to resume, and work in 

a bipartisan manner with Congress to provide food aid.1186 They sought to reduce tension 

with Cuba, help the people, strengthen the Church, support internal opposition and civil 

society in Cuba, provide independent information to the people, cooperate with and 

signal to European countries to continue to act to promote human rights in Cuba and 
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reduce Cubans' dependence on the state, all without strengthening Castro.1187 The first 

direct relief flight in June 1998 carried medical supplies from Catholic Charities, which 

provided millions of dollars' worth of aid that year; the Catholic organization Caritas 

would oversee distribution.1188 

Seventy exile and dissident groups created and signed An Accord for Democracy 

in Cuba, a transition plan, at an FIU meeting; CANF and Cuban Unity were not 

present.1189 Separately, former University of Havana professor Dr. Enrique Patterson 

offered a plan—"The Patterson Formula," as people called it—that would allow U.S. 

companies to invest in Cuba if the government did not profit from the investments and if 

the government agreed to abide by International Labor Organization conventions.1190 

These standards permit free expression and association and prohibit slave labor.1191 

Critics of the Castro regime argue that the government exploited labor by not permitting 

direct hiring of Cuban workers but instead renting out the workers and withholding most 

of their earnings.1192 He hoped that it could be an initial step to break the stalemate 

between the two countries and promote human rights.1193 
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Representatives Diaz-Balart, Ros-Lehtinen, and Menendez advocated for a bill 

that would see the United States supply more support to dissidents in Cuba in response to 

recent setbacks and as authorized by the Helms-Burton Act.1194 Helms introduced his aid 

bill on May 13, 1998.1195 The bill would provide up to 25 million dollars of food and 

medical aid per year for four years to "victims of political repression in Cuba" through 

approved independent organizations like the Catholic Church's Caritas relief agency.1196 

It also stipulated that the U.S. Attorney General would indict Castro over the Brothers to 

the Rescue shootdown, Radio and TV Marti would broadcast from the Guantanamo naval 

base, and the administration would provide reports twice a year on labor and crime in 

Cuba.1197 Both Florida senators co-sponsored the bill.1198  

While many coalitions were working to reverse the embargo, exiles and others 

like Richard Nuccio maintained that Fidel Castro himself was the biggest hurdle in 

ending the embargo and not just because he refused to democratize.1199 Nuccio explained: 

The principal obstacle to improved U.S. policies toward Cuba is not the Cuban-

American lobby or its supporters in Congress, but Castro himself. If you think, 

like I do, that the Cuban government actually prefers that the embargo stay in 

place, at least under certain conditions, then it may be that the Cuban government 

will do something that will have the consequence of polarizing the issue in the 

United States. There is no offer we can make that they can't refuse.1200 
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Otto Reich insisted the embargo was working and cited Cuba's lobbying for its removal 

after the end of Soviet subsidies as evidence.1201 Some signs of resistance to the embargo 

in the United States included: Kissinger and others recommending a bipartisan review 

commission, the Council on Foreign Relations creating a task force assessment report on 

the embargo, the Torres-Dodd bill, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce organized Americans 

for Humanitarian Trade With Cuba to organize like-minded business leaders, anti-

embargo editorials in major newspapers, 650 corporations creating USA Engage to lobby 

against economic sanctions, the Pope's public criticism in his visit to Cuba, and countries 

in the Americas and Europe calling for engagement and ending the embargo.1202 An FIU 

poll in 1997 said that 72% of Miami Cubans still supported the sanctions, but a CNN poll 

showed that only 48% of all Americans supported the embargo, and 45% opposed it.1203 

Supporters argued that the sanctions provided leverage in negotiations and that other 

nations' engagement has failed to produce democratic results.1204 

 Clinton announced further easing in January 1999, which allowed more people in 

the United States the opportunity to send remittances, some food and agricultural sales to 

businesses and organizations not associated with the regime, exhibition baseball games 

between the Baltimore Orioles and the Cuban national team in Baltimore and Havana, 

increased charter flights, direct mail service, and expanding the reach Radio Marti's 
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broadcasts.1205 He declined the bipartisan commission's idea, because there was little that 

it could do within the bounds of the law, and it could hurt Al Gore's 2000 presidential 

run.1206 Government officials determined that the sales would not violate the Helms-

Burton Act.1207 The decision resulted from government factions in favor of a bipartisan 

commission, with Dodd at the lead, and against it, led by Menendez and Graham.1208 

Nonetheless, the policies seemed popular with the community, especially those who 

came in 1994; the number of direct flight travelers to Cuba increased by nearly 50% that 

year, and 92% were visiting relatives.1209 Additionally, the U.S. Treasury authorized 

Western Union to provide wire transfers for any remittances to Cuba, not just the 

emergency funds from exiles it had been handling since 1994.1210 

 The majority of the Cuban-American community now seemed to agree that it was 

appropriate to provide limited aid to the island rather than relying on U.S.-based exile 

organizations to help the Cuban cause. Demographic changes contributed to the changing 

attitudes, but the degree of connection to the island affected opinions on how expansive 

and generous the regulations for providing aid should be. More recent immigrants wanted 
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to maintain their personal connections to loved ones in Cuba, while older exiles had few 

remaining connections. Still, others believed that greater exposure to democracy, human 

rights norms, and free markets would hasten change in Cuba. 

 

Cuban Spies 

 Cuban espionage had threatened U.S. security since the Cold War and sown 

distrust within the Cuban exile community. Cuban intelligence services particularly 

targeted the exile community in order to learn about plots against the Cuban regime, 

create confusion and discord, and harm exiles' reputations. Despite a changing 

international environment, intelligence threats contributed to maintaining Cold War 

mentalities between the United States and Cuba. The U.S. Government had tracked 

Cuban spies for decades but had rarely arrested them. However, the role of spies in the 

Brothers to the Rescue episode led to a considerable crackdown. 

 The FBI arrested the first ten of several suspected Cuban spies in September 

1998.1211 U.S. law enforcement had long monitored potential spies and estimated 200 to 

300 Cuban spies in South Florida.1212 A congressional staffer described Cuba as the 

number two adversary intelligence network behind the Russians and said it shared 

intelligence with Russia, China, North Korea, and Middle Eastern countries.1213 The 
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government seldom arrested any, likely to prevent Cuba from replacing the expelled or 

imprisoned spies with unknown entities.1214 Furthermore, U.S. and Cuban intelligence 

collaborated infrequently. The release of a Cuban report about the 1997 bombings 

divulged how U.S. intelligence worked with Cuban intelligence in a limited capacity on 

counterterrorism since about 1991.1215 The Cuban regime used spies to infiltrate exile 

groups to create contention among themselves and with Washington, manipulate media 

coverage, frame exiles by provoking and embarrassing them, discredit exile leaders, 

investigate opposition attacks, stop attacks, and distract from Castro's failures.1216 Castro 

accused the United States of tolerating sabotage and insurrection against Cuba as 

justification for the spy rings.1217 Cuban intelligence tasked the "Wasp Network" spies 

with infiltrating exile organizations and military installations in Florida; they applied to 

work at U.S. Southern Command, MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, and the U.S. Naval 

Air Station in Boca Chica.1218 Each spy targeted different groups: the FBI, Brothers to the 
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Rescue, the Democracy Movement, PUND, the National Cuban Commission, and the 

Cuban American Pilots Organization.1219 Officers arrested six more by April 1999.1220 

The core five were Gerardo Hernandez Nordelo (who went by the alias "Manuel 

Viramontes"), Ramon Labanino Salazar ("Luis Medina III"), Fernando Gonzalez 

Sehweret, Fernando Gonzalez Llort ("Ruben Campa"), and Antonio Guerrero Rodriguez, 

Jr.1221 U.S. authorities also investigated Alejandro Alonso, Alberto Manuel Ruiz, Nilo 

Hernandez Mederos, Linda Hernandez, Joseph Santos, Amarylis Silverio Santos, Ricardo 

Villareal, Remijo Luna, and Juan Pablo Roque.1222 The Santoses and three others pled 
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guilty to not registering as foreign agents.1223 A 1999 U.S. federal grand jury indictment 

named Cuba's chief of the Directorate of Intelligence as the mastermind behind the 

Brothers to the Rescue shootdown, a mission the Wasp Network of spies in South Florida 

called "Operation Scorpion."1224 The indictment charged Gerardo Hernandez and thirteen 

others with conspiracy to commit murder but not their supervisors, the intelligence chief, 

or Castro.1225 Jury selection for the Cuban Five spy case began in late November 

2000.1226 Five others in their spy network had already pleaded guilty to failing to register 

as foreign agents and were serving their prison terms.1227 The remaining five were on trial 

for conspiracy to commit murder, among other charges.1228 Declassified documents 

became available to the jury.1229 
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 U.S. governmental responses to the arrests varied. U.S. government officials 

denied any rumors saying that there was any political motive or that they were trying to 

make up for indicting Castro's attempted assassins; they had been working on the case 

since 1995.1230 State Department spokesman James P. Rubin stated: "We condemn in the 

strongest possible terms the Cuban government's attempts to exploit the very openness of 

our society, while continuing to deny the Cuban people fundamental freedoms and 

human rights."1231 Since summer 1998, Representative Ros-Lehtinen had worked with 

intelligence agencies and the State Department to investigate Cuban officials' travel.1232 

CANF requested that Senator Bob Graham hold investigations and hearings in the 

intelligence committee on espionage.1233  The House Judiciary Committee held a hearing 

about the Brothers to the Rescue shootdown in July 1999, and many Cuban-Americans 

testified.1234 Radar operator Jeffrey Houlihan, former Castro bodyguard Lazaro 

Betancourt Morin, Jorge Mas, Jose Basulto, Arnaldo Iglesias, and Sylvia Iriondo 

participated; defector Adel Regalado submitted a written statement.1235 
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The arrests validated the Cold War framework on which many community leaders 

operated.1236 The arrests led to more credible investigations, but they also increased 

suspicion and accusations in South Florida.1237 The Cuban-American community 

searched for other ways to hold Castro accountable. After Pinochet was arrested for 

genocide in London, CANF sought to inspire international action to indict Castro, either 

by having the U.S. Government seek justice for the Brothers to the Rescue pilots or have 

a foreign government take up the cause (like the Pinochet case).1238 The Foundation for 

Human Rights in Cuba filed a Spanish suit against Castro and three of his officials.1239 

They provided the names of 18,000 people who the regime had killed or disappeared 

since 1959.1240 Representative Diaz-Balart requested that the Washington state Attorney 

General arrest Castro at the WTO conference in Seattle in December 1999 for his role in 

the Brothers to the Rescue shoot down.1241 

The mutual intelligence threat persisted and contributed to the acrimonious 

relationship between the United States and Cuba. The two governments simply did not 

trust each other, and their complicated diplomatic ventures did little to alleviate that 

 
1236 Tamayo. "Arrest of Spy Suspects May Be Switch in Tactics."; Rosenberg and Lyons. "U.S. Cracks 

Alleged Cuban Ring, Arrests 10." 

1237 Santiago. "Rush of Spy-Watching Follows FBI Arrests in South Florida." 

1238 Kidwell, David. "Exile Group Seeking Castro's Arrest." The Miami Herald, October 27, 1998: B2.  

1239 Ciaran Giles. "Cuban Exile Group Sues Castro In Spain." The Miami Herald, November 6, 1998: 6A.; 

"Arrest Castro, Too." The Miami Herald, November 10, 1998: A18. 

1240 Giles. "Cuban Exile Group Sues Castro In Spain." 

1241 De Valle. "Miamians: Seize Castro In Seattle." 



 

 236 

suspicion. Espionage lengthened the shadow of the Cold War and damaged the 

relationships between Miami, Washington, and Havana. 

 

Elian Gonzalez 

 Clinton's wet foot, dry foot policy exacerbated acrimony between the President 

and Cuban-Americans. Although Cubans had the comparative immigrant privilege of 

rarely being deported after they reached the United States due to the laws and regulations 

in place, the fact that the U.S. Coast Guard repatriated Cubans interdicted at sea and just 

offshore seemed unjust after the refugees had sacrificed so much to escape. Many exiles 

could not tolerate the idea of returning their compatriots after the traumatic experiences 

they had endured. A lone child survivor found offshore after his mother and fellow 

travelers had died at sea became the poster child for the tension between Cuban-

Americans, the U.S. Government, and American public opinion. 

 Hundreds of outraged South Florida exiles, along with many prominent 

politicians, protested as images emerged of the U.S. Coast Guard blocking refugees from 

reaching shore with firehoses and pepper spray, then allegedly mistreated the refugees 

while in custody.1242 Exiles contacted all their Washington contacts.1243 Washington 
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officials let the six refugees from the incident into the United States or released them 

from detention due to an investigation into the excessive use of force and the possible 

human smuggler involvement.1244 A U.S. Border Patrol agent said that they estimated 60-

80% of Cuban rafters that the Coast Guard interdicted received help from human 

smugglers.1245 The ACLU, the Florida Immigrant Advocacy Center (FIAC), CANF, and 

Congressional friends fought for a review of the 1994 immigration accord that resulted in 

the "wet foot, dry foot" policy at the heart of the matter.1246 Two weeks later, a female 

rafter drowned when a Coast Guard boat ran into a vessel filled with twelve rafters.1247 

The House Committee on Government Reform and Oversight began an 

investigation into the Coast Guard refugee incident separate from the FBI and Coast 

Guard inquiries on the same matter.1248 The Coast Guard determined that the crew 

involved had acted inappropriately but had obeyed guidelines and that media took the 

circulated images out of context.1249 The Coast Guard did not discipline the officers but 
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did update their procedures for handling refugees.1250 It was a prelude for another refugee 

controversy that would soon monopolize the airwaves. 

On the morning of Thursday, November 25, 1999, fishermen found 5-year-old 

refugee Elian Gonzalez alone and clinging to an inner tube offshore near Fort 

Lauderdale.1251 He and his mother, Elizabet Gonzalez, departed Cardenas, Cuba, in a 

small boat days earlier, but she and most of their group drowned during the journey.1252 

Elizabet's ex-husband, Juan Miguel Gonzalez, still lived in Cuba and wanted his son to 

return.1253 Elian's relatives in Miami insisted that he deserved to remain in the United 

States.1254 After all, his mother had sacrificed her life so that he could be free.1255 A 

diplomatic, legal, and cultural battle ensued for months.1256 Politicians, consultants, radio 

hosts, exiles organizations, and other community leaders rallied support for Elian and his 
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Miami relatives.1257 Cubans on the island demonstrated for the boy's return and called the 

exiles the "Miami Mafia."1258 Elian became symbolic of the fight between U.S. exiles and 

Castro.1259 The controversy jeopardized migration talks; Castro alleged that the United 

States was not abiding by the accords and that the incident amounted to "kidnapping."1260 

Moreover, the incident created tensions between the Miami Cuban community and 

Miami's non-Cuban communities, which sympathized with the father.1261 Indeed, most 

Americans believed that Elian should return to his father.1262 Attorney General Janet 

Reno, a native of Miami, hoped to resolve the case as quickly as possible.1263 
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INS determined that parental rights legally take precedence.1264 Exiles responded 

with protests and viewed it as the administration succumbing to Castro's pressure.1265 

They did not want Elian to become propaganda for the regime.1266 Mayor Alex Penelas, a 

recently-emerged local leader among Cuban Democrats, warned Al Gore that Elian could 

affect his presidential campaign, and Representative Menendez personally lobbied for 

Gore's support.1267 The battle ensued in courts and Congress for months. 

Elian's father traveled to Washington, D.C., to meet up with his son.1268 Members 

of Congress, Miami mayors, CANF, relatives, and administration members tried to set up 

meetings between the family members.1269 The planned meeting fell apart when the 
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extended family would not agree to hand over Elian.1270 Reno flew to Miami to meet with 

the uncompromising extended family, then gave them a federal order with instructions to 

return the boy, which they refused to do.1271 Reno had few options left. Feeling pressured 

to resolve the issue, Reno decided to enforce the mandate to return Elian, even though 

she said she would not have federal marshals collect the boy.1272 

On April 22, 2000, just after five in the morning, while lawyers were at the house 

on the phone trying to mediate between the family and government, a SWAT team of 

about 30 federal INS agents and U.S. marshals burst into the place where Elian was 

staying, pointing submachine guns at everyone present, and took the boy by force.1273 

 
1270 Ana Acle, Marika Lynch, and Andres Viglucci. "D.C. Reunion In Doubt Relatives Say Elian Refuses to 

Leave Miami Meeting with Father Today Still A Possibility."; Davies. "Miami And Dade Mayors Meet 

with Reno In D.C. Visitors Urge a Gonzalez Family Meeting."; Davies. "Family Refusal to Give Up Boy 

Ended D.C. Deal."; Viglucci. "Reno Wants Elian Today Great-Uncle Challenges U.S. To Take Boy `By 

Force.'"; "Attorney: Dad Was Ready to Go to Miami."; Chardy. "CANF Leapt into Struggle Over Elian." 

1271 Viglucci. "Reno Wants Elian Today Great-Uncle Challenges U.S. To Take Boy `By Force.'"; Chardy, 

Alfonso. "Exiles Wary of Federal Raid." The Miami Herald, April 14, 2000: A23.; Acle, Ana. "Family 

Defies Order in A Show of Solidarity, VIPs Flock to Visit Boy." The Miami Herald, April 14, 2000: A1.; 

Garcia, Manny. "Lazaro Vs. U.S. Defiant, Elian's Great-Uncle Isn't Yielding and Bluntly Declares: `The 

Child Stays Here.'." The Miami Herald, April 16, 2000: A1. 

1272 Viglucci. "Reno Wants Elian Today Great-Uncle Challenges U.S. To Take Boy `By Force.'"; Viglucci, 

Andres. "Elian Must Stay in U.S. Boy, Father Can Be Reunited While Asylum Case Is Heard."; Balmaseda, 

Liz. "Feds Declined to Exhaust All Options." The Miami Herald, April 23, 2000: B1.; "Seized Raid Returns 

Elian To Father How It Happened Lightning Move Took Agents Just 154 Seconds." The Miami Herald, 

April 23, 2000: A1.; "Missed Signals Helped Doom Deal." The Miami Herald, April 30, 2000: A1. 

1273 Balmaseda. "Feds Declined to Exhaust All Options."; "Seized Raid Returns Elian To Father How It 

Happened Lightning Move Took Agents Just 154 Seconds."; Kidwell, David. "U.S.: At Least One Gun Had 

Been Seen at House." The Miami Herald, April 24, 2000: A1.; Kidwell, David. "Security Denies Gun Was 

at Gonzalezes'." The Miami Herald, April 25, 2000: 3B.; "Attorney: Dad Was Ready to Go to Miami."; 

Viglucci, Andres. "Agents Assumed `Orchestrated Resistance'." The Miami Herald, April 28, 2000: A12.; 

"Missed Signals Helped Doom Deal."; Chardy. "CANF Leapt into Struggle Over Elian."; Viglucci, Andres. 

"Makeshift Force Disputes INS' Cause for Concern." The Miami Herald, May 22, 2000: B1. 



 

 242 

Protests continued throughout the day.1274 Federal officials immediately flew Elian to 

Washington, D.C., to reunite with his father.1275 Cuban islanders welcomed them back. 

 The debacle hurt the reputation of Cuban-Americans and heightened tension in 

the city.1276 Sociologist Ruben Rumbaut called it "a defining moment in the Cuban exile 

experience."1277 Lisandro Perez said it had united the Miami Cuban community but also 

had united opposition from Washington, Havana, and public opinion.1278 Cuban-

Americans felt that the news media had been inaccurate and unfair to them in their 

coverage.1279 The Miami Cuban enclave usually insulated the community from the same 
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degree of discrimination that other U.S. Latinos faced.1280 Some younger generations 

became more active in Cuban issues in the aftermath; Mauricio Claver-Carone was 

among them.1281 Businessman Carlos Saladrigas viewed the Elian saga as a lesson: 

"When all is said and done, Elian will have done more good than bad for the 

community," said Carlos Saladrigas, a prominent Cuban-American executive. "A major 

lesson is that the leadership of the community cannot wait until things get out of hand 

until we begin to act. We don't need to love each other; we just need to learn to live 

together and to work together."1282 

 Joe Garcia, a second-generation Cuban-American who had had a close 

relationship with Jorge Mas Canosa and his son Juan Carlos, resigned from his Florida 

Public Service Commission chairmanship and became the new executive director of 

CANF in May 2000.1283 He considered the Elian case a triumph of sorts, because it put 

the Cuban cause back into the spotlight and got people talking.1284 He tried to shake up 

the leadership after the Elian Gonzalez debacle and pro-actively and aggressively pursue 
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Cuban-American causes.1285 He wanted to protect Cuban-Americans and return to the 

AIPAC model of special interest promotion.1286 New shake-ups included a plan to move 

the Miami headquarters to the Freedom Tower, hiring more staff in Washington, 

encouraging greater membership and membership activities, and greater media 

outreach.1287 In 1999, CANF had changed its tax status from 501c3 to 501c4 to focus on 

lobbying more overtly.1288 CANF hired former State Department Coordinator for Cuban 

Affairs Ambassador Dennis Hays to help with their pro-embargo campaigning and 

improve exiles' reputations.1289 They had 50,000 members at the time and hoped to attract 

ten-to-twenty thousand more.1290 So, they launched a commercial campaign in major 

cities with significant Cuban populations to attract more CANF membership and 

encourage Cuban-Americans to vote in 2000.1291 They purchased a bigger office space 
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near Dupont Circle for their Washington, D.C., headquarters, which they lovingly 

referred to as their "Free Cuba Embassy," and planned to double the budget from half a 

million to a million dollars.1292  

 

Embargo Challengers 

 Embargo resistance pushed back after Clinton ratified the Helms-Burton Act and 

gained momentum in his second term. The question of giving aid was one aspect of it. 

Another was preserving Cuban-American family relationships. However, U.S. businesses 

and leaders also saw Cuba as an opportunity to expand markets and open Cuban society 

through markets. Various coalitions formed based on these interests with the common 

goal of loosening or ending the embargo. 

Embargo opponents outspent embargo proponents in 2000, and agriculture was a 

major sector in the effort to lift restrictions on food sales.1293 Public opinion had shifted 

significantly with increased travel and a weakened CANF.1294 Republicans were 

listening; Senator John Ashcroft and Representative George Nethercutt promoted a bill 
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for lifting food sales restrictions that even Senator Helms supported.1295 Congress passed 

the "Ashcroft Amendment."1296 Senator Baucus proposed a bill lifting all restrictions.1297 

Big business and agriculture were trying to lift sanctions on Cuba, Iran, Iraq, 

Libya, North Korea, and Sudan, along with about 20 others.1298 Agribusiness donated 

over $280,000 to Ashcroft's 2000 election campaign.1299 They supported the 

normalization advocacy of USA*Engage, Americans for Humanitarian Trade with Cuba, 

and the U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council.1300 Chairman Bill Lane of USA*Engage 

argued that the embargo had hurt the Cuban people and hindered change.1301 Miami 

Herald writer Liz Balmaseda suggested that removing the sanctions would hold Castro 

accountable for failed policy rather than allowing him to scapegoat the United States and 

rely on the work of people in Hialeah to provide for their relatives on the island where 

Castro did not.1302 Proponents believed that business with Cuba only strengthened and 
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funded the regime and that the sanctions were working, especially since the Soviet 

subsidies ended, as Castro's evolving policies seeking foreign investment evidenced.1303 

 The anti-embargo lobbying efforts had some success. The 106th Congress 

introduced about twenty bills between 1999 and 2000 that would affect Cuba sanctions, 

most of which sought to loosen or end the embargo, but few were considered.1304 In July 

2000, the House and Senate passed the Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug 

Administration, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act, which contained an earlier 

version of the Trade Sanctions Reform and Export Enhancement Act (TSRA).1305 The 

final version of the bill passed Congress three months later, and the President ratified it 

on October 28, 2000.1306 The act exempted food and medicine sales from sanctions, 

specifically referencing “state sponsors of international terrorism” sanctions.1307 It still 

prohibited U.S. foreign assistance, export assistance, and export guarantees and credits to 

Cuba; only advance cash sales and third country institutions could finance the permitted 
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exports.1308 It also tightened OFAC travel license restrictions.1309 Although the law 

expanded exports to Cuba for humanitarian and business interests, embargo proponents 

still framed the limits of the expansion. 

 Concurrently, Cuba threatened to increase the tax on telephone calls between the 

United States and Cuba in response to other U.S. legislation, the pending Justice for the 

Victims of Terrorism Act, to help compensate the families of the downed Brothers to the 

Rescue pilots with frozen Cuban assets.1310 Castro's phone tax went into effect at the end 

of October.1311 When phone companies refused to pay the tax because it violated laws 

that govern them, Castro demanded that Cuba's telecommunications department cut 

phone connections to the United States by December 16.1312 

 Between the anti-embargo movement, the commotion over Elian, and the 

leadership vacuum that Jorge Mas Canosa's death created, the hardline strategy against 

Cuba receded. The Miami Cuban community used the 2000 election to retaliate. 
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Election of 2000 

With no presidential incumbent in the race, the 2000 election was highly 

competitive. George W. Bush, the Governor of Texas and son of former President George 

H.W. Bush, and Al Gore, Clinton's Vice President, ultimately won the Republican and 

Democratic party nominations in the 2000 presidential primaries. Bush chose Dick 

Cheney as his running mate, and Al Gore chose Joe Lieberman. Florida was critical and 

highly competitive in the close national race, so any mistake could be a deciding factor. 

Unfortunately for Al Gore, the recent Elian Gonzalez events left an indelible impression 

on South Florida voters. 

 Strategists for Al Gore expected his running mate pick, Joseph Lieberman, to 

energize retirees from the Northeast, Jewish, and Cuban-American voters in Florida due 

to his orthodox faith and closeness with CANF.1313 Lieberman had fostered a relationship 

with CANF since at least 1988 and consistently supported the embargo.1314 Several 

members directors and influential affiliates were friends or donated to his campaigns over 

the years: Jorge Mas Canosa, Pedro Adrian, Luis Cruz, Delfin Parnas, Felipe Valls, 

Domingo Moreira, Pepe Hernandez, Juan Carlos Mas Canosa, Fernando Conto, Ramon 
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 250 

Mas, Erelio Pena, and more.1315 CANF's relationship with the Bushes and Lieberman 

complicated their endorsement decision, but it positioned them well to influence either 

administration.1316  

 Bush, Gore, and Lieberman supported Cuba sanctions, but Cheney was 

critical.1317 Robert Pastor, who had worked for Jimmy Carter, was one of Gore's leading 

foreign policy advisors for the Americas; he focused on wanting to create a "Hemispheric 

Community of Democracies" to work on multilateral issues, including putting pressure 

on Cuba to democratize with potential for lifting parts of the sanctions.1318 The official 

Democratic Party platform focused on defending democracy in the Americas and funding 

projects like the National Endowment for Democracy and Radio Marti.1319 

The Republican Party platform expanded on the Cuba issue and essentially 

declared a hardline platform on Cuba, promoting human rights and democracy by 

supporting refugees and dissidents, unfiltered information/news, and maintaining the 

embargo until the situation changes.1320 Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart was Bush's 

co-chair in Florida.1321 Bush wrote a letter to Diaz-Balart and held talks with Florida 
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Republican Chairman Al Cardenas telling them that he would review and reconsider 

Clinton's Cuban immigration policies, but he would not commit to ending "wet foot, dry 

foot."1322 Bush and the Republicans' platform maintained the embargo against Cuba as is, 

necessitating that Cuba meets the Helms-Burton Act’s stipulations before lifting 

sanctions.1323 

The Gore campaign floundered in the Cuban community of South Florida. Bush 

reached out to CANF and its members and supporters when he visited Miami.1324 CANF 

welcomed Bush with a big "Bienvenido Bush" sign, even though the foundation did not 

formally endorse him.1325 Jorge Mas Santos endorsed Bush, but CANF continued to resist 

endorsement.1326 The Cuban-American community was still upset with Clinton's handling 

of Cuba issues, which resulted in colder attitudes toward Al Gore, the Vice President.1327 

Gore tried to hold a news conference in Hialeah a few weeks before the election with 

Democratic Hialeah Mayor Raul Martinez and Democratic Miami-Dade Mayor Alex 

Penelas, but Penelas went to Spain for a couple of weeks and would not be back until a 

week before the election.1328 The Bush campaign far outspent Gore on Hispanic media 
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advertising, essentially flooding the Miami Spanish radio stations.1329 Gore led Bush with 

Hispanics nationwide at 61 percent to 25 percent, but Bush was beating Gore 77 percent 

to 14 percent with Cuban-American voters, according to Bendixen's Hispanic Trends 

polling.1330 Over 250 Florida Hispanic leaders released an endorsement of Bush.1331 

In their final pushes in Florida, the Bush and Gore campaigns divided their teams 

throughout the state.1332 They trekked from town to town, increased spending on 

advertisements (especially ads for Hispanics and the elderly), expanded telephone and 

mail campaigns, and brought along elected officials from throughout the country.1333 

Lieberman paid his respects to the late Jorge Mas Canosa at Woodlawn Park Cemetery in 

Little Havana, then met privately with about fifty CANF leaders at the Freedom Tower in 

Miami to discuss Cuba.1334 Jeb Bush, who was elected Florida's Governor in November 

1998, brought several state governors to Little Havana to stump for his brother during 

their campaign stops.1335 Governor Jeb Bush's Mexican-American wife and their son 

George P. Bush campaigned for George W. Bush among various Hispanic communities 
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in Florida.1336 The Republican Party had eight offices in Miami-Dade to coordinate its 

grassroots campaign.1337 

 Election Day 2000 infamously turned into a blunder of historical proportions, 

especially in Florida, the chief battleground state. Once the Eastern Time zone results 

came in, reporters announced that Gore was the winner. They forgot that Florida's 

panhandle was on Central Time, significantly affecting the Florida electoral results. The 

electoral voters were so close nationwide, and the popular vote was so close in Florida 

that Florida went through a lengthy recount process that ultimately ended in the U.S. 

Supreme Court.1338 Bush ultimately emerged victorious in Florida by 537 votes out of the 

over six million cast.1339 Eighty percent of Florida's 400,000 Cuban-Americans voted for 

Bush, in part to punish Gore (the "voto castigo"), which was enough to be a deciding 

factor in the election.1340 Activist Ramon Saul Sanchez said, "If the boy Elian had not 

been sent back to Cuba, today Al Gore would be president."1341 As a result, many 

expected the Bush administration to get tougher on Cuba and provide more generous 
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support for dissidents and for Representatives Ros-Lehtinen and Lincoln Diaz-Balart to 

guide it.1342 

Due to how the Clinton administration had handled the negotiations around Elian 

Gonzalez, the Cuban-American community retaliated at the ballot box. Al Gore had been 

the Vice President at the time and was now running for president against George W. 

Bush, who, thanks to his brother Jeb Bush, had significant ties to the Miami Cuban 

community. Florida became the critical battleground state for the 2000 presidential 

election, resulting in a ballot recount and court decisions determining Florida's electoral 

college votes' ultimate recipient and, therefore, the victor. 

 

Conclusion 

 The anti-embargo faction in Congress spanned both sides of the aisle and grew as 

anti-embargo interest groups, and public opinion gained momentum in the 1990s. The 

United States had normalized trade and diplomatic relations with most communist 

countries, free trade was the dominant ideology, nongovernment organizations needed 

fewer restrictions to provide aid to a struggling Cuba, and U.S. business interests sought 

new markets. Hardline and neoliberal ideologies conflicted. Nongovernmental 

organizations controversially provided aid to Cuba. 

Cuban-Americans had many political victories during the 1990s, and CANF 

contributed greatly. They advocated for Cuban refugees, passed the TSRA, and helped 

George W. Bush win the 2000 election by a razor-thin margin. CANF quickly declined 
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after Jorge Mas Canosa's death. The Elian Gonzalez affair proved to be an inflection 

point for the Cuban-American community and CANF, as they struggled with public 

opinion, rethinking their hardline strategies, and reconsidering their political alliances. 

The Helms-Burton Act marked the peak of CANF influence, but even as CANF faded, 

Cuban-Americans continued to influence policy by various means. Cuban-American 

politics would undergo a strategic shift during the George W. Bush administration. 
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CHAPTER 6: GEORGE W. BUSH’S FIRST TERM 

Introduction 

 Cuban-Americans had been a crucial demographic in helping George W. Bush 

win Florida and thereby win the presidential election of 2000. In return, hardliners hoped 

that he would reverse many of Clinton’s policies toward Cuba. They particularly disliked 

repatriating refugees interdicted at sea, waivers to the Helms-Burton Act’s right to sue, 

and embargo guidelines that expanded allowances for travel, remittances, aid, and trade. 

Moreover, the Bushes had a long, positive relationship with the Cuban-American 

community, in large part thanks to George W. Bush’s brother Jeb. Yet, the Cuban-

American community underwent a sea change after the Elian Gonzalez incident, which 

caused many to reconsider their strategies, goals, and reputation. The Cuban American 

National Foundation had faced many external challenges throughout the years, but it 

faced its greatest challenges internally. Organizational weaknesses and changing Cuban-

American public opinion stretched CANF’s capacity to unite different sectors of the 

community and the U.S. Government under common policy goals. Cuban-American 

organizations proliferated in this context. CANF’s near-monopoly over Cuban interest 

group politics waned as other organizations entered the fray. Hardline Cuban-American 

organizations and legislators attempted to suppress the anti-embargo movement as it 

gained steam in Miami and Washington. The post-Cold War Special Period in Cuba, U.S. 

domestic politics, and a new international order dictated how Cuban-Americans 

interacted with Cuba in the 1990s; the Cuban-American community’s evolving domestic 

political opinions and agenda dominated the George W. Bush administration. 
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Appointments 

Due to Jeb Bush’s Floridian base, many Cuban-Americans in the Florida 

Republican Party were well-positioned to work in President George W. Bush’s 

administration. He chose retired General Colin Powell as Secretary of State, Condoleezza 

Rice as National Security Advisor, John Ashcroft as Attorney General, John Bolton as 

Undersecretary of State for Arms Control and International Security Affairs, and Mel 

Martinez as Secretary of Housing and Urban Development.1343 Mel Martinez, a former 

CANF board member from Orlando, was the first Cuban-American member of any U.S. 

President’s Cabinet.1344 Rumor had it that the administration shortlisted Cuban-American 

Lino Gutierrez for the position of U.S. Ambassador to the Organization of American 

States, but it went to Roger Noriega instead, a conservative Mexican-American so 

supportive of the embargo and enthusiastic about the Cuban cause that people often 

mistook him as Cuban.1345 Other notable Cuban-American appointees during his first 

included Cari Dominguez as Equal Employment Opportunity Commission chair, Otto 

Reich as Assistant Secretary of State for Western Hemisphere Affairs (whom the Senate 

refused to confirm for his role in allegedly aiding Orlando Bosch and the Iran-Contra 

Affair), Alberto Mora as General Counsel of the Navy, and Alexander Acosta as U.S. 

Assistant Attorney General for Civil Rights. President Bush nominated Pedro Roig to 
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replace Salvador Lew at Radio and TV Marti.1346 Juan Zarate served in various security 

roles on the National Security Council and in the Departments of Treasury and Justice 

throughout Bush’s presidency. 

Bush’s administration was known for its neoconservative, aggressive, unilateral 

approach to foreign policy. In 2002, John Bolton went so far as to accuse Cuba of 

developing and selling bioweapons in violation of the international Biological Weapons 

Treaty that both nations had signed and ratified in 1972.1347 However, there were some 

high-level officials with more moderate stances toward Cuba. John Ashcroft had been a 

sponsor of the “Ashcroft Amendment” that removed sanctions on food and medicine 

sales to Cuba. During a House Appropriations subcommittee meeting, Secretary of State 

Colin Powell came under fire for saying he condemned Castro but that Castro had “done 

good things for his people” and “he’s no longer the threat he once was.”1348 

Jorge Mas Santos started meeting with National Security Advisor Condoleezza 

Rice and Bush senior advisor Karl Rove early on.1349 Attorney General John Ashcroft 

met in Miami with Cuban-American leaders.1350 They discussed topics like the “wet foot, 

dry foot” immigration policy, indicting Fidel Castro for the Brothers to the Rescue 
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shootdown, and vigorous enforcement of the Helms-Burton Act.1351 They did not like 

Ashcroft’s past opposition of the embargo, but they hoped that he would be a better 

partner with the community than previous Attorney General Janet Reno.1352 From the 

2000 presidential campaign to the White House, Cuban-Americans ensured they had a 

seat at the table, but as the community became more fractured politically, it became less 

clear who would occupy the seat. 

  

Early Efforts 

Jorge Mas Santos outlined his vision for Cuba policy under Bush at an Inter-

American Dialogue event.1353 He proposed providing material resources to pro-

democracy forces on the island (ex. technology and communications), supporting the 

small private sector, exempting the private sector from U.S. sanctions, licensing 

universities and N.G.O.s to provide business training and create labor rights institutes in 

Cuba, funding measures to increase internet access for the Cuban people, and more U.S. 

news bureaus in Cuba.1354 CANF also pursued efforts to bring criminal charges against 

Fidel Castro through multiple countries.1355 Several domestic and international law issues 
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made it difficult, despite the Pinochet and Noriega cases that they cited as precedents.1356 

CANF was optimistic that the U.S. Justice Department would consider prosecution.1357 It 

became clear that Jorge Mas Santos was charting his path for CANF, even if it did cause 

chagrin among old school hardliners.1358 “The embargo is a tool, not the end,” he 

explained to a reporter in a separate interview.1359 

 Senators Jesse Helms and Joseph Lieberman, with the help of Jorge Mas Santos, 

introduced the Cuban Solidarity Act to Congress to provide $100 million in direct U.S. 

aid to dissidents and activists in Cuba over four years, support expanding the reach of 

Radio and TV Marti, and have the attorney general investigate the Cuban government’s 

role in the Brothers to the Rescue shootdown.1360 Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart 

introduced a similar bill in the House.1361 

Pro-embargo Florida Senator Bill Nelson planned a trip to Cuba to meet with 

opposition members, which would make him the first Florida Senator to visit the 

island.1362 He managed to get support from prominent leaders of the Cuban exile 
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community (Pepe Hernandez, Joe Sanchez, Armando Gutierrez, and Carlos Saladrigas) 

for the trip as long as the focus remained on human rights and democracy even though he 

considered meeting with Castro or other government officials.1363 One purpose of the trip 

was to promote the Cuban Solidarity Act bill and scout out the best way to achieve its 

goals.1364 More nuanced and competing Cuban-American attitudes toward travel and aid 

enabled opportunities that would have been politically dangerous previously. While the 

Bush administration may have been open to considering early lobbying and legislation 

efforts regarding Cuba, the September 11 attacks on New York and Washington soon cast 

all security and foreign policy attention on the Middle East. Meanwhile, CANF’s internal 

threatened the organization’s efficacy. 

 

CANF Rift 

The Elian Gonzalez incident exposed generational divides and continued issues 

between the Cuban-American community that resulted in some exile community sectors 

rethinking their strategies.1365 The Elian Gonzalez case had exposed several issues that 

harmed the Miami Cuban community’s reputation and influence: bad press, intercultural 

tensions in Miami, the lack of support from other Americans for Elian, and weakening 

support for hardline Cuba policies. Second- and third-generation Cuban-Americans 

lacked interest in Cuba compared to their forebears. These trends and the death of Jorge 
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Mas Canosa gave CANF’s chairman, Jorge Mas Santos, an impetus to change the 

organization’s strategy to appeal to more audiences.1366 As Joe Garcia said, “We have to 

stop preaching to the choir and get more people to church,” like younger Cuban-

Americans and Americans of other ethnicities.1367 

Not all CANF trustees and directors were on board with Mas Santos’s vision. 

Many opposed controversial policies like supporting bringing the Latin Grammys to 

Miami despite Cuban artists’ attendance, more outreach and aid to dissidents on the 

island, and working more with politicians on both sides of the aisle.1368 One of their 

biggest complaints was Mas Santos’s leadership style, which they viewed as dictatorial 

and exclusive, unlike their view of Mas Canosa’s style as democratic.1369 They felt that 

the newer generation did not understand Cuba the way that they did.1370 They did not 

think that they needed the American public to support them or assumed that the virtue of 

their cause would be enough.1371 Jorge Mas Santos and his generation of younger, 
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pragmatic, bicultural leadership were at odds with the older crowd.1372 Each claimed that 

their side was the true inheritance to Mas Canosa’s legacy.1373 

Rifts among the CANF leadership deepened.1374 Previously, CANF members of 

CANF kept their feuds private, but now it bled out into the open.1375 Mario Blas Miranda, 

Jorge Mas Canosa’s former bodyguard, registered the Cuban American National 

Foundation name with the State of Florida after it lapsed under the leadership 

transition.1376 Miranda was one of the old guard who had objected to Jorge Mas Santos’s 

position on the Grammys.1377 However, he soon asked CANF to stop using the name; he 

wanted Mas Santos to resign so that the old guard could carry on the organization.1378 

Ninoska Perez-Castellon, the CANF spokesperson for years, and her husband, prominent 

ex-prisoner Roberto Martin Perez, quit the Foundation.1379 Other notable members—

Mirta Iglesias, Jose Antonio “Tony” Llamas, and two others—left during the previous 
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summer after the Elian situation when new leadership came on board.1380 Perez was the 

biggest loss so far.1381 CANF struggled financially and had to get rid of their radio station 

and downsize their staff in Washington, D.C., and Miami.1382 Much to Perez-Castellon’s 

chagrin, CANF planned to end shortwave broadcasts of La Voz de la Fundacion that fall 

due to the high costs and questionable return considering Cuba blocked the transmission 

in much of Cuba.1383 CANF preferred to use the money for legislation, lobbying, and 

publications.1384 

Over twenty more CANF board members quit.1385 IRS tax audits had required 

CANF to make some changes in its name, organization, and finances, and some 

expressed concerns with the handling of funds.1386 Former CANF officials regrouped to 

form the Cuban Liberty Council (CLC) in fall 2001.1387 They incorporated the name in 

August and announced it publicly in October.1388 The Bush family’s relationship with 

CANF had faltered since 1992 when the CANF threw their support behind presidential 
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candidate Bill Clinton for endorsing the Cuban Democracy Act. Yet, Jeb Bush 

maintained strong connections to conservative Cuban-Americans in South Florida. Thus, 

the Cuban Liberty Council was able to subsume CANF’s advisory role to the President. 

 

New Exile Organizations 

The internal CANF disagreements reflected the increasing diversity of opinion of 

the Cuban-American community at large. Prominent Cuban-Americans hoped to undo 

several of Clinton’s policies, such as “wet foot, dry foot,” the Helms-Burton Title III 

waivers, and small liberalization efforts for travel, remittances, and aid to Cuba. Travel, 

remittances, and aid were among the most contentious debates on the embargo. Nearly all 

parties agreed that Cuba should democratize and respect human rights, but they disagreed 

on the means. Hardliners were more prone to advocating for isolation and less aid, lest it 

help buoy the government, and they were warier when deciding which dissident activities 

deserved support. Others believed that limited openings should concentrate on supporting 

and maintaining family relations, the wellbeing of average Cubans, and dissident efforts. 

Still, others hoped that greater trade and diplomatic ties would have a ripple effect in 

opening up the economy and the political system. 

The Cuba Study Group commissioned Bendixen and Associates to poll Cuban-

Americans.1389 According to the poll, fifty-five percent of Cuban-Americans still 

supported the embargo, but it appeared that exiles, in general, were open to a reasonable 
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alternative.1390 Seventy-eight percent perceived a leadership vacuum in the 

community.1391 Increasingly, the community viewed the embargo as having failed, but 

they recognized few alternatives.1392 Over half supported travel to the island and, 

according to Bendixen poll and the FIU 1997 Cuba Poll, about half favored some sort of 

dialogue or national reconciliation.1393 Hardliners, who generally were older and arrived 

in the 1960s, made up less than a quarter of the population but had disproportionate 

financial and political power.1394 

 Increasingly, exiles viewed the embargo as a bargaining chip for negotiations.1395 

Later arrivals often still had connections to friends and family in Cuba, unlike many 

earlier arrivals, and they often worked hard to support both themselves and their families 

in Cuba.1396 Thus, they were often more pro-dialogue and moderate politically and less 

politically active and might not be eligible to vote yet.1397 Although most groups had 

suffered and opposed the Castro regime, earlier waves of exiles had more political 

motivation for leaving, and later waves had more economic basis for emigrating.1398 Year 
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of arrival was a more significant factor for differing opinions than age or generation.1399 

As the CANF leadership split into two separate organizations, other Cuban-American 

organizations began to fill power and political voids and represent the various 

viewpoints. 

 In August 2001, when the internal fights at CANF reached their peak, the Cuban 

Patriotic Forum coalition placed a “Declaration of Principles” ad in The Miami Herald, 

encouraging Cuban-Americans to maintain a hard line against Castro and opposing the 

new direction that CANF and others took.1400 Signatories included several exile 

organizations, individuals, and six former CANF officials.1401 

The Cuba Study Group placed great value on using facts, figures, and analysis to 

persuade.1402 Carlos Saladrigas considered the Elian Gonzalez affair a turning point for 

the community that changed many exiles’ perceptions of their role and reputation.1403 He 

said: 

What is changing is our perceptions of how change needs to come about and what 

are the means available to bring about that change. Anything we can do here to 

lessen the fear of change in Cuba is positive and will contribute to accelerating the 

positive change, which at the end of the day is inevitable.1404 
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The Group’s very wealthy members spent a great deal of money on the project, and they 

met with various current and former heads of state, activists, policymakers, and more.1405 

Members agreed on wanting a peaceful transition to democracy in Cuba and had differing 

views on the embargo, which some considered ineffective or even prolonging the Castro 

regime while others considered it a bargaining chip. Cuba Study Group was influential 

but struggled to help set the agenda with their focus on public relations.  

Another new organization had joined the fray of lobbies advocating for their 

preferred policies toward Cuba that year. Former diplomats, academics, and business 

leaders created the centrist Cuba Policy Foundation.1406 The Cuba Policy Foundation, in 

conjunction with the U.S. tourism industry, increased efforts on Capitol Hill to end the 

embargo.1407 Each year between 2000 and 2002, a bipartisan group of Congress members 

supported bills to ease travel and remittance restrictions to Cuba.1408 

 Cuba Democracy Advocates, founded in 2004, was dedicated to the traditional 

hardline politics by influencing public policy.1409 Businessmen Leopoldo Fernandez-

Pujals and Gus Machado founded the organization in March 2004 and enlisted Mauricio 

Claver-Carone to lobby for them in Washington, D.C.1410 Representative Ileana Ros-
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Lehtinen said that they were both influential, but that Cuba Democracy Advocates had 

been more successful. “Influencing policymakers is far more important than public 

relations.”1411 Claver-Carone was also the director of the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC, 

which was founded in 2003 and provided donations to hardline advocates. The PAC 

would become very influential. 

 None of these organizations ever rose to the height of influence that CANF had 

once had. More actors divided the time and attention of Cuba policymakers, and their 

competing interests impeded coordination. CANF’s influence began to fade, and the 

Cuban Liberty Council ensured that the Bush administration maintained hardline policies. 

Meanwhile, the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC gained prominence behind the scenes, and 

Cuban-American legislators defended their Cuba policies within the halls of Congress. 

 

Spies 

 The Miami spy chronicles further impeded unity within the community. Court 

records show that that was part of their mission. They increased suspicion of neighbors 

and preserved Cold War mentalities by maintaining Cold War methods of interaction. 

They also increased distrust and tension between Havana and Washington, further 

harming the potential for a working diplomatic relationship. The security threat the 

intelligence operatives presented factored into their policy approaches.  
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The trials for the Cuban Five also continued into the Bush administration. The 

Cuban Five were convicted in June 2001.1412 Cuban-Americans who had been dismissed 

as paranoid for saying Castro spied on them and targeted them were vindicated even 

though the defense team had attacked exiles’ reputations.1413 In December 2001, U.S. 

District Court Judge Joan Lenard sentenced the Cuban Five.1414 Gerardo Hernandez and 

Ramon Labanino received life sentences for espionage conspiracy.1415 U.S.-born Rene 

Gonzalez received fifteen years for acting as an unregistered foreign agent.1416 Fernando 

Gonzalez received nineteen years for acting as an unregistered foreign agent.1417 The 11th 

U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals called for a retrial of the Cuban Five because they 

determined it would have been hard for the jurors, none of whom was Cuban, to remain 

impartial in Miami due to the media coverage, political climate, and “improper 

prosecutorial references.”1418 

 In September 2001, U.S. authorities arrested George and Marisol Gari for not 

registering as foreign agents despite allegedly being part of Cuba’s Wasp Network of 
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spies.1419 Their primary targets were Southcom, CANF, and Roberto Martin Perez.1420 

The couple pled guilty to conspiracy to act as an unregistered foreign agent for a reduced 

sentence (Marisol) and acting as an unregistered foreign agent (George).1421 A federal 

district court judge sentenced Marisol to three and a half years and George to seven 

years.1422 Further arrests followed. 

One of the most famous cases became public on September 21, 2001. FBI agents 

detained Ana Belen Montes, a U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency senior analyst on Cuba, 

for spying on the United States on behalf of Cuba.1423 Montes had worked for the 

Defense Department since 1985 and specialized in Cuba.1424 Miami Cuban members of 

U.S. Congress speculated that the Feds tried to prevent her from leaking information on 

the war on terrorism to Cuba, which in turn sells its intelligence to other countries.1425 

Cuba remained a threat, but not a large enough threat to distract from the War on 

Terror that the Bush administration had undertaken. The administration’s decision-
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makers calculated that the hardline approach would yield the greatest advantage. Bush’s 

team favored realpolitik in their interactions with perceived enemies, which aligned well 

with electoral politics and their Cuban-American allies’ goals. 

 

Challenges to the Embargo 

 The anti-embargo movement, which had grown significantly during Clinton’s 

second term, expanded during the Bush era. International allies consistently condemned 

the embargo, which affected U.S. relationships with other countries, especially in Latin 

America. Within the United States, political leaders, business lobbies, policy analysts, 

activists, and sectors of the Cuban-American community sought to dismantle the 

sanctions and restrictions. Some focused on aid while others promoted trade, and the 

degree of expansion they solicited depended on their interests. Many also hoped that 

better diplomatic relations would improve the domestic conditions in Cuba. 

 The Bush administration intensified efforts to enforce travel restrictions. They had 

seven of the 129 employees of the Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets 

Control investigating Americans traveling to Cuba illegally.1426 The number of fines 

OFAC imposed jumped from 188 in 2000 to 766 in 2001.1427 The penalties were usually 

around $7,500 of the maximum $55,000.1428 The U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council 
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estimated that 24,000 of 176,000 Americans who traveled to Cuba in 2001 did not have 

Treasury licenses.1429 In a Senate Appropriations subcommittee hearing, Senator Byron 

Dorgan (D-ND) questioned the efficacy of investing so many government resources to 

enforce the travel laws and to what purpose.1430 Director Richard Newcomb of OFAC 

explained that it was “to minimize the flow of hard currency” to the Cuban 

government.1431 

 By 2002, CANF’s priorities had changed from promoting and maintaining the 

embargo to going on the “offensive” against Castro.1432 They sought more aid for 

dissidents on the island and pursued an indictment of Fidel Castro over the 1996 Brothers 

to the Rescue shootdown, changing the “wet foot, dry foot” policy, and maintaining Cuba 

on the list of state sponsors of terrorism.1433 CANF supported island dissidents by sending 

about $1 million in money and supplies via Mexico and Puerto Rico.1434 As a Miami 

Herald article noted when reporting on their annual leadership gathering, “Rather than 

looking north to Washington, CANF is refocusing its resources south - on activities on 

the island.”1435 They hired younger, former political prisoner activists in Miami to help 

with their new strategy.1436 Mas Santos worked with Adolfo Franco USAID to send more 
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financial support for democracy to the island.1437 Senator Bill Nelson advocated 

allocating $1.5 million for the USAID projects and $1 million for Jaime Suchlicki’s 

Transition to Democracy project at the University of Miami.1438 CANF still pursued a 

strategy of working both sides of the aisle, but some other exiles sought closer ties to the 

Bush administration as it appointed several Cuban-Americans to the State Department 

and National Security Council.1439 

 Many voices encouraged aid to dissidents and humanitarian relief. Even many 

hardliners supported limited, targeted aid. The U.S. Department of State offered 

assistance to Cuba after Category 4 Hurricane Michelle in fall 2001, saying that 

international relief organizations or nongovernmental organizations would have to 

distribute.1440 Cuba ultimately declined the U.S. government aid offer and called for an 

end to the embargo.1441 Miami Cubans debated the best way to provide relief without 

letting the Cuban government interfere.1442 Cuban exile organizations—CANF, Agenda 

Cuba, and Municipios de Cuba en el Exilio—made plans to offer aid to Cuban dissidents 

and funneled through dissidents to get to the people.1443 Some anti-embargo Cuban-

American organizations formed the Cuba Hurricane Relief Committee and did not object 
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to distributing money through the government.1444 Cuba ended up allowing U.S. planes 

and ships to deliver goods and offered to pay cash for U.S. food and medicine.1445 The 

first commercial U.S. food export since 1963 set sail for Cuba in December 2001.1446 

Allowing exceptions to the embargo for humanitarian aid to Cuba was less controversial 

than permission for trade and travel, especially if those exceptions expanded beyond 

Cuban-American travel and remittances to support their families. 

Embargo proponents faced greater opposition from U.S. agriculture.1447 Castro 

appeared to make a “charm offensive” through business and local government relations 

with the United States to undermine the Cuban exile community and the embargo.1448 In 

2002, Cuba spent more than $165 million on U.S. food and agriculture.1449 They 

promoted economic interests, discussed global issues, and brought medicine to the 

island.1450 Since the passage of the U.S. Trade Sanctions Reform and Export 

Enhancement Act in 2000, Cuba went from buying a few million dollars in farm exports 

in 2001 to over $230 million in 2003, all in cash.1451 A quarter of the amount of money 
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Cuba spent on food imports went to the United States.1452 There was a disconnect 

between the increasingly hostile tone and policy of the executive branch versus a 

legislative branch more receptive to greater engagement and making laws 

accordingly.1453 Although Castro could have purchased agricultural products from other 

countries that traded more freely with Cuba, he likely targeted agricultural businesses in 

congressional districts that would be more receptive to engagement with Cuba, thereby 

gaining more sympathy in the U.S. Congress.1454 He realized that focusing on agricultural 

trade with smaller farms was more effective than medical purchases from massive 

pharmaceutical companies.1455 The arguments continued about the morality of providing 

food if the sales would primarily go to tourists and earn money for the government, 

allowing Castro to dictate the terms of engagement, discrepancies between policy toward 

Cuba versus China and Vietnam, and so on.1456 

Repealing the embargo had bipartisan support in Congress.1457 Representative Jeff 

Flake (R-AZ) was among most prominent of 34 lawmakers to form a task force to review 

the embargo and other aspects of Cuba policy.1458 The White House remained staunchly 
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pro-embargo, but Congress increasingly pushed measures to loosen the embargo.1459 The 

ranks of the Congressional Cuba Working Group grew.1460 Bills had failed due to 

opposition in the Congressional leadership, Congressional priorities and the calendar, and 

general death in the legislative process despite bipartisan support.1461 Embargo 

proponents hoped that Republican majorities in both houses of Congress and the 

presidency would work in their favor.1462 Castro had won over many politicians by doing 

business with at least 34 states in the previous year, particularly in the agriculture 

sector.1463 Legislators’ promotion of trade with Cuba likely directly correlated to the 

amount of money their constituents received, but there was a question of whether that 

enthusiasm would last if Cuba ran out of money.1464 

 Prominent political and community leaders also advocated ending the embargo 

and better relations with Cuba. Former President Jimmy Carter became the first former 

president to visit the island since the 1959 revolution when he traveled to Cuba Sunday, 

May 12 through Friday, May 17, 2002.1465 He addressed the Cuban people and leadership 

from the University of Havana in a historic speech broadcasted unfiltered throughout the 
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country.1466 Although he commended Cuba on education and medicine, Carter urged the 

regime to free political prisoners, promote democracy, live up to its Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights commitments, create a blue-ribbon commission for 

confiscated property claims, and consider the Varela Project in good faith.1467 He called 

on the United States to end the embargo and for the two nations to change their 

relationship with one another.1468 The most adamant hardline exiles still opposed the trip 

and any interactions with the government that would appear to legitimate the 43-year-old 

regime, but many Cuban-Americans were impressed to see Carter publicly confront 

Castro on democracy and human rights and that Granma did not censor their 

transcript.1469 

 The petitions for expansion of travel, aid, trade, and diplomatic relations chipped 

away at embargo support. They sought loopholes around legislation like the Helms-

Burton Act and gathered momentum in Congress to repeal the embargo. As embargo 

opposition increased, hardliners sought support from the White House and other members 

of Congress. 
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Executive and Legislative Embargo Supporters 

 Bush consistently bolstered conservative Cuban-Americans. On May 20, 2002, 

marked the centennial anniversary of Cuba’s independence, and Cuban-Americans held 

celebrations throughout Miami. Just days after former President Jimmy Carter returned 

from his Cuba trip, President George W. Bush traveled to Miami to celebrate Cuban 

Independence Day.1470 Secretary Mel Martinez, Assistant Secretary Otto Reich, 

Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart, and Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen joined Bush 

at his White House address that morning before he flew to Miami, where he gave another 

speech.1471 Diaz-Balart, Ros-Lehtinen, and Martinez flew on Air Force One with the 

President between the Cuban celebrations in Washington and Miami that day.1472 The trip 

marked the culmination of a months-long review of U.S. Cuba policy, and many hoped 

for an announcement of increased action.1473 

President Bush announced new policies for Cuba and challenged Castro to 

democratize before a crowd of four thousand people at the James L. Knight Center in 

downtown Miami.1474 Bush’s new policy announcements included: educational 

scholarships for families of political prisoners, negotiations to resume direct mail, 
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assistance to Cubans through nongovernmental organizations, and enabling religious and 

nongovernmental organizations to provide humanitarian assistance.1475 Bush challenged 

Castro to democratize, meaning “freedom to organize, no political prisoners, access to the 

media [for candidates] and international monitors for elections.”1476 He reiterated that he 

would maintain the embargo until then.1477 He also called upon Castro to open up 

politically and economically, allow independent trade unions, and stop discrimination 

against Cuban workers.1478 Dr. Alberto Hernandez of the Cuban Liberty Council sat on 

stage with President Bush.1479 Then, President Bush and Governor Bush attended a high-

price fundraiser at the home of Armando Codina, Jeb’s former business partner.1480  

The Bush administration considered a proposal to restrict travel to Cuba to 

exclusively Cubans with U.S. citizenship.1481 They wanted to cut down on non-Cuban 

American citizen travel and Cubans who were not U.S. citizens claiming persecution but 

traveling to Cuba anyway.1482 One hundred thousand of the 160,000 people who traveled 

from the United States to Cuba in 2001 were ethnically Cuban, and only 25% were U.S. 
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citizens.1483 It was also to prevent noncitizen arrests in Cuba and terrorism, considering 

Cuba was on the State Department’s list of state sponsors of terrorism.1484 In contrast, 

moderates, like Carlos Saladrigas of the Cuban Study Group, supported more travel to 

break the government’s monopoly on information.1485 

 Redistricting in Florida gave Cuban-Americans another opportunity for a seat in 

the U.S. House of Representatives. Democrat Annie Betancourt ran against Republican 

Mario Diaz-Balart for the District 25 U.S. House of Representatives seat (which Mario 

had helped draw with redistricting); both were Cuban-American.1486 She differed 

substantially from her opponent on Cuba policy, favoring greater trade and travel and 

being the first Cuban-American congressional candidate from a major party to diverge 

from the hardline.1487 Like countless other critics, her policy position stated, “The current 

outdated policy has only served to isolate the Cuban people, and has given the Castro 

regime an excuse for their failed economic policies.”1488 Mario Diaz-Balart said that it 

was terrible timing because Cuba was a state sponsor of terrorism; Ros-Lehtinen 

suggested agribusiness would reward her with donations.1489 Mario Diaz-Balart had a 
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much bigger campaign chest and spent a lot of time campaigning on Cuban radio.1490 

Ros-Lehtinen won 69% of the vote in District 18. Lincoln Diaz-Balart won his District 21 

race unopposed. Mario Diaz-Balart beat Betancourt 65% to 35% in District 25. 

Since 1993, three Cuban-Americans had served in the U.S. House of 

Representatives; starting in 2003, there would be four. Their representation and Bush’s 

commitment to hardline Cuban-Americans provided defense against embargo opponents. 

It also allowed them to promote proactive Cuba policy. 

 

Dissidents and the Black Spring 

 The tide noticeably turned in advocating for democracy on both sides of the 

Florida Straits. A Roman Catholic priest in Cuba, José Conrado Rodríguez Alegre, 

described: 

We’re seeing a political spring both in Cuba and in Miami, which will be hard to 

stop…. There is a growing understanding on both sides that the changes have to 

take place in a climate of tolerance, and that they will have to come from within 

Cuba. That wasn’t the case in the past.1491 

 

The dissidents in Cuba were becoming the center of the movement rather than the exiles. 

Broadly, the community had gone from planning an armed insurrection while in exile to 

mostly foregoing violence in favor of hardline political activism in the United States 

(which resulted in interest group representation, legislative representation, laws designed 

to put pressure on the regime and strengthen the embargo), to greater political 

representation and more pluralism in the approach toward Cuba. Older generations had 
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been very skeptical of newer arrivals from Cuba, including the dissidents, particularly 

those that did not support hardline policies. Now, the Cuban-American community, 

which was more entrenched, multi-generational, diverse, and transcultural, more openly 

accepted and promoted those working to change Cuba from within its borders as the 

movement’s leaders.1492 

 Another issue that divided the community at that time was support for the Varela 

Project.1493 Oswaldo Paya and other dissidents on the island collected over 10,000 

signatures to convince the Cuban government to hold a plebiscite for Cuban citizens to 

decide what type of government they wanted.1494 Some hardliners viewed even this vote 

of self-determination would be illegitimate if it happened under the Castro government’s 

laws and purview.1495 Other Miamians considered the dissidents on the island to be the 

opposition's true leaders rather than the Miami exiles' leadership.1496 A Bendixen poll that 

the Cuban Study Group commissioned showed that the Varela Project’s approval among 

Cuban-Americans had increased from 51 percent in April 2002 to 68 percent in 

November 2002.1497 Opposition over the same period decreased from 29 percent to 9 
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percent.1498 A Schroth and Associates poll for the Miami Herald and a Bendixen poll for 

the Cuba Study Group, both of which surveyed South Florida Cubans in January 2003, 

provided more evidence of the shift happening in the overall community’s opinions.1499 

The Schroth poll showed that over half supported recent dialogue efforts, 54 percent 

approved of Mas Santos meeting with Cuban officials, and 56 percent support the Cuban 

government meeting with exiles.1500 The Bendixen poll showed that nearly 70 percent felt 

that dissidents were more critical for democratizing Cuba than exiles.1501 They accepted 

that change would have to come from within Cuba. 

Even though the winds had shifted in Miami to support dissidents within Cuba 

leading the charge, a more conservative minority of Cuban-Americans still disagreed 

with Paya.1502 Polls showed majority support of the Varela Project among Cuban-

Americans, but Cuban-American members of the U.S. Congress, the Cuban Liberty 

Council, and at least ten other Cuban-American organizations disagreed with the plan.1503 

Detractors opposed working within the constraints of what they considered an 

illegitimate Constitution to change the laws, negotiating with the current regime, asking 

 
1498 Elliott. "Exile Support for Cuban Democracy Move Rises." 

1499 Elaine De Valle and Andrea Elliott. "Cuban Exiles Shifting Hard-Line Position." The Miami Herald, 

February 12, 2003: A1.  

1500 De Valle and Elliott. "Cuban Exiles Shifting Hard-Line Position." 

1501 De Valle and Elliott. "Cuban Exiles Shifting Hard-Line Position." 

1502 Johnson. "Castro Foe Says He Seeks U.S. Support and Solidarity."; Oppenheimer. "Meeting of Powell, 

Cuban Activist Signals Change."; San Martin, Nancy. "Wary Exiles A Challenge for Dissident's Cuba 

Project." The Miami Herald, January 10, 2003: A1. 

1503 Johnson. "Castro Foe Says He Seeks U.S. Support and Solidarity."; Oppenheimer. "Meeting of Powell, 

Cuban Activist Signals Change."; San Martin. "Wary Exiles A Challenge for Dissident's Cuba Project."; 

Andres Viglucci and Oscar Corral. "Dissident Makes Progress in Building Consensus." The Miami Herald, 

January 14, 2003: A1. 



 

 285 

permission for human rights, amnesty, and giving opposition parties a seat in the National 

Assembly rather than overhauling the system.1504 A much smaller minority still believed 

that an armed invasion was the only solution.1505 CANF, the Christian Democratic Party, 

auxiliary Bishop Augustin Roman, Rafael Penalver, Dario Moreno, Jose Basulto, and 

others viewed the Varela Project as the first step in a larger movement.1506 

 CANF’s Joe Garcia spoke of how exiles now viewed themselves as supporting 

dissidents on the island rather than being the protagonists for change.1507 Garcia 

acknowledged, “The easiest thing in the world is to lead from Miami and not risk your 

life. Meanwhile, the dissidents take tremendous chances. They are risking their lives, 

their families’ wellbeing, their security to bring about change.”1508 Garcia also spoke of 

having to reform the international image of Miami Cubans after Elian to not fall into a 

“trap” that discredits them and their cause in the minds of others.1509 Jorge Mas Santos 

agreed that exiles need to center the dissidents on the island in their quest for democracy 

in Cuba: 

We can’t live in a time capsule. The transition has to happen on the island, with 

the Cubans on the island, led by the opposition on the island, and by the members 
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of the current government who want things to change. They are the ones who will 

initiate change.1510  

 

Indeed, exiles heavily invested in the fate of Cuban dissidents. 

 On March 18, 2003, Cuban authorities arrested 75 dissidents, activists, opposition 

party leaders, and journalists and accused them of collaborating with the U.S. 

Government.1511 Courts quickly sentenced them to up to 28 years in prison in closed, 

summary trials.1512 CANF sent financial aid to families of thirty of them.1513 While others 

advocated more novel approaches to the situation, Ninoska Perez-Castellon and the CLC 

advocated for even harsher penalties on Cuba: suspending all remittances and travel, 

multilateral sanctions, and warning Castro that the United States would use a naval 

blockade to prevent a mass exodus.1514 Secretary of State Colin Powell released a 

statement condemning the Cuban government’s actions.1515 Las Damas de Blanco, the 

Ladies in White, started weekly Sunday protests in which they attend mass before 

marching through Havana on behalf of their imprisoned loved ones. 1516 
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 The Bush administration unrolled new licensing policies regarding travel and 

remittances to Cuba on March 24, 2003.1517 The policies included: (1) allowing Cuban 

Americans to visit relatives on the island of up to three generations of direct relation 

rather than two (i.e., second cousins, etc.), (2) only allowing educational exchanges for 

academic coursework, households could carry up to $3000 in remittances per quarter 

instead of only $300, (3) licenses for nongovernmental organizations promoting 

democracy in Cuba, and (4) expansion of the types of humanitarian projects 

permitted.1518 The restrictions amounted to an overall expansion and enabled more 

generous support for dissidents and human rights activists, whom the Cuban government 

had been increasingly targeting.1519 Many Americans abused the people to people 

program, but many licensed programs also suffered under the new regulations.1520  

 Around 40,000 protestors rallied in Little Havana on March 29, 2003, mainly 

supporting a hardline approach against Castro and other causes like the war in Iraq.1521 

The Representatives Lincoln Diaz-Balart, Mario Diaz-Balart, and Ileana Ros-Lehtinen 

participated in the demonstration.1522 Ninoska Perez-Castellon of the Cuban Liberty 

Council joined them on stage.1523 Lincoln Diaz-Balart used it as evidence that the surveys 
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showing a shift in the community were flawed.1524 Dario Moreno said that what it 

showed is the will of the more politically active voters in the community and that 

ultimately opinions on “big-ticket items” like the embargo have not changed even though 

views on travel, humanitarian aid, food sales, and support for dissidents have.1525 

Additionally, in April, in a closed, summary trial, Cuban courts sentenced three ferry 

hijackers to death by firing squad for “very grave acts of terrorism” even though the 

hijackers did not harm anyone.1526 Five other hijackers received lengthy prison 

sentences.1527 All exile community sectors condemned the executions, and Castro lost 

support for dialogue among many moderate voices in the community.1528 These were the 

first terrorism charges since 1992.1529 

 The repression caused reverberations in the international community. United 

National High Commissioner for Human Rights Sergio Vieira de Mello expressed 

concerns about due process.1530 The U.N. Commission on Human Rights adopted a 

resolution to request for Cuba to allow a human rights monitor to report on the 

situation.1531 Numerous anti-embargo Cuba Policy Foundation leaders—including 
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scholars, business leaders, and former government officials—resigned after Cuba’s 

crackdown because they decided they could not treat Cuba as a good-faith actor.1532 

 Political parties, governments, nongovernmental organizations, unions, and 

activists worldwide condemned Cuba’s actions.1533 The OAS debated taking action on 

Cuba for the first time in over two decades.1534 The European Union started to take action 

and stalled Cuba’s request to join the Cotonou Agreement for preferential trading.1535 The 

E.U. issued a statement of concern for Cuba’s human rights violations, scaled back 

diplomatic outreach, reduced cultural exchange programs, reevaluated its “Common 

Position” on Cuba, and increased contact with dissidents.1536 The condemnation from the 

European Union and the European Union’s outreach to dissidents caused Cuba to sever 

diplomatic relations with E.U. member nations.1537 Costa Rica introduced the UNCHR 

resolution, which received support from several European, North American, and Latin 

American countries, including Cuba’s trading partners.1538  

 The Bush administration debated various policy options for confronting Castro, 

but they were in a bind due to his previous promises and the various pro-embargo forces 
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in Florida and anti-embargo forces in Congress and elsewhere.1539 CANF’s Pepe 

Hernandez and Dennis Hays met with Otto Reich and State Department leadership to 

promote providing more financial support for dissidents and boosting Radio and TV 

Marti's signals to foster Cuban civil society.1540 Unlike CLC, CANF opposed further 

restrictions to travel or remittances.1541 Remittances provided $400 to $1 billion to up to 

thirty percent of the island’s population.1542 Cutting charter flights would likely push 

more people to travel via third countries on Cuban airlines.1543 The Bush administration 

decided to expel fourteen Cuban diplomats from the Washington, D.C., and United 

Nations missions for alleged espionage.1544 Senator John Ensign (R-NV) introduced a bill 

to provide $30 million for a democratic transition in Cuba and $20 million to pro-

democracy and human rights activists in Cuba via the OAS1545 

 Cuba’s crackdown on dissidents caused a backlash in the United States and 

abroad that reversed many of the diplomatic and trade gains Cuba had made since the end 

of the Cold War. It halted the progress of embargo opponents and gave greater 
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ammunition to embargo proponents. It also impelled President Bush to institute policies 

against Cuba for which Cuban-Americans had advocated since he took office. 

 

Disillusionment and Damage Control 

Bush had done little to follow through on promises he had made to Cuban-

Americans during the presidential race and, more importantly, in his 2002 speech in 

Miami. He had dedicated countless government resources to liberate Iraq and 

Afghanistan but not Cuba.1546 Members of the exile community had repeatedly expressed 

frustration with the lack of action to back up politicians’ pandering, and George W. Bush 

was not exempt from the criticism.1547 The conservative Cuban-American lawmakers and 

Cuban Liberty Council backed Bush but pushed him to do more, while CANF publicly 

and controversially criticized Bush, exacerbating hostilities between CANF and the Bush 

team. 

 With all the pressure regarding how to react to developments in Cuba, President 

Bush chose to celebrate Cuban Independence Day by meeting privately with eleven 

Cuban dissidents and delivering a short, pro-democracy message to the Cuban people via 

Radio Marti.1548 The Cuban-Americans in Congress did not attend the meeting. The 

South Florida Republican Cuban-Americans stated support, but Representative Bob 
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Menendez criticized Bush for mostly maintaining Clinton’s policies.1549 There had been 

little progress on the initiative Bush had announced the previous year, Congress 

pressured to end or relax the embargo, and he was sensitive to Florida’s role in his 

upcoming reelection.1550 Controversially, the Bush administration also increased 

prosecutions against Cubans entering the country illegally.1551 

 Existing tensions bubbled to the surface after July 21, 2003, when the Bush 

administration repatriated twelve Cubans who hijacked a boat and landed in Florida.1552 

They stipulated that they would only return them if Cuba promised not to sentence them 

to capital punishment or more than ten years in prison.1553 CANF, infuriated with the 

decision and ready to take action, feuded with the Bush administration and the 

Republican Cuban-American Congress members from South Florida, who continued to 

support Bush even though they released a statement denouncing the President’s 

decision.1554 CANF’s Jorge Mas Santos, Joe Garcia, and Pepe Hernandez opined that 
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Bush would not be able to count on the Cuban vote in the next election based on his lack 

of action thus far.1555 

Even Governor Jeb Bush opposed the decision as he tried to mitigate the damage 

and hinted that there would be upcoming changes to the Bush administration’s approach 

to Cuba.1556 CANF published an “open letter to the President” in The Miami Herald (and 

El Nuevo Herald) to demand Bush change his Cuba policies.1557 CANF’s policy priorities 

for Bush were altering the “wet foot, dry foot” policy, boosting Radio and TV Marti, 

supporting dissidents financially, and indicting Fidel Castro for crimes against 

humanity.1558 CANF also disapproved of the continued waivers of Title III of Helms-

Burton.1559 Dennis Hays resigned from CANF after the organization criticized Bush but 

said that it was because his three-year term ended.1560 Former Ros-Lehtinen aide and 

House International Relations Committee staffer Camila Ruiz replaced him.1561 
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Thirteen members of the Hispanic Caucus of Florida’s state House of 

Representatives made public statements and wrote a letter to President Bush urging him 

to act on Cuba by indicting Castro, revising the migration policy, supporting dissidents, 

and strengthening Radio and TV Marti.1562 They advised Bush that he could not count on 

Cuban-Americans’ support in the next election if he failed to act.1563 Thirty-four local 

South Florida Republican officials wrote a similar message to the administration, adding 

a request to implement Title III of the Helms-Burton Act.1564 

 The White House insisted that Bush’s support of Cuba spoke for itself and that his 

veto threat kept GOP members from lifting the embargo.1565 NSA Condoleezza Rice 

responded to the South Florida Republican state lawmakers’ letter, assuring them that 

Bush took Cuba policy seriously and listing nine actions that the administration had 

already taken to promote a free Cuba.1566 Her letter discussed the indictments, “breaking 

down the information blockade” like introducing satellite broadcasts for Radio and TV 

Marti, assistance to families of political prisoners, cracking down on espionage, 

reforming travel restrictions, blocking Cuban public diplomacy campaigns, prosecuting 

violations of travel restrictions, and creating a  multilateral coalition to promote human 
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rights in Cuba.1567 The response indicated the importance of the Cuban-American 

constituency to Bush for his reelection.1568 But Cuban exiles wanted more action.1569 

 Bush quickly responded to exile pressure. He fast-tracked the case the 

government had been working on since at least mid-2001, and the United States indicted 

three members of Cuba’s air force for murdering four members of Brothers to the Rescue 

in 1996.1570 The administration also announced that it would begin transmitting TV Marti 

via satellite.1571 Despite all the money that the U.S. Government had poured into TV 

Marti, the Cuban government had consistently blocked the signal until they switched to 

satellite.1572 The administration had been working on the case furiously since May and 

meeting with the Diaz-Balart brothers.1573 They had yet to charge the Castro brothers, 

which would be hard for a head of state.1574 
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 On October 10, 2003, Bush announced from a podium in the White House Rose 

Garden the creation of the Commission for the Assistance to a Free Cuba, a plan to 

prepare for a transition to democracy in Cuba.1575 He assigned Secretary Mel Martinez 

and Secretary Colin Powell to lead the commission.1576 Bush also announced that the 

United States would be issuing more visas for Cubans to come to the United States to 

manage the migration situation better.1577 Castro made another public accusation that the 

U.S. government, in cahoots with the “Miami mafia,” was planning to assassinate him 

and criticized the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba.1578 Secretary Colin Powell 

emphasized that it was a transition plan to prepare for when Castro was gone, not a plan 

to oust him.1579 

 The Treasury voided licenses for nonprofits that the administration and many 

Cuba watchers felt abused their humanitarian relief missions for tourism.1580 The new 

licensing rules, which amped-up enforcement, had a side effect of cutting off many 

medical supply’ conduits.’1581 The Treasury announced that they would review and 
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restrict the policy regarding remittances to Cuba.1582 The announcement, which may have 

been a way to shore up more support in an election year, caused particular stress among 

the less powerful within the Cuban-American community.1583 Dr. Lisandro Perez 

explained, “The [Cuban Americans] who are in a position to try and influence U.S. policy 

are not the same people who have relatives in Cuba.”1584 Many Cuban families depended 

on remittances from their relatives in the United States.1585 Remittances were Cuba’s 

second-largest revenue source after tourism, and they amounted to between $400 million 

and $1 billion.1586 Hardliners objected to any of the money ending up in the Cuban 

government’s hands and propping up the regime.1587  

 Hardline exile organizations, scholars, and politicians created a transition 

proposal to submit to the Commission.1588 The document, entitled “Socio-Economic 

Reconstruction, suggestions and recommendations for a post-Castro Cuba,” rejected 

moderate approaches to Cuba like the Varela Project.1589 The members of Congress 

involved also supported a new Cuban Socio-Economic Reconstruction Commission 

project in Miami.1590 The report prioritized just compensation for property owners, 
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making loans and credit available in the transition to privatization, and emphasizing 

individual rights and liberties.1591 

 Bush unveiled the report from the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba in 

May 2004.1592 With it, he announced several policy changes: spending a total of $45 

million over the next two years to support the cause of democracy in Cuba, $36 million to 

go to dissidents and projects that support democracy and marginalized Cuban 

communities, $18 million dollars to upgrade the transmission equipment for Radio and 

TV Marti and for an airplane to aid it, $5 million for public diplomacy and information 

dissemination abroad about Cuba and U.S. policy, tightening travel restrictions to 

eliminate abuses, limiting remittances to per household instead of per individual and to 

immediate family members, permitting Cuban-American family reunification visits to 

Cuba to once every three years instead of every year and reducing their per diem 

allotment and limited the visits to fourteen days, making new arrivals wait three years 

before visiting, establishing a Cuban Asset Targeting Group to investigate money 

transfers, cracking down on mules who carry money, denying visas to Cuban regime 

officials, and establishing a Transition Coordinator job at the State Department.1593 
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Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart and CLC’s Ninoska Perez-Castellon lauded 

the changes.1594 CANF welcomed the funding for dissidents and Radio and TV Marti 

transmissions but believed tightening travel and aid restrictions would be harmful to 

families and curtail democracy promotion on the island.1595 Carlos Saladrigas considered 

the policies a mixed bag, saying, “We need to learn to do things that hurt the government, 

but not at the expense of the people. That’s a very delicate ethical balance. We believe we 

need to help the Cuban people.” Cuban-Americans who still helped support family back 

in Cuba were most concerned and considered it an attack on Cuban families.1596 Perez-

Castellon disagreed, “It’s not about being able to send your family money or being able 

to visit your family. There’s 12 million people in Cuba and not all of them receive funds 

from abroad or have relatives who visit them…. It’s about bringing freedom to all 

Cubans, not just a few.”1597 Some organizations—the Antonio Maceo Brigade and 

Alianza Martiana among them—warned that the new policies would cost Bush votes 

among more moderate Cuban-Americans, considering 100,000 of the 140,000 Cuban-

Americans who had visited the island the previous year lived in South Florida.1598 Some 

organizations collected signatures to petition the administration to remove restrictions, 
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and others promoted voter drives for newer citizens.1599 The debate unintentionally 

focused on the morality of Bush’s policies rather than on the dissidents’ struggle against 

the Castro regime.1600 Bush’s Republican strategists bet on catering to the “historical 

exile” hardliners’ dependable votes (the “heart of the community,” according to Perez-

Castellon) rather than newer arrivals who might not be registered would be more 

advantageous in the election.1601 The disparate reactions offered the Democratic Party an 

opportunity to capitalize on the generally solidly Republican voting bloc.1602 

 

Turning the Tide for Reelection 

 As always, the road to the White House ran through Florida, and fundraising there 

started early. Wealthy Cuban business owners showered their favorite candidates with 

donations, which gave the donors leverage with policy decisions.1603 Cuban-American 

political strategists and team members helped the candidates navigate Florida and solicit 

voters. The incumbent president was the presumed Republican candidate, but several 

candidates competed for the Democratic ticket. By January 2002, potential 2004 

Democratic presidential candidates had already begun visiting and fundraising in 

Florida.1604 Senator John Kerry (D-MA) announced his presidential candidacy in 
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December 2002 and started fundraising in Miami later the same week.1605 He made sure 

to meet with prominent exiles like Alfredo Duran and kept in contact with CANF, 

especially at a time when Cuban-Americans expressed dissatisfaction with Bush.1606 

Democrats sought to take advantage of the tension between the administration and 

the Cuban-American community in Florida.1607 While fundraising in South Florida for his 

2004 presidential campaign, Joe Lieberman visited Radio and TV Marti to urge Bush to 

follow through with his commitment to Cuban democracy and deliver a message of hope 

to the people on the island.1608 Candidate Joe Lieberman criticized Bush for ‘abandoning’ 

Cuban-Americans, which demonstrated how Democrats worked to make more inroads 

into the Cuban-American vote.1609 Lieberman fundraised with Cuban-American 

businessman Jorge Perez and met with other Cuban-American community leaders in 

Miami.1610 John Kerry, John Edwards, and other Democratic hopefuls reached out to the 

exile leadership.1611 Presidential candidate Senator John Kerry, who opposed the 
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sanctions on Cuba in 2000, now supported them.1612 Presidential candidate Howard Dean 

spoke of wanting to roll back the embargo but said it was the wrong time because of 

Castro’s crackdown on dissidents.1613 As Joe Garcia reiterated, “Look, the road to the 

White House goes through South Florida, and anyone who’s running for president is 

looking at the numbers.”1614 

 Unlike other Democratic presidential candidates, retired Army General Wesley 

Clark stated that he would be willing to discuss easing the embargo without committing 

to it.1615 He argued that engagement helped bring about the fall of the Iron Curtain, which 

communists created themselves rather than the West imposing it on them.1616 He 

considered unilateral embargoes ineffective.1617 

The candidates sought Cuban support as they campaigned in Miami.1618 Roland 

Sanchez-Medina, a CANF and Cuban American Bar Association board member, helped 

advise Kerry.1619 In an interview with Univision’s Jorge Ramos in an attempt to improve 

his weak Hispanic support, Kerry said that he backed the economic embargo but also 
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supported easing travel restrictions as a way to promote democracy in Cuba.1620 Kerry 

had been instrumental in lifting the trade embargo on Vietnam in the 1990s.1621 

Cuban-American Florida state Representative Gaston Cantens agreed to join the 

2004 Bush campaign as chairman of “Hispanics for Bush” after a private meeting in 

which Bush assured Cantens that there would be more action on Cuba.1622 He wanted 

Bush to do more, but he conceded, “If he were not president, the embargo would have 

been lifted.”1623 He and state Senator Rudy Garcia appeared at a public news conference 

with the campaign to demonstrate Cuban support despite the rift that had grown between 

the community and the administration.1624 U.S. Representatives Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, 

Lincoln Diaz-Balart, and Mario Diaz-Balart and State Representatives Marco Rubio, 

John Quinones, and Juan Zapata also joined Bush’s Florida steering committee.1625 Many 

Cuban-American political operatives did not show up to the reelection campaign kickoff 

rally and private reception that Jeb Bush held for his brother in Miami.1626 They cited 

prior commitments, but it also highlighted the continued tension between the community 

and the administration.1627 A Bendixen poll for the Cuban Study Group showed that 
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many Cuban-Americans believed that Bush had not lived up to his promises to the 

community, but the majority still planned to vote for him.1628 Overall, they felt that Bush 

had a good Cuba policy.1629 People underestimated the advantage that Jeb Bush gave his 

brother not just among Cuban-Americans but among Hispanic voters generally, with 

whom Republicans tended to struggle.1630 

 Democrats tried to capitalize on the rift between the administration and Cuban-

Americans to do as well or better than Clinton had with them.1631 An FIU-Sun Sentinel 

poll said that 60 percent of Cuban-American voters planned to vote for Bush in the 2004 

presidential election.1632 Party strategists and fundraisers met with Cuban-Americans to 

plan a summit for Florida Hispanic voters, ad campaigns, voter registration drives, and 

more.1633 Joe Garcia remarked, “Not only has the president failed to formulate a policy on 

Cuba, he’s failed all of Latin America.”1634 Representative Menendez was optimistic 

about Democrats’ abilities to woo Cubans, saying, “When you get past that threshold [of 
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Cuba policy], Cuban-Americans are progressive and care about education, Social 

Security and student aid, just like everyone else.”1635  

 Former Secretary Mel Martinez competed with Bill McCollum and others for the 

Republican nomination for Bob Graham’s seat representing Florida in the U.S. 

Senate.1636 The White House and Virginia Senator George Allen had convinced him to 

run.1637 Martinez supported repatriating Cubans who came to the United States illegally 

for economic reasons rather than credible fear of persecution, but he still had support 

from most South Florida Hispanic voters.1638 Even Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart 

admitted it was a risky stance.1639 Martinez won the Republican nomination and faced 

Democratic candidate Betty Castor in the general election.1640 “As Florida goes, so goes 

the nation. And, many political pundits say, as South Florida goes, so goes Florida.”1641 

The number of votes they accrued in the primaries showed Martinez had a considerable 

advantage over Castor in South Florida, and she had to try to make up for it.1642 She had 
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to make up for not campaigning more in South Florida and among Hispanic voters earlier 

to have a shot in November.1643 

 Joe Garcia stepped down as executive director of CANF to join the New 

Democrat Network to help moderate Democrats in the 2004 election campaign, 

particularly with the Cuban-American vote and other Hispanics’ changing 

demographics.1644 Garcia’s leadership in the CANF had helped scare away some older 

hardliners but had attracted some newer and younger exiles.1645 A June New Democrat 

Network poll showed the Cuban community’s political views continued to moderate.1646 

Far more U.S.-born Cuban-Americans supported Kerry over Bush, and he edged out 

Bush among most-Mariel Cuban emigres.1647 However, over 80 percent of pre-Mariel 

Cuban exiles supported Bush, and they were much more politically active.1648 

 Joe Garcia called Bush’s administration “probably the worst… we’ve ever had on 

Cuba policy,” as he introduced in Little Havana the first ads of a $6 million Hispanic 

media campaign in late September.1649 Hialeah Mayor Raul Martinez believed that they 
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could win many potential Cuban Democrat votes.1650 “They didn’t want to be seen as 

‘bad Cubans.’ In the Cuban community it’s a stigma to be a Democrat. But I think they’re 

starting to come out.”1651 In one ad, Garcia emphasized how little the administration had 

done for Cuba until the election year rolled around.1652 Alfredo Duran, a pro-dialogue 

activist, explained what he viewed as the real reason Cuban-Americans tend to be 

Republican: “It really has nothing to do with U.S. policy toward Cuba. It’s basically 

street politics. The Democratic party basically ignored a Cuban-American community 

while the Republican party saw an opening.”1653 Ruiz said that “the key to power and 

influence for Cuban Americans is to never allow any political party ‘to take our vote for 

granted.’”1654 

 A September Bendixen poll for New Democrat Network showed Democrats 

gaining ground with Hispanics over the previous five months, but a majority of all voters 

felt that Kerry did not present a “clear agenda for the future.”1655 Seventy-two percent of 

likely Cuban-American voters supported Bush, helping Bush lead 57% to Kerry’s 37% 

support among Florida Hispanic voters.1656 For comparison, Bush won 65% of the 
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Florida Hispanic vote in the 2000 election and won Florida by less than 600 votes.1657 

Bush made sure to check in with Cuban-Americans often on the campaign trail.1658 

Hardline Republicans who had become disillusioned with Bush coalesced around his 

campaign after the announcement of new policies and as the election drew nearer.1659 The 

Bush campaigned leaned heavily into Spanish television and radio advertisements.1660 

President Bush won Florida by over 380,000 ballots this time around.1661 Mel Martinez 

won his Senate election. The restrictions on family travel and remittances may have cost 

Bush some Cuban-American votes in the 2004 election.1662 

 CANF had seen years of contention and in-fighting, so when they chose a new 

director after an election season that had pitted current and former CANF leadership 

against one another, they chose someone with a desire to unite. Alfredo Mesa, a former 

aide to Miami-Dade Mayor Alex Penelas, became the new executive director of CANF 

on November 15, 2004.1663 A U.S.-born registered independent, he considered himself a 

“consensus builder” and wanted to bridge the gap between older and younger Cuban-

Americans of different ideological stances with a common goal of getting rid of 

Castro.1664 
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 With all the changes happening in the community and national politics, Cuban-

American Democrats had hoped to convert more of their compatriots during the 2004 

election season. Despite his hiccups with the Cuban-American community, George W. 

Bush won Florida by five percentage points and around three-quarters of the Cuban-

American vote.1665 Mel Martinez won Florida with 49 percent of the vote to became the 

first Cuban-American Senator after resigning from his groundbreaking Cabinet position. 

Elected officials, particularly those from South Florida, prepared a collective effort to 

block embargo opponents in Bush’s second term. 

 

Conclusion 

 Demographic shifts, Jorge Mas Canosa's death, and Elian Gonzalez had caused 

the Cuban-American community to reevaluate their goals, strategies, and reputations 

regarding Cuba and Cuba policy. The rifts in CANF and the proliferation of new Cuban-

American organizations reflected the maturation of pluralism in the community. They 

adapted to the changing circumstances, enabling Cuban-Americans to remain relevant. 

Dissidents had become the center of the Castro resistance movement rather than exiles. 

Although trade disputes were spirited, the most divisive debates came in regards to 

policies that affected those with Cuban families abroad, such as Cuban-American travel 

to the island, remittance restrictions, and aid restrictions. 
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Early in his administration, George W. Bush had plans for U.S. involvement in 

Latin America, and he had developed a better rapport with Latinos than other Republican 

politicians. Cuban-Americans helped him win the 2000 election, and he had appointed 

many Cuban-Americans to leadership positions. However, after the September 11 

terrorist attack, the “war on terror” consumed the administration’s attention regarding 

foreign policy and national security, diverting their focus away from Latin America and 

toward the Middle East. Additionally, popular U.S. opinion viewed the embargo 

negatively, and anti-embargo movements gained momentum. Embargo opponents gained 

momentum during that period, but Castro’s decision to squelch dissidents caused Cuba to 

lose footing with potential defenders. Fidel Castro began to crack down on dissidents, 

jailing seventy-five in March 2003, dubbed as the “Black Spring” in the Cuban 

community. Cuban-Americans were indignant that the U.S. launched a full-scale attack 

on Iraq while the dictator at their doorstep remained in power after four decades. 

Cuba was not a priority, and he made few changes to Cuba policy until Cuban-

Americans expressed discontentment leading up to the 2004 election. The closer the 

presidential election approached, the more Bush felt pressure to act on Cuba. Warned that 

he might lose Cuban-American votes in the next election, Bush entrusted top advisors to 

create the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba to review Cuba policy and create a 

plan for democratic transition for Cuba. His administration implemented measures to cut 

diplomatic dialogue, travel, cultural exchanges, and money flow to the island. Bush 

threatened to veto any anti-embargo legislation, new PACs provided donations to pro-

embargo legislators, and new Cuban-American legislators increased hardliners’ profile in 

Congress. True to character, Bush responded aggressively and unilaterally with sanctions, 
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but unlike the Middle East, he did not employ military force against Cuba. The force of 

the embargo would have to suffice. Ultimately, Bush did win reelection and continued to 

promote a more hardline, anti-communist foreign policy toward Cuba. 
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CHAPTER 7: GEORGE W. BUSH’S SECOND TERM 

Introduction 

 President George W. Bush’s first term exposed divisions within the two main 

national political parties and within the Cuban-American community regarding Cuba 

policy. The anti-embargo movement gained steam within each sector. Divisions within 

the parties Cuba policies occurred over business, humanitarian aid, dissident 

empowerment, and foreign policy strategies for promoting human rights and democracy. 

Above all, Cuban-Americans disagreed about policies that affected separated Cuban 

families: remittances, travel, repatriation, and aid. These polemics endured into the 

second Bush term. Cuban exile organizations and interest groups expanded and evolved 

to reflect these divisions. 

Nationally, Republicans controlled the U.S. House from 2001 to 2006 and the 

Senate for a brief period in 2001 and from 2003 to 2006. Cuban-Americans earned their 

first seats in the U.S. Senate, starting in 2005. Thus, Republicans and their allies had 

greater access and influence with Congress, the President, and executive agencies for 

much of Bush’s presidency. The nationwide disagreements over immigration invariably 

affected Cubans entering the United States despite their preferred immigration status 

under the Cuban Adjustment Act. The 2008 economic recession overshadowed all other 

political issues that year. 

Internationally, the United States remained the hegemon, but China challenged 

U.S. preeminence. Bush was unpopular outside of the United States, and his national 

approval rating continuously decreased. Populist socialist leaders won elections 

throughout the Americas, ushering in a “Pink Tide” that began with Hugo Chavez in 
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Venezuela in 1998. Venezuela and others arranged special trade agreements that 

bolstered the Cuban economy. They aligned with Cuba, and the United States’ ostracism 

of Cuba caused friction at hemispheric meetings. Fidel Castro also transferred leadership 

of the Cuban government to his younger brother during this time, and Raul began to 

institute limited measures to enable small private enterprise on the island. In contrast to 

Bush’s status quo Cuba policy, the changing international and domestic environment set 

the stage for bigger developments in the following administration. 

 

Second Term, Second Chance 

Cuban-Americans filled more federal leadership positions, both through 

appointments and elections. They served both as bridges and gatekeepers for the 

community, with the new Congressional Cuba Democracy Caucus being a prime 

example. As CANF’s prestige decreased, Cuban exile organizations jostled for influence 

and created coalitions to amplify their messages. These messages echoed the growing 

pluralism within the community. Nevertheless, Cuban-American hardliners like the 

Republican legislators, many appointed officials, and the Cuban Liberty Council had the 

greatest influence within the administration. 

Bush appointed more prominent Cuban-Americans to leadership positions in his 

second term. Starting in 2005, Carlos Gutierrez served as Secretary of Commerce, 

Eduardo Aguirre as Ambassador to Spain, and Alfonso Martinez-Fonts, Jr., as Assistant 

Secretary for the Private Sector Office in the Department of Homeland Security. He also 

appointed Lisette McSoud Mondello as Assistant Secretary of Veterans Affairs, Frank 
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Ruben Jimenez as General Counsel of the U.S. Department of the Navy, and Luis Aguilar 

as Commissioner of the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission. 

Mel Martinez received a warm welcome when he arrived at the Capitol.1666 Exiles 

saw in him the embodiment of exile success, who had gone from a Pedro Pan child to a 

member of the Presidential Cabinet and U.S. Senator.1667 He was assigned to the Senator 

Foreign Relations Committee and planned to foster ties with Latin America and promote 

Cuba’s freedom.1668 New Jersey Representative Bob Menendez (D) became the second 

Cuban-American U.S. Senator via special appointment in 2006. Cuban-American Albio 

Sires (D) took his place in the House of Representatives. They totaled four in the House 

and two in the Senate. 

 U.S. Senator Jon Corzine (D-NJ) won the New Jersey gubernatorial election, 

thereby leaving a vacancy in his Senate seat.1669 He ultimately chose Bob Menendez to 

replace him, making Menendez the second Cuban-American U.S. Senator and one of 

three Hispanic Senators then serving.1670 Hispanic groups called on the Democrats, who 

often sought Hispanic support in elections, to support Menendez as the replacement.1671 

Republican Cuban-American lawmakers, who had frequently collaborated with him on 
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Cuba legislation, and the Cuban-American community enthusiastically supported him.1672 

Having pro-embargo Cuban-American Senators on each side of the aisle also benefited 

pro-embargo efforts regardless of which party controlled the executive branch.1673 

CANF’s new leadership attempted to repair its relationship with the Republicans 

and offered to co-sponsor the Congressional Hispanic Leadership Institute’s inaugural 

gala for Hispanic Congress members, which George W. Bush’s nephew George P. Bush 

and Emilio Estefan headlined.1674 The institute officially said that they do not take money 

from nonprofit organizations, but Representative Mario Diaz-Balart, who headed the 

institute, clarified, “The bottom line is their money was not taken and it’s not because 

they were a nonprofit, it’s because they’re not welcome.”1675 Instead, twenty-four CANF 

board members bought individual tickets and attended the Grand Hispanic Gala 

anyway.1676 Some of the notable donors included Al Cardenas, Sergio Pino, and 

Armando Codina.1677 CANF board members had also contributed over $2 million 

combined to Bush’s presidential campaigns in 2000 and 2004.1678 
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When CANF did not show allegiance to Bush in 2000, the Cuban Liberty Council 

became more influential.1679 The Bush administration had relied on the Cuban Liberty 

Council for advice more than CANF.1680 

Sixteen Cuban exile organizations in South Florida created a blueprint for 

governing a post-Castro Cuba entitled “Pillars for a Cuban Consensus.”1681 CANF, 

Agenda Cuba, and the Cuban Study Group participated.1682 These were some of the 

recommendations: allowing all Cubans on the island and in the diaspora to participate 

politically, eliminating the death penalty and releasing political prisoners, amnesty 

“within the boundaries established by international law,” unrestricted travel, giving 

property deeds to current tenants, and compensating former owners or their descendants 

for expropriated property. The idea came from an October Cuba conference in Rome.1683 

The influential conservative groups Cuban Liberty Council and Cuba Democracy 

Advocates did not participate.1684 

 CANF and the Democracy Movement planned to attend a meeting of dissidents 

and encouraged other exiles to support the assembly.1685 The Cuban Liberty Council, 

Brigade 2506, and lawmakers refused to go but said that they would provide economic 
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support to the dissidents.1686 The Cuban Liberty Council refused to go to Castro’s Cuba 

under any circumstances but said that they would provide economic support.1687 Brigade 

2506 pledged to help them financially over a phone call with dissident Felix Antonio 

Bonne Carcasses, for which fifty people were present, including Representatives Ileana 

Ros-Lehtinen and Mario Diaz-Balart were present.1688 Representative Lincoln Diaz-

Balart said he respected decisions to go and not to go but strongly supported the dissident 

meeting.1689 

The dissident assembly in Havana, “the largest and most public gathering of 

Cuban dissidents since Fidel Castro seized power in 1959,” occurred on May 20-21, 

2005.1690 About two hundred dissidents and guests showed up.1691 Cuban authorities 

harassed, interrogated, detained, deported, or denied entry to several intended attendees: 

Polish, German, and Czech lawmakers; international journalists; academics; dissidents 

traveling from elsewhere in Cuba; and activists (including one CANF representative).1692 
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The European Union, Poland, German, and Italy condemned Cuba’s actions.1693 President 

Bush sent a recorded message of solidarity to the dissidents.1694 

 Several Cuban-American exile organizations struggled to survive financially, stay 

relevant, and recruit younger members.1695 The Spanish American League Against 

Discrimination (SALAD), the Camara De Comercio Latina de USA (CAMACOL), the 

Municipios de Cuba en el Exilio, the Hispanic Heritage Council, the Cuban American 

National Council (CANC), and even CANF had lost much of their appeal.1696 The Latin 

Builders Association and the Cuban American Bar Association remained successful, 

having about 800 and 1700 members, respectively.1697 People offered several 

explanations for the lack of enthusiasm for many exile organizations: less interest in the 

Cuban cause among younger generations, a generational divide in priorities and strategy, 

older members and founders unwilling to cede the reins, exile politics, a glass ceiling for 

women, and the idea that many were created with the expectation of disbanding when 

Cuba was free.1698 

 Conservative Cuban-American hardliners created a stronger coalition of caucuses, 

organizations, and PACs to defend against attacks on the embargo in Bush’s second term. 

Although they had somewhat evolved their policies on aid and dissident support, their 
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ideas became less popular within the dynamic Cuban-American demographic. 

Nevertheless, their influence on Congress was pivotal in the Congressional embargo 

debates and executive branch policymaking circles. 

 

Congress and Cuba 

 The backlash against the anti-embargo forces on Capitol Hill gained considerably 

more strength in 2005. Since 2001, efforts to loosen embargo restrictions gained 

popularity, and proponents passed several amendments that would loosen restrictions on 

business and travel, even though most did not make it to the final bills due to the threat of 

a White House veto.1699 The Cuba Democracy Caucus, Cuba Democracy Advocates, and 

the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC managed to regain some of the ground that farm-state 

Republicans, Democrats, the Cuba Working Group, agricultural lobbyists, and others had 

gained in the fight over Cuba policy.1700  

Mauricio Claver-Carone, director of the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC and 

Washington lobbyist for the supposedly unrelated Cuba Democracy Advocates 

organization, threw himself into contacting and donating to lawmakers.1701 The PAC, 

created in August 2003, had raised $750,000 since then; courted high profile donors, 

board members, and public officials; arranged meetings phone calls with dissidents and 
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activists; and donated over $250,000 to 133 House candidates and 52 Senate candidates, 

about 70% of which were Republican.1702 Thirty-three House members had switched 

their positions since the donations.1703  

U.S. legislators officially announced the formation of the bipartisan, bicameral 

Cuba Democracy Caucus on April 27, 2005, to promote civil society and democracy in 

Cuba.1704 CANF lobbyist Camila Ruiz had been working with Congress members to 

create the caucus for a year to fight back the forces working against the embargo on 

Capitol Hill, like the Cuba Working Group.1705 The agenda prioritized: maintain the trade 

and travel ban, insist that Havana allow reciprocal lobbying for U.S. interests, justice for 

Cuban government crimes against U.S. citizens like the shootdown of the Brothers to the 

Rescue planes, strengthen the flow of information to Cuba, defend the hemisphere against 

Castro, work with domestic and international legislations to promote democracy in Cuba, 

assist Cuba in transitioning to democracy, and “protect U.S. taxpayers from providing 

U.S. subsidies and export insurance for goods received by the Castro regime.”1706 

Freshman Representative Debbie Wasserman-Schultz (D-FL) was the whip for the Cuba 

Democracy Caucus and worked tirelessly among freshman and senior Congress members 

to consolidate support for the embargo.1707 
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Flake’s amendment to lift restrictions on sending personal hygiene products to 

Cuba failed.1708 On June 29, the Senate defeated an amendment that would permit greater 

humanitarian travel.1709 On June 30, the House voted down three separate amendments to 

loosen restrictions on family travel to Cuba, ease student travel to Cuba, and lift the 

embargo.1710 Jeff Flake and Charles Rangel continued to be leading opponents of the 

embargo; Cuban-American Congress members continued to defend the embargo.1711 The 

U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council’s John Kavulich noted that Castro had been 

purchasing fewer food products from the United States recently to provide further 

incentive for Congress members with agricultural interests to ease restrictions.1712 “The 

Cuban government has a genetic need to be a part of the U.S. political discourse,” he 

remarked.1713 

 Members of Congress fought over the prospect of drilling for oil in the Florida 

Straits as oil prices rose.1714 Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart and CANF supported 

Senator Bill Nelson’s proposal to sanction firms that drill in Cuban waters and ban Cuba 

from drilling for oil near Florida by letting a 1977 agreement regarding overlapping 
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economic zones with Cuba lapse.1715 International law, however, held that the United 

States could not prevent Cuba from drilling in its sovereign waters, but the legislation 

could have the effect of creating enough uncertainty to dissuade investors.1716 Cuba 

already had contracts with several foreign companies to explore offshore drilling: 

Canada’s Sherritt International Corporation, Spain’s Repsol YPF and its Norwegian and 

Indian partners, and Sinopec of China.1717 Senator Mel Martinez had some reservations 

about Nelson’s bill.1718 Energy companies and Cuban-Americans took opposite sides on 

the debate as they fought for support from Republicans and the administration.1719 

Marathon Oil Corporation wanted to bid for Cuba’s oil exploration lots rather than allow 

foreign countries to drill off Florida’s coasts.1720 Like Jose Sorzano, Hardliners viewed it 

as “an assault on the embargo masquerading as an attempt to get energy because we need 

energy.”1721 Representative Jeff Flake argued that foreign countries like China would 

have an advantage in a post-Castro Cuba if the United States maintained the embargo.1722 

 Given the stipulations of the Helms-Burton Act, the best chance for ending the 

embargo lay in Congressional repeal, but the likelihood of a successful repeal was low. 
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There was bipartisan support for each side, but status quo maintenance generally 

prevailed over change in the U.S. political system. 

 

Fugitives and Spies 

Espionage, violence, and harboring fugitives prolonged the stalemate between the 

United States and Cuba and prevented reconciliation. The issues affected the Cuban-

American community more acutely than the U.S. federal government in that they were 

often the primary victims or sources of controversies. However, these problems 

undermined national security as well in that Cuba shared and sold intelligence with 

hostile actors. 

Luis Posada Carriles, who hid in El Salvador for years, turned up in Miami, where 

he applied for asylum.1723 Venezuela and Cuba sought his arrest and extradition for 

terrorism charges.1724 Even though he had been on an immigration watch list for years, 

Posada claimed that he had crossed the Mexican border by bus, but others suspected that 

Cuban exiles had brought him to the United States from Mexico on a private boat.1725 He 

denied or deflected questions about all crimes he had allegedly committed and recanted 
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any previous admissions.1726 Authorities arrested him in Miami on May 17 and took him 

to El Paso for detention and trial.1727 Posada sought asylum, claiming that Fidel Castro 

was persecuting him, even though Posada had managed to evade Castro over several 

decades in several countries.1728 His attorney planned to apply for Posada’s citizenship 

because he had served in the U.S. military at the time of the Vietnam War.1729 

The question of what to do with Luis Posada Carriles caused a dilemma for the 

United States as it sought Assata Shakur's return.1730 The U.S. Government added Joanne 

Chesimard, also known as Assata Shakur, to the terrorism watch list and offered a $1 

million reward for the capture and return of the fugitive who had escaped prison in 1979 

and eventually found refuge in Cuba.1731 According to Philip Peters of the Lexington 

Institute, the United States designated nations that harbored terrorists as terrorist states 

and made no exceptions, which would cause a problem when other countries considered 

Posada a terrorist.1732 Dennis Hays said that Posada should be tried but that the United 

States could not trust Venezuela or Cuba to hold a fair trial or trust Venezuela not to 

extradite Posada to Cuba.1733 However, the United States and Venezuela had had an 
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extradition treaty since 1922.1734 The possibility of extradition to Cuba was the 

administration’s excuse for not extraditing him to Venezuela.1735 The White House left it 

up to the courts.1736 The judge told Posada that he would be extradited to Venezuela if he 

lost his case and appeals for protection.1737 

 After Carriles returned to the United States in 2005, the FBI returned to the 

investigation of Luis Posada Carriles’s alleged role in the 1997 Havana bombings.1738 

Three FBI agents traveled to Havana in fall 2006 with the cooperation of Cuban 

intelligence, who had blocked access to evidence for years, to conduct investigations for 

a federal grand jury in Newark, NJ.1739 The New Jersey grand jury looked into wire 

transfers to Central America from exiles in New Jersey to finance Posada’s alleged 

bombing campaigns in Cuba between 1993 and 1998.1740 Exiles and human rights groups 

questioned the accuracy of any evidence from the Cuban government because of their 

justice system's poor reputation.1741 A Cuban intelligence officer tied Alfredo Domingo 
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Otero and CANF to the attacks, which CANF flatly denied, but the FBI affidavit did 

not.1742 

 Due to their experience with the Elian Gonzalez media coverage, exile 

organizations made a conscientious effort to avoid demonstrations on behalf of Posada 

that might make the community look bad or distract from the dissident assembly.1743 

They asked others to hold off at least until there had been a determination on Posada’s 

application for asylum and his arrest status.1744 The Bush administration stated that it 

would not deport him to Venezuela or Cuba. Activist Chin Martinez accused them of 

making a partisan decision to not protest against Bush the way they had against Clinton, 

but there had also been demonstrations against Bush Sr. on behalf of Orlando Bosch.1745 

 In January 2006, a federal judge indicted Dr. Carlos M. and Elsa Alvarez for 

working as unregistered foreign agents.1746 It became public that the couple, who worked 

at Florida International University, had been spying for the Cuban government for 

decades.1747 The couple had confessed to the FBI during summer 2005 and were 

arraigned in Washington DC in December.1748 They did not provide classified 
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government or military secrets to the Cuban government, and there was no evidence that 

they recruited even though the Cuban government had asked them, but they did provide 

intelligence on the exile community and organizations in Miami.1749 They had many 

friends in the community through their involvement at FIU and at Saint Thomas Catholic 

Church, and the friends felt betrayed.1750 The many spy cases and incidents of violence in 

Miami and Cuba had reified the culture of distrust on both sides of the Florida Straits.1751 

In the case of Carlos and Elsa Alvarez, the prosecutor revealed that the FBI had acquired 

their reports for the Cuban Intelligence Service on Cuban exile elites and a U.S. 

government study on telecommunications in Cuba.1752 Prosecutors believed that Carlos 

had been spying since 1977 and that Elsa had become involved in 1982.1753 They struck 

plea deals in exchange for lesser charges: for Carlos, conspiring to act as an unregistered 

foreign agent, and for Elsa, pleading guilty to knowing about it and harboring him.1754 

Each perceived betrayal of trust made it more difficult for opposing actors to 

negotiate in good faith. The many spy cases and incidents of violence in Miami and Cuba 

reified the culture of skepticism on both sides of the Florida Straits and within the Cuban-
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American community.1755 They exposed latent sympathies for militants but the 

unwillingness to defend them as adamantly and publicly as in the past. 

 

Immigration 

 Competing interests at local, national, and international levels made navigating 

immigration issues exceptionally complex. Cuba considered U.S. immigration policies 

for Cubans to blame for uncontrolled migration, whereas the United States faulted 

Castro’s political repression, economic mismanagement, and purposeful manipulation of 

mass exodus. Especially after 9/11, U.S. Republicans generally viewed immigration as a 

high security and economic threat, while Democrats sought ways to reform immigration 

to absorb the influx. Congress had passed few meaningful immigration reform bills in 

decades, even though it was often on the agenda. There was increased interest in passing 

comprehensive immigration reform in Bush’s second term, but Bush’s stance was more 

moderate than much of his party. The parties remained deadlocked in negotiations. 

Conservative Cuban-Americans, who had benefited from preferential immigration laws, 

rarely mobilized for immigration issues unless they differentiated Cubans. Many older 

exiles often viewed laws like the Cuban Adjustment Act as irrelevant to newer exiles, 

whose motivations often had more to do with economic considerations than political 

repression. As some of the most prominent Hispanics in the Republican Party, though, 

the Cuban-American politicians often tried to mediate between Congressional factions 

during immigration negotiations. 
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 A U.S. State Department report argued that Cuba was not complying with the 

1994/1995 migration accords.1756 Cuba was not stopping boats leaving the island in their 

territorial waters, had not permitted a new registration for the lottery since 1998, refused 

to accept excludables, and blocked exit visas for over 500 of the 20,000 recipients of the 

U.S. visa lottery, of which 171 were doctors.1757 Cuba said that the United States was 

trying to provoke a mass exodus because it took too long to grant and process visas.1758 

Outgoing chief of the Havana mission, James Cason, unequivocally said earlier that 

month that any claims of the United States attempting to spark a mass exodus were 

false.1759 Meanwhile, the number of rafters had more than doubled to 2,617 between 

October 2004 and September 2005 compared to October 2003 to October 2004 because 

of the Cuban economy's poor state.1760 Representative Ros-Lehtinen and Senator Mel 

Martinez called the Cuban government untrustworthy and criticized the accords, which 

had established the “wet foot, dry foot” policy.1761 

 The Coast Guard repatriated some shipwrecked Cuban asylum seekers who had 

made it to a defunct bridge because the old bridge was no longer attached to the islands 

of the Florida Keys.1762 This interpretation of the “wet foot, dry foot” law infuriated 
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Cuban-Americans, who again expressed disappointment in the administration’s handling 

of Cuba policy and demanded a review of Clinton-era policies.1763 Miami Mayor Manny 

Diaz, U.S. Senator Mel Martinez, and Representatives Mario and Lincoln Diaz-Balart 

called for changes to the “wet foot, dry foot” policy.1764 CANF sent a letter to the White 

House and put together a coalition of exile groups to go to Washington and lobby the 

President to review the policy.1765 Ramon Saul Sanchez began a hunger strike that lasted 

for twelve days.1766 Lawyers of the families of the deportees challenged the decision 

regarding what constitutes U.S. territory.1767 A letter from Presidential candidate George 

W. Bush in 2000 to Representative Lincoln Diaz Balart promised, “If I am president, my 

administration will conduct a thorough review of all Clinton-Gore executive decisions 

with respect to Cuba, including those regarding immigration policy,” and exiles said 

Bush had not lived up to his promise.1768 Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice announced 

that the administration was putting together another executive commission to review 

Cuba policies.1769 
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 Congress debated immigration reform, and some proposed criminalizing 

immigrants who lacked proper paperwork.1770 Jorge Mas Santos created an ad to 

encourage Cuban-Americans to protest such proposals.1771 Senator Mel Martinez 

attempted to broker compromises between different sides in the Congressional debate on 

comprehensive immigration reform.1772 Mi Familia Vota en Accion’s Jorge Mursuli, New 

Democrat Network’s Joe Garcia, Miami Archbishop John C. Favalora, and Miami City 

Commissioner Joe Sanchez were among those who encouraged Cuban-Americans to 

become involved in defending humane immigration reform.1773 Cuban-American women 

radio hosts were some of Miami’s biggest detractors of undocumented immigrants.1774 

 President Bush’s approval ratings were below forty percent, so he went on the 

road to places like Miami to build up support.1775 Florida Republicans defended him even 

as some in the party distanced themselves.1776 Representative Mario Diaz-Balart praised 

low taxes.1777 Bush’s approval rating among Hispanics nationwide, which he had 
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carefully built for the GOP, had fallen with the failed immigration reform attempt.1778 In 

Florida, Bush went from 49 percent of the Hispanic vote in 2000 to 56 percent in 

2004.1779 Republicans had gained somewhere between 19 and 32 percentage points with 

Hispanics between the 1996 and 2004 presidential elections, but the immigration debates 

reversed the gains.1780 Immigration was the number one issue for Hispanics, and 

discrimination moved to number two.1781 “The debate now breaks along two lines in 

Washington. Senate bill supporters want to create a “path to citizenship” for 

“undocumented workers.” Supporters of the House bill - opposed by all three Cuban-

American representatives in Florida - want more border walls and deportations, decrying 

the Senate’s costly “amnesty” plan for the 11 million “illegals.””1782 

The United States launched a program to give defecting Cuban doctors 

preferential immigration status sometime in fall 2006.1783 Their fast-track entry could 

take months due to the requirements for extra security screening for applications from 

states on the U.S. state sponsors of terrorism list, so applicants had to wait in safe 

houses.1784 Hundreds applied within the first six months, and over one hundred had 
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already arrived by March 2007.1785 Cuba had 40,000 doctors and other medical workers 

working in 69 countries, 15,000 of whom were in Venezuela.1786 Some Cuban doctors 

who had defected to the United States created Solidaridad sin Fronteras (Solidarity 

without Borders) in 2005, and it helped to field inquiries.1787 

Cuban exiles still advocated for Cuban refugees, but their ability to impact 

migration laws diminished over time. The more the public viewed Cubans as equivalent 

to other immigrants, the more they treated Cubans as such. Yet, immigration laws 

continued to give them preferential treatment, regardless of changing circumstances. 

 

Raul Takes Over 

 Cuba underwent significant leadership changes in the latter half of Bush’s 

administration, causing a political recalculation of U.S.-Cuban relations. Fidel Castro 

ceded power to his brother, Raul, on July 31, 2006.1788 Immediately, rumors flew about 

his health and whether he died.1789 Celebrants banged pots and pans throughout Miami 

because he was no longer in power.1790 They hoped that the time for change had finally 
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come.1791 Activists in Miami prepared to return to Cuba once they received confirmation 

that it was time and offered their help to dissidents, the people, and potential government 

defectors via diplomats and local contacts.1792 Mothers Against Repression and the Cuban 

Democratic Directorate stepped up their “noncooperation campaign” to get the people to 

stop cooperating with the government.1793 Expropriated property claimants prepared to 

reclaim their property or compensation, but many exile leaders urged the community to 

be cautious about unintentionally feeding fears that exiles would kick people out of their 

homes.1794 Cuban state-controlled media drummed up opposition to exiles and support for 

the continuity of the revolution.1795 The remaining members of paramilitary groups, like 

Alpha 66, prepared for an insurgency.1796 The Bush administration maintained that 

Cubans on the island should lead the way in a democratic transition and that military 

intervention was not an option, but Cuba watchers debated the role that the United States 

should play.1797 Condoleezza Rice offered support to democracy advocates in Cuba over 

Radio and TV Marti.1798 CANF’s Pepe Hernandez was disappointed that the signals from 
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the administration suggested hesitance to intervene.1799 Representative Ros-Lehtinen and 

lobbyist Mauricio Claver-Carone were confident that the President was willing to 

intervene, but Claver-Carone blamed career bureaucrats for being resistant to change in 

favor of stability.1800  

In light of the transfer of leadership in Cuba, Consenso Cubano (Cuban 

Consensus), an umbrella organization for about two dozen moderate exile organizations, 

released a report calling for the Bush administration and the new Congress to ease 

restrictions on travel, humanitarian aid, and remittances to Cuba for the sake of Cuban-

American families.1801 Cuba Study Group, CANF, the Democracy Movement, the 

Christian Democratic Party of Cuba, and others constituted the Cuban Consensus, which 

said the restrictions “violate fundamental rights of Cubans, damage the Cuban family, 

and constitute ethical contradictions.”1802 Meanwhile, Senator Chris Dodd co-sponsored a 

bill to allow Americans to travel to Cuba.1803 

 President Bush gave a speech on Cuba at the State Department on October 23, 

2007.1804 Bush defined his position on Cuba, called Cuba a “tropical gulag,” encouraged 

the people of Cuba and the military to pursue democracy, permitted NGOs to donate 
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computers, let Cuban students access to U.S. educational scholarships, and reprimanded 

other countries for not doing more to help.1805  Like many prominent conservative Cuban-

Americans, the Bush administration eschewed the prospect of valuing stability over 

freedom, which they accused U.S. bureaucrats and other countries of doing.1806 The Latin 

American Working Group pointed out that Cuba’s economy had grown 11.1% in 2006, 

largely due to tourism, and that isolation only ensured that the United States would have 

little say in the future of Cuba.1807 They continued: 

Specifically, the president’s speech on Cuba brings nothing new to the table. It 

comes at a time when the president perhaps is looking for a distraction from the 

declining situation in Iraq, sagging political support in Florida, and the upcoming 

United Nations vote condemning the United States’ embargo on Cuba -- a similar 

vote passed 183-4 last year, the 15th consecutive loss for the United States.1808 

 

 Fidel resigned as the President of the Council of State on February 24, 2008.1809 

The Cuban National Assembly elected Raul as the new president and catered to the older, 

hardline communists to reorganize leadership.1810 Cuba specialists and Miami Cubans did 

not believe that his exit could make a fundamental difference in Cuba until Raul was 

gone, and it was clear that they no longer called the shots, and even then, they lined up 
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ideologists to replace them.1811 Bernardo Benes did note that it gave Raul “some space to 

make his own decisions.”1812 Condoleezza Rice urged the government to embrace 

democracy.1813 

 The transfer of power in Cuba had the potential to alter the course of U.S.-Cuban 

relations. Raul instituted reforms, but U.S. sanctions persisted. Bush’s implication that his 

administration valued freedom over stability spoke volumes about his administration’s 

approach toward Cuba and his administration’s overall foreign policy doctrine. It also 

enabled other countries, such as Venezuela and China, to establish footholds and exert 

greater influence in Cuba vis-à-vis the United States. 

 

Aid to Cuba 

Cuban-Americans still largely determined the parameters of allowable U.S. 

private and public aid to Cuba, even though they often disagreed among themselves about 

what should be lawful. They determined who qualified to receive the aid, how much they 

could receive, and how to transfer it. Nevertheless, the community consistently aided 

their island compatriots, especially during disaster situations. The topic enabled a venue 

for CANF to reassert its relevance during a presidential campaign year. 

A CANF study released in 2008 (echoing findings of a PWC audit, GAO, and The 

Miami Herald) found that less than 17 percent of the $65 million in federal U.S. aid 
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earmarked for Cuban dissidents (the Cuba Democracy program at USAID) over the 

previous decade reached Cuba.1814 Instead, it mostly went to academic studies and exile 

organizations.1815 CANF’s Pepe Hernandez offered five recommendations: permitting 

direct cash aid to dissidents and their families, a cost-share requirement for funding, sub-

grants to independent Cuban civil society organizations, requiring a minimum of 75% of 

grant money to go to direct aid to Cuban civil society, and a USAID monitoring at the 

Interests Section in Havana.1816 This upset many grant recipients. The Cuban Democratic 

Directorate and the Center for a Free Cuba condemned the report as a smear on the exile 

community.1817 

 Congress placed a hold on the $45.7 million for USAID’s democracy programs in 

Cuba, pending a review.1818 Recent audits and allegations of improper use by grantees 

like the Center for a Free Cuba and the Group in Support of Democracy caused a 

reevaluation of the regulations and procedures.1819 The Bush administration ordered that 

the grants should favor international advocacy organizations over Cuban exile groups.1820 
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After Castro lifted the ban on Cubans owning personal cell phones and 

computers, which most Cuban citizens could not afford anyway, on May 20, Cuban 

Solidarity Day, Bush announced that the administration would allow Cuban-Americans 

to send cell phones to their families on the island.1821 The rates were still prohibitively 

expensive.1822 The Cuban Democratic Directorate applauded the move, but CANF said 

that they had been sending cell phones for years and what the dissidents really needed 

was greater access to money.1823 Western Union offices in Cuba began asking dissidents 

picking up money if the source was a direct relative, thus using the U.S. remittance 

restrictions to deny funding to dissidents, who could not get jobs under the regime.1824 

 Category 4 Hurricane Gustav hit western Cuba on August 30, 2008. Category 4 

Hurricane Ike hit eastern Cuba on September 8, 2008. Ike damaged 537,000 homes and 

left 3.2 million people without power and 1.7 million people homeless.1825 It destroyed 

350 bridges, damaged 600 municipal water wells, and felled 500 miles of telephone and 

power poles.1826 The United Nations and Babun Group Consulting estimated three to four 

billion dollars in damage.1827 The large-scale devastation mobilized disaster relief from 
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South Florida. In addition to the license they already held to send up to $100,000 to civil 

society and dissident groups in Cuba, CANF obtained a short-term OFAC license to 

facilitate Cuban-Americans sending up to $250,000 in aid to the island beyond the U.S. 

Government’s restrictions on remittances.1828 Hundreds waited in line to fill out the 

CANF applications; they quickly reached the maximum and applied for more, but the 

Treasury excluded sending money to specific individuals under humanitarian assistance 

requirements in CANF’s renewed license.1829 CANF pressured the Cuban government to 

remove the 20% tax on converting U.S. dollars to the Cuban convertible peso 

(C.U.C.).1830 Besides exile and international relief organizations, Jewish, Muslim, and 

Catholic charities were among the prominent organizations assisting relief efforts in 

South Florida for Cuba.1831 

 Embargo restrictions and a tense diplomatic relationship impaired U.S. efforts to 

provide disaster relief to Cuba.1832 By September 12, the United States government had 

sent $20 million to Haiti and only $100,000 to Cuba.1833 The aid came quickly to Haiti, 
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but poor infrastructure delayed the disbursement; the U.S. aid came slowly for Cuba due 

to bureaucracy, but distribution was efficient.1834 Russia, China, Venezuela, Spain, 

Brazil, Argentina, and Mexico all quickly assisted Cuba.1835 The United States initially 

offered to send $100,000 and an inspection team; Cuba declined free aid and criticized 

what they viewed as preconditions.1836 They requested the U.S. lift the sanctions that 

prohibited Cuba from purchases from U.S. companies on credit, despite Cuba’s record of 

defaulting on loans.1837 U.S. Commerce Secretary Carlos Gutierrez pointed out that 

foreign assessment teams were standard, such as the one that Venezuela sent with their 

aid to Cuba.1838 Representative Bill Delahunt proposed a bill in Congress to lift the “anti-

family and anti-American” restrictions temporarily, even though he would have preferred 

it to be permanent.1839 Dissidents appealed to Gutierrez and Laura Bush to support a 

moratorium on sanctions.1840 The United States offered planeloads of disaster relief 

supplies, but Cuba declined.1841 USAID then offered to send Cuba $6.3 million of 
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construction materials for rebuilding with no conditions. Cuba did not respond at first, 

but Fidel said that they did not need money from imperialists.1842 Gutierrez pointed out 

that even temporary relief from the embargo would require congressional legislation and 

meeting the requirements of laws like the Helms-Burton Act, which he said they knew 

and just used as a ploy to delay the offer of free aid; he accused the Cuban leadership of 

“putting pride, power and their own ego ahead of the suffering of the Cuban people.”1843 

According to Jose Cardenas, USAID already donated $1.7 million to Cuba through 

nongovernmental organizations.1844 

 Jorge Mas Santos published a set of policy recommendations at the end of 

October for the election’s soon-to-be-winners.1845 He referred to Reagan’s anti-

communist policies in Eastern Europe as a reference point and noted that the parties 

could not depend on the Cuban vote just by pay lip-service. “Two primary considerations 

have driven U.S. policy on Cuba: the Cuban-American vote in South Florida and 

avoiding a mass migration from Cuba.”1846 He pointed out the contradiction of allowing 

U.S. businesspeople to trade with and travel to Cuba easily while limiting Cuban-

American families’ travel and remittances and forbidding person-to-person humanitarian 
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assistance.1847 He recommended that the next administration give support to internal 

opposition, use sanctions as bargaining chips for reform, permit direct aid to the 

opposition and civil society, reform the regulations for U.S.-Cuba democracy programs, 

and overall change their approach to Cuba policy.1848 

 The presidential election and the state of the economy overshadowed other events 

in 2008, but Cuban-Americans always monitored the island and provided feedback to the 

U.S. Government. Cuban-American legislators ensured its place on the Congressional 

agenda and utilized their influence within the administration. Disasters tested the limits of 

the embargo, but more than anything, the maintenance of family connections on the 

island propelled demands for reform. 

 

2008 Elections 

The growing Hispanic vote was a crucial demographic for the swing state of 

Florida during U.S. presidential elections.1849 Even within the Cuban-American 

community, the changing demographics of the electorate provided new opportunities for 

Democrats in historically-Republican voting blocs. Florida Hispanic voters increasingly 

registered as independents and less as Republicans, even in Miami-Dade County.1850 

Fifty-nine percent of Hispanic voters in Miami-Dade were registered Republicans in 
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1997, compared to less than half in 2007.1851 One-quarter of Miami-Dade Hispanic voters 

and one-third of Broward Hispanic voters were unaffiliated.1852 The independents tended 

to be younger Cuban voters or (naturalized citizens) immigrants from other Latin 

American countries.1853 Cuban-Americans were still more Republican than the overall 

Hispanic community.1854 Of nearly 1.3 million Hispanic voters in Florida, 600,000 were 

Cuban-American.1855 Cuban-Americans were about seven percent of the Florida 

electorate.1856 Democrats now outnumbered Republicans among Florida Hispanics.1857 

The Democratic Party had been closely monitoring changes in Florida voting patterns and 

looked to expand their efforts to flip Congressional seats nationwide that year to build on 

their 2006 gains.1858  

 The three most prominent South Florida Cuban-American Representatives—

Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, Mario Diaz-Balart, and Lincoln Diaz-Balart—all faced major 
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challengers that year.1859 The economy was the biggest issue in the fall of 2008 as the 

Great Recession hit, but analysts still tended to view the competitive races as referenda 

on Cuba policy.1860 The candidates frequently remarked on one another’s Cuba records, 

even if it was not their primary focus.1861 Regardless of whether the candidates wanted to 

make the election a referendum on Cuba, the issue played prominently.1862  

The 2007 FIU Cuba Poll showed that 64% of Miami-Dade Cuban-Americans 

preferred looser travel restrictions, but a September 2006 Miami Herald poll showed that 

85.2% of Cuban-American voters in the 21st district preferred the stricter rules.1863 Later 

in 2008, the Foundation for Normalization of U.S./Cuba Relations released a Hamilton 

Campaigns poll that showed that most voters in the 21st and 25th congressional districts 

supported unlimited Cuban exile travel to Cuba.1864 The Democratic challengers believed 

that travel restrictions hurt the United States’ ability to influence the island positively.1865 
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In late January and early February, Raul Martinez, a long-serving Mayor of 

Hialeah, announced that he would challenge Lincoln Diaz-Balart.1866 Lincoln banked on 

loyal older voters turning out.1867 Lincoln insisted that Cuba meet the conditions in the 

Helms-Burton Act before the United States would negotiate.1868 Martinez was cautious 

about the idea of negotiations but did not rule them out; he wanted to be in the room if 

the United States talked with Cuban authorities to advocate for Cubans and the 

diaspora.1869 In the predominantly Cuban-American districts that the Diaz-Balart brothers 

represented, the voters’ top priority for Congress was withdrawing from Iraq; getting rid 

of Castro was sixth. 

Joe Garcia announced that he would challenge Mario Diaz-Balart.1870 The district 

leaned less heavily Republican than before and had the fewest Cuban-Americans of the 

three Hispanic districts.1871 Garcia made sure to emphasize domestic issues like the 

environment, the economy, and the Iraq War, particularly when rivals tried to steer the 

conversation to his views on Cuba, because younger Cuban-Americans and Democrats 

believed that the community was more interested in domestic issues and had moderated 
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its views on Cuba.1872 Garcia assured voters that he believed in maintaining the embargo 

but rescinding the restrictions on remittances and Cuban-American travel to the 

island.1873 Their public appearances together, debates, and ads against each other grew 

increasingly acrimonious as the election approached, but they tended to focus more on 

domestic policy than foreign policy.1874 Garcia criticized Diaz-Balart for focusing too 

much on Cuba at the expense of other issues and aligning with Bush’s Cuba policies 

rather than the community’s desires; Diaz-Balart called him soft on tyranny.1875 

Colombian-American, Jewish businesswoman Annette Taddeo faced the biggest 

challenge in trying to unseat Ros-Lehtinen, who had held her seat since 1989.1876 Ros-

Lehtinen closely aligned herself with Bush, maintained a hard line on Cuba, was the 

ranking member on the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, and had a strong record for 
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successfully advocating for her constituents on domestic issues.1877 Like the other 

challengers, Taddeo focused her message on domestic issues and supported keeping the 

embargo but lifting the remittance and travel restrictions on Cuban-Americans.1878 

Annette Taddeo said that she admired Obama but was unwilling to “go as far as he did” 

on Cuba.1879 Taddeo supported CANF’s position on ensuring 80% of democracy funding 

for Cuba reached dissidents.1880 

 Garcia, Taddeo, and Martinez fundraised more than the Diaz-Balarts, but the 

Republican House incumbents had more “cash on hand.”1881 Donations came from 

multiple sources and increased the competitiveness of the race. They also demonstrated 

changing attitudes among the donor class. Jorge Mas Santos’s CRC and Carlos 

Saladrigas likely targeted the Diaz-Balarts when they contributed large sums to One 

South Florida, a 527.1882 Mas Santos and Saladrigas also each contributed the maximum 

individual donation permitted to Joe Garcia’s campaign.1883 MasTec contributed $20,000 
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to Garcia’s campaign.1884 Various 527s also ran ads for and against all the candidates.1885 

Patriot Majority spent $1 million against Lincoln Diaz-Balart.1886  

Presidential candidate Barack Obama openly supported a new approach to Cuba 

during his campaign.1887 In 2003, Obama said he was willing to lift the embargo but now 

said that he supported it.1888 Now, Obama’s priority was to roll back the 2004 restrictions 

on remittances and travel; he was also willing to negotiate with Castro.1889 He supported 

unrestricted travel and remittances to Cuba for Cuban-Americans.1890 In his opinion, 

“Cuban-American connections to family in Cuba are not only a basic right in 

humanitarian terms, but also our best tool for helping to foster the beginnings of 

grassroots democracy on the island.”1891 Obama also controversially said that he would 

be willing to meet with the leaders of Cuba, Venezuela, and Iran, which his opponent 

Hillary Clinton called “irresponsible and frankly naïve.”1892 President Bush called 
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“some” “foolish” for being willing to “negotiate with terrorists and radicals.”1893 McCain 

considered Obama’s approach naïve and dangerous to national security.1894 The approval 

rating for dialogue with the Cuban government in the FIU Cuba Poll went from 40 

percent in 1991 to 65 percent in 2008.1895 

By May, Obama and McCain were the projected winners of their parties’ 

presidential nominations, but the race was still close between Obama and Hillary 

Clinton.1896 Obama, McCain, and Clinton descended on Florida during the week of 

Cuban Independence Day in May.1897 The timing and location ensured that they would 

present their policies on Cuba among their other foreign and domestic policy views.1898  

 Cuban-American Arlene Benigno—who had experience working with Jeb Bush 

and Charlie Crist—was John McCain’s campaign director for Florida.1899 McCain 

declined an invitation to meet with CANF because they invited Obama to speak to them 

in May, to which they also invited McCain and Hillary.1900 Presidential hopeful Senator 
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John McCain took a hardline approach to Cuba even though he played a significant role 

in ending the U.S. embargo on Vietnam.1901 

McCain’s May 20 event in Miami hosted relatives of the deceased Brothers to the 

Rescue pilots, activists, officials, and groups representing Cubans, Venezuelans, 

Colombians, and Nicaraguans.1902 He also visited a museum for Cuban political 

prisoners, the Casa del Preso.1903 McCain criticized Obama’s opposition to free trade with 

Colombia and his stance on Cuba, saying, “These steps would send the worst possible 

signal to Cuba’s dictators -- there is no need to undertake fundamental reforms, they can 

simply wait for a unilateral change in U.S. policy.”1904 He expressed sympathy with 

Cuban prisoners of conscience because of his experiences as a prisoner of war.1905 

Lincoln Diaz-Balart echoed McCain’s criticisms of Obama and criticized CANF for 

hosting Obama, calling CANF “irrelevant.”1906 

Obama addressed an enthusiastic crowd at the CANF Independence Day luncheon 

on May 23.1907 Before Obama took the podium, Florida House Speaker Marco Rubio said 
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that U.S. leaders should never negotiate with tyrants.1908 Jorge Mas Santos spoke of 

CANF’s policy priorities (for an executive order) at the luncheon.1909 He focused on 

making it easier to send money to dissidents through direct cash aid, engaging with 

“democratic forces” on the island even within the government and military, rebuilding 

U.S. intelligence, and lifting the 2004 travel and remittance restrictions.1910 Obama 

reiterated his willingness to engage in “direct diplomacy” with Cuba without 

preconditions.1911 Obama expressed a willingness to listen to and learn from the 

community.1912 CANF did not support direct diplomacy with Cuba but supported rolling 

back the 2004 restrictions; the invitation to speak was not an endorsement of Obama.1913 

Leadership chose him to speak to offer a fresh perspective reflective of changing 

attitudes.1914  

Republicans struggled with Hispanics because of the anti-immigrant rhetoric in 

the immigration debate on Capitol Hill in Washington.1915 The immigration policy 

debates were hurting the GOP with Hispanic voters; Florida Hispanic voters favored 
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Democrats in 2006 for the first time in 30 years.1916 State Representative brushed off the 

claim that the Cuban-American community would support the Democrats’ position, 

saying, “They’re deluding themselves if they think there’s going to be any change. 

Cubans vote on Cuba. And they don’t distinguish on travel restrictions and the 

embargo.”1917 Mauricio Claver-Carone and the GOP operatives believed that voters 

ultimately supported the hardline policies on sanctions and travel and that time and time 

again voters had proven that when others questioned the hard line, they still preferred it; 

the Democratic candidates all believed that voters, like them, approved of the economic 

embargo but wanted looser travel restrictions.1918 President Bush helped raise money for 

Republicans and met with Cuban-American leaders in Miami.1919 His national approval 

ratings were low, but he remained popular with conservative Cuban-Americans.1920 

Claver-Carone credited him with fostering the most robust civil society in Cuba since the 

revolution.1921 Republicans suffered from Bush’s low approval ratings, a terrible 

economy, home foreclosures, loss of jobs, the Democrats out-fundraising them, and 

Obama’s campaign organizing.1922 Bush’s approval rating at the time was 39 percent.1923 
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The local Republican candidates made sure to shore up support on Miami's Spanish-

language radio stations.1924 

Democrats started to learn how to catch up to Republican Hispanic outreach in 

Florida, which they had mostly neglected for years.1925 They began starting earlier in 

campaigns, amping up their absentee voter outreach, and creating more Spanish ads.1926 

The DCCC and related organizations invested more money in the districts, including 

Spanish language ads.1927 Democrats registered more voters than Republicans.1928 

Democrats reserved $3.9 million for airtime in Florida campaigns (nearly $2 million 

against the Diaz-Balarts), and Republicans spent $2.6 million to defend the Diaz-

Balarts.1929 The South Florida House races were competitive races that drew a lot of 

attention and resources.1930 Democrats had put a strong emphasis that year on voter 

registration drives, even signing up new citizens outside of naturalization ceremonies.1931 
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 Puerto Rican former Miami Mayor Maurice Ferre recognized the potential impact 

of Hispanics on the 2008 election and set out to form a South Florida Latin 

American/Caribbean Policy Council.1932 “Do these Hispanics warrant a special view on 

current U.S. issues that affect Latin America? Why should Latinos be different from 

other U.S. subgroups that have special interests, like the Jewish community on Israel and 

the Greek Americans on Cyprus/Turkey issues?”1933 Florida had 1.3 million Hispanic 

voters.1934 Five hundred fifty-five thousand were Cuban-Americans, of whom 85% voted 

for Bush in 2004.1935 An 80% turnout and a ten percentage point decrease in Republican 

presidential votes among Cuban-Americans would result in a 100,000 plurality gain for 

Obama.1936 A Pew Hispanic poll showed Obama had a 66-23 percent lead over McCain 

with Hispanics nationwide, and his Latino coordinator announced a $20 million national 

Hispanic campaign.1937 Obama spent a lot of money campaigning on Spanish radio.1938 

Obama was winning Hispanics in every battleground state except Florida in early 

October 2008, but he continued to aggressively pursue Cuban-American votes with 

Senator Menendez and state Representative Luis Garcia.1939 
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 Obama led McCain in districts that had gone for Bush four years prior.1940 

Obama’s campaign foreign policy advisor Frank Sanchez said that Obama would do what 

he could to lift the travel and remittance restrictions “within [the] possible and practical 

bounds of his authority.”1941 Obama’s win in Florida despite campaigning on changing 

Cuba policy gave him room to maneuver in exploring new policy options.1942 Obama 

won around 35 percent of the Cuban-American vote; he performed better in the 

community than any other Democratic presidential candidate had in the previous thirty 

years, except for Bill Clinton in 1996.1943 

 The Diaz-Balarts won their reelections and returned to Washington, D.C., where 

Republicans had lost significant power.1944 They did not have much leverage on Cuba 

policy with Obama.1945 With that said, though, the Diaz-Balarts and Ros-Lehtinen won 

their districts, and Democrats like Senator Bob Menendez and Representative Debbie 

Wasserman-Schultz supported the sanctions.1946 

The GOP stance on immigration had hurt them in the election, but immigration 

remained a hot button issue in both parties, and Lincoln Diaz-Balart wanted to provide 
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bipartisan leadership on the subject and support for the Dream Act.1947 Republicans 

hoped that the Diaz-Balarts could help them improve their numbers with Hispanics again 

in the future.1948 

 Obama’s election challenged a prevailing message in the Castro regime: the 

United States and capitalist nations were irredeemably racist, even though the Castro 

regime had limited Afro-Cuban representation in the communist party leadership.1949 

 Mas Santos managed to gain access to the newly elected Obama administration by 

taking a bipartisan approach, which is what his father had done.1950 Mas Canosa had 

made it clear that he never wanted either party to take Cuban-Americans for granted in 

the way that Democrats tended to take Black voters for granted.1951 Policies that CANF 

was likely to advance included: expanding Radio/TV Marti, money to opposition, 

maintaining the embargo but returning to pre-2004 travel and remittance restrictions.1952 

Senator Mel Martinez admitted that it was time for a change in Cuba policy to make it 

less unilateral, get Cuba to remove the 20% tax on remittances, and “to have more nuance 

and flexibility…but not give the government a free pass.”1953  
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 CANF’s Camilla Ruiz Gallardo wrote an essay advocating change, even though it 

could be problematic because Cuban-Americans could not be content with Cuba's status 

quo.1954 She lamented the Helms-Burton Act's weak enforcement, especially the 

continued waiver of Title III, compared to Reagan’s approach toward communism.1955 

She said that the regime resold the $700 million in U.S. goods that they received in 2008 

for a profit.1956 She called out the 2004 policies as being hard on families and the 

promotion of Cuban civil society.1957 She concluded: 

During the transfer of power from Fidel to Raúl Castro, perhaps one of the most 

critical moments in the past 50 years of Cuba’s history, we surrendered an 

opportunity to bolster these forces. That’s why our Cuba policy needs to be 

altered. This does not mean a weakening of sanctions. On the contrary, the 

embargo should remain in place until there is substantive, democratic reform. But 

we do need to move beyond today’s policy that surrenders Cuba’s destiny to the 

Castros and unleash the power of direct aid, communication and support that can 

lead to the transformative change we all want -- in Cuba.1958 

 

 Unprecedented African-American turnout and an economic recession secured the 

victory for the first Black U.S. President, but the election illustrated significant shifts in 

the Cuban-American electorate. In the previous thirty years, the only Democratic 

presidential candidate who had performed as well as Obama with the community was Bill 

Clinton in 1996. Since 1996, Miami-Dade voters had split the ticket between Democrats 
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for President and Republicans for local representation, but Obama helped make the 

county decisively blue for presidential candidates for the next decade. 

 

Conclusion 

 Even though hardliners overpowered the Cuba policy conversation in the Bush 

administration and CANF’s influence faded, CANF’s evolution reflected the changes in 

the community at large. Pepe Hernandez, one of the elder statesmen and one of the 

prominent voices at CANF, in describing his personal conversion on Cuba policy, 

epitomized the progression.1959 His comments in an interview with reporter Ana 

Menendez encapsulated the shift that individuals and, in many ways, the Miami Cuban 

community at large had undergone over the decades: 

Before, we thought we could go to Cuba and invade and establish democracy by 

force and the U.S. would help us. Those times are over. A man like me who has 

struggled and dreamt has to reach the conclusion that the future does not belong to 

my generation. Change in Cuba has to come from inside. 

I’m speaking as someone who had a lot to do with the policies, or at least 

someone whom people want to blame for them. But Cuba has bought some $900 

million from the U.S., including the paper used to print Granma. That’s something 

people don’t understand. Embargo? What embargo? 

Who’s ever heard of an exile group begging the U.S. government to stop them 

from visiting their homeland? What other group says to the U.S., ‘Please don’t let 

me help my family.’ It’s absurd. 

The worst thing for me [about the travel ban] is that there are people in my 

generation who asked for this.1960 
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On another occasion, Hernandez said that CANF did not support Bush’s travel and 

remittance policies because “We are not the ones that should be separating Cuban 

families.... We have to increase the ability of exile community to support their relatives 

inside the island.”1961 Even the Bay of Pigs veterans’ brigade focused their efforts on 

supporting dissidents to strengthen civil society in Cuba.1962 

 The Cuban-American community underwent a major shift during the Bush years. 

Polling demonstrated a steady decrease in support for hardline policies, even among 

Cuban-Americans. CANF moderated, and an inter-generational dispute ensued, causing 

the old guard to break off and form the conservative Cuban Liberty Council. The CLC 

became more influential during the Bush years than CANF. More Cuban-American 

organizations formed to represent a broader range of opinions, including more 

representation for Cuban-Americans who sought normalization policies, such as the Cuba 

Study Group. The U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC and the Cuba Democracy Caucus formed 

to block increasing anti-embargo movements. The proliferation of Cuban-American 

legislators and high-level political appointments also provided pushback. Hardline 

policies increasingly relied on legislators more than special interest groups. However, 

Cuban-Americans had little comparative influence over the immigration debate at large. 

By the end of his second term, Bush tightened regulations regarding the embargo, 

remittances, and travel. Surprisingly, Barack Obama made inroads into the Cuban-

American community even though, or perhaps because, his 2008 presidential campaign 
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promised to increase remittances and Cuban-American travel again while maintaining the 

embargo. 

 Meanwhile, Cuba’s domestic politics had changed significantly, as had its 

relationships in the international system. Venezuela’s patronage helped Cuba to emerge 

from its economic depression. The rise of socialist governments in Latin America gave 

Cuba more influence in the region. Fidel's transfer of power to Raul preceded several 

economic liberalization measures that enabled limited private enterprise on the island. 

The changing domestic scenes in Washington, Miami, and Havana opened the door for 

President Barack Obama's historic changes. 
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CHAPTER 8: BARACK OBAMA 

Introduction 

Before he assumed office as President of the United States, Barack Obama 

promised Miami Cubans that he would change the U.S. approach to Cuba policy but keep 

the embargo. His top priority was to reverse the Bush administration’s policies limiting 

Cuban-American travel to visit family on the island and remittances. The domestic and 

international scene had changed. People were eager to see what Obama would do. 

 By the time President Barack Obama assumed office on January 20, 2009, fifty 

years of post-revolution migration had resulted in a population of 1.6 million Cuban-

Americans living in the United States.1963 At least three generations of Cuban-Americans 

were politically active. The year of migration, generation, age, and where they lived 

within the United States had significant impacts on their political opinions. The historical 

exiles from the first decade or so of Castro’s rule tended to be the most conservative and 

most preferred hardline policies. However, they were a decreasing demographic within 

the Cuban-American community. Moreover, even some former hardliners were giving up 

on the embargo after several decades. More recent migrants were more likely to have 

friends and family in Cuba, and younger Cuban-Americans were less conservative. More 

recent arrivals tended to support laws that enabled Cuban-Americans to travel to the 

island and send remittances, both of which Bush had cut back to cut off funds to the 
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regime.1964 New exiles organizations, lobbies, and PACs formed to reflect this changing 

dynamic. Groups that promoted dialogue and more open relations between the United 

States and Cuba, like the Cuba Study Group, gained prominence and rivaled traditional 

hardliners while other groups, like CANF, moderated their views. Meanwhile, the Cuban-

American members of U.S. Congress maintained isolationist policies. This remained true 

for almost every national-level Cuban-American elected official during the Obama years, 

except for Representative Joe Garcia, even as their numbers increased in both major 

parties. The more moderate sectors of the community had seats at the table in executive 

negotiations, while more conservative sectors had more power through the legislative 

branch. While the President had leverage in foreign policy decisions and appointments, 

Congress still controlled embargo legislation and confirmed appointments. Even when 

Cuban-Americans strove to mediate ongoing migration debates on Capitol Hill, though, 

of all perennial issues related to Cuba, migration was the one over which they had the 

least control. 

 Obama had promised to roll back Bush policies on Cuban-American travel, 

remittances, and aid that had affected Cuban-American families’ ability to maintain 

relationships and provide for family on the island. His Cuba goals progressed throughout 

his presidency, first favoring maintaining family ties, then promoting policies that 

fostered economic independence for Cubans on the island, and finally, making grand 

strides toward normalization with the Cuban government. 
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 Apart from the exile community, various domestic and international factors 

affected the administration’s Cuba policies. Raul Castro had taken over as Cuba’s head of 

state and instituted limited measures to liberalize sectors of the Cuban economy. Many 

Latin American countries embraced socialist leaders, helping to prop up Cuba and 

pressuring the United States to improve relations with Cuba. Every year, the United 

Nations overwhelmingly voted to condemn the U.S. embargo on Cuba. The broad 

popular opinion of U.S. citizens rejected the embargo, and even Cuban-Americans 

increasingly supported normalization. U.S. business sectors, like agriculture, 

telecommunications, and travel, were interested in expanding their markets in Cuba. 

Others considered ending the embargo a humanitarian issue. (Both sides of the embargo 

justified their position using human rights defenses.) Due to the various factors and 

lobbies, pro- and anti-embargo legislators existed on both sides of the aisle in Congress. 

Obama also had his legacy to consider.1965 Ultimately, Obama instituted the most 

sweeping challenge to the Cuban embargo since President John F. Kennedy instituted 

broad sanctions in the early 1960s. 

 

Reassessing 

Starting in 2009, Democrats controlled the White House and both chambers of 

Congress. New leadership created new opportunities. The landscape of Cuba interest 

groups had shifted dramatically during the Bush years, but the dominant hardliners did 

not have the same relationship with the Democrats that they had with the Republicans 
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during the Bush administration. Actors with a stake in Cuba policy jockeyed for 

influence. They anticipated Obama at least making changes to Cuban-American 

remittances and travel.1966 Obama had to learn to navigate the Cuba policy environment 

and the legal limits of presidential power over Cuba policy before acting. However, he 

was more focused on using his political capital in his first two years to combat the 

economic crisis and healthcare. 

 Obama assembled a racially and culturally diverse group of political appointees. 

The predominantly Republican Cuban exile community had less representation within the 

Democratic Party but achieved notable leadership positions. In his first two years, Obama 

called Frank Mora as Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for the Western 

Hemisphere, Joe Garcia as the Director of the Office of Economic Impact and Diversity 

in the Department of Energy, Alejandro Mayorkas as the director of U.S. Citizenship and 

Immigration Services, and Wifredo A. Ferrer as U.S. Attorney for the Southern District 

of Florida.1967 Obama nominated Cuban-Puerto Rican Carlos Garcia-Perez to direct 

Radio and TV Marti.1968 Dick Lobo, a Cuban-American from Tampa who headed Radio 

and TV Marti under Clinton, became the International Broadcast Bureau director.1969 
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CANF, which had moderated after the Elian Gonzalez incident and which 

hardliners had kept at bay during the Bush administration, released a report entitled, “A 

New Course for U.S.-Cuba Policy: Advancing People-Driven Change” with 

recommendations for the Obama administration.1970 They suggested increasing the 

maximum allowance for remittances, rescinding the 1997 federal ban on cash, relaxing 

USAID aid restrictions for pro-democracy civil society groups on the island, permitting 

more people-to-people cultural and educational travel, and targeting specific areas for 

targeted diplomatic engagement.1971 Above all, they wanted to “change the emphasis to 

the Cuban people because they are going to be the ones who change things in Cuba,” 

according to Pepe Hernandez.1972 Andy Gomez at the University of Miami noted, “For 

the first time, this will not stop in Miami, but U.S. foreign policy could go directly to 

Havana.”1973 There was the question of whether early announcements would signal more 

changes.1974 

Later, Representative Mario Diaz-Balart and other critics complained that USAID 

showed political favoritism when it granted $3.4 million to the Foundation for Human 
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Rights in Cuba, an NGO formerly associated with CANF.1975 CANF released a report in 

2008 criticizing how USAID awarded money for democracy programs in Cuba and how 

the grantees spent the money.1976 The U.S. Government had spent over $200 million on 

Cuba democracy programs since 1996, much to Castro’s chagrin.1977 CANF also had a 

better relationship with the administration than the conservative Cuban lobbies and 

Republican Cuban-American legislators.1978 

The Obama administration, with Hillary Clinton as Secretary of State, said they 

wanted to transform the relationship with Cuba slowly.1979 Domestic and international 

pressure on Obama to change the relationship with Cuba may have given Raul Castro the 

impression of being in a position of strength.1980 Still, as the first black President of the 

United States, Obama presented a challenge to the predominantly white and 

septuagenarian Cuban leadership that historically used poor U.S. race relations against 
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the hegemon.1981 The Cuban people admired Obama, and it was a golden opportunity to 

reach out to them.1982 

 

Obama’s Announcement 

 Obama held the first-ever bilingual White House briefing to announce his Cuba 

policy changes on Monday, April 13, 2009.1983 He fulfilled the campaign promises he 

made at the CANF luncheon in May 2008 and elsewhere.1984 The new policies lifted 

limits on Cuban-American travel and remittances, allowed U.S. communications 

companies to seek Cuban contracts to expand services, and broadened which 

humanitarian items people could send to Cuba.1985 In March, Congress enabled Cuban-

Americans to travel to Cuba every year instead of every three years.1986 The Obama 

administration challenged Cuba to lower its exorbitant fees on remittances.1987 Dan 

Restrepo explained, “The President’s very clear that we’re getting the United States out 

of the business of regulating the relationship between Cuban families. The Cuban 
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government should get out of the business of regulating the relationship between Cuban 

families.”1988 

The administration’s moderate approach left pro- and anti-embargo proponents 

unsatisfied.1989 Claver-Carone pointed out that the six elected representatives that 

represent 95% of Cuban-Americans all opposed the plan.1990 The Diaz-Balarts, Ninoska 

Perez-Castellon, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, and Bob Menendez criticized it for being 

unilateral, exacting no concessions, undermining the Helms-Burton Act, providing 

funding to prop up the regime, and enabling tyranny.1991 Senator Mel Martinez said he 

supported opening visits to extended family and expressed hesitations on other 

aspects.1992 Fidel said it would not be enough until Obama rescinded the embargo.1993  

Members of both parties, business leaders, moderate exiles, and others supported 

the decision, but many also hoped for more.1994 Charter travel companies expanded 
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services to meet the increased demand.1995 Polls continued to show support for the 

embargo diminishing.1996 Polls showed that 70 percent of Americans favored lifting the 

travel ban, almost half of Americans approved ending the embargo, and 69% wanted to 

normalize diplomatic relations.1997 Some members of Congress used the opportunity to 

introduce bills to end the ban on the rest of Americans traveling to Cuba.1998  CANF 

opposed the bills; for them, it was the difference between humanitarian travel versus 

tourism.1999 

 The changes exacerbated the tensions between Cuban-American generations and 

migration waves.2000 “At the core of the debate [was] the very idea of what it means to be 

a Cuban ‘exile.’”2001 They debated on Spanish radio airwaves.2002 Ironically, both Fidel 

and some historic exiles supported ending the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966.2003 The old 

guard felt that more recent exiles betrayed them; for the historical exiles, travel to Cuba 
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undermined legitimate political asylum claims.2004 Recent arrivals obtained political 

asylum but traveled back to Cuba with cash for their families, which injected money into 

the regime’s economy.2005 Newer exiles prioritized providing for families and a different 

conception of advancing human rights.2006 Sociologist Eugenio Rothe explained that the 

older exiles viewed the embargo as the last option that remained for demanding justice 

against the bad guys for their “unresolved mourning.”2007 

Obama had delayed his Cuba announcement until April 2009 to coincide with the 

Fifth Summit of the Americas in Trinidad and Tobago. Obama planned to discuss Cuba 

at the summit and request that other leaders convince Cuba to lower transaction fees on 

remittances.2008 

The Organization of American States voted to allow Cuba to return if it adhered 

to certain conditions.2009 Ros-Lehtinen, Menendez, the Diaz-Balarts, and Perez-Castellon 

viewed it as a shameful capitulation that undermined human rights and the OAS 

charter.2010 They and their allies considered Cuba responsible for the Pink Tide in Latin 

America, in which socialist heads of state resurged in the 2000s. Senior Director for 

Western Hemisphere affairs at the National Security Council Dan Restrepo, 
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Representative Kendrick Meek, Jorge Mas Santos, and former Secretary Carlos 

Saladrigas supported the deal because they said it put the onus on Cuba to comply with 

the charter if they wanted reinstatement.2011 

The written guidelines for Obama’s new Cuba regulations took effect in 

September 2009.2012 People who worked in telecommunications and agriculture could 

travel to Cuba freely.2013 Opening U.S. telecommunications companies to Cuba put the 

onus on the Cuban government to permit citizens’ access.2014 Cuban-Americans could 

visit extended relatives as often as they wanted and spend as long as they desired with a 

bigger per diem.2015 People could send more and a greater variety of gifts to Cuba, except 

for senior government and party officials.2016 The number of U.S. travelers to Cuba 

increased from 150,000-200,000 in 2001, to 120,000 in 2008, to 200,000 in 2009, after 

Obama opened up more travel for Cuban-Americans.2017 

Obama’s early Cuba policy changes were not drastic; they often had precedence I 

previous administrations and substantial public support. Only the most resolute 

isolationists opposed the family-focused policies rather than just the manner of 

implementation, but the senior isolationists had disproportionate political influence. As a 
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first-term president still working to gain consensus on other pressing domestic issues, he 

did not gamble his political capital, and he had to assess the situation before moving 

further. 

 

Obstacles 

Various obstacles impeded negotiations between the United States and Cuba, 

including ongoing intelligence gathering and human rights issues. Espionage threatened 

each country's national security, and accusations of spying undermined goodwill between 

governments and the Cuban diaspora.2018 The United States and Cuba each refused to 

extradite fugitives that the other sought, such as Luis Posada Carriles and Assata Shakur. 

The Cuban Five spies had lingered in U.S. custody since 1998. U.S. authorities arrested 

and imprisoned professor Walter Kendall Myers and his wife Gwendolyn Steingraber 

Myers in June 2009 for gathering intelligence for Cuba.2019 In December, Cuban 

authorities arrested and imprisoned USAID telecommunications contractor Alan Gross 

on accusations of spying. These incidents complicated the State Department’s plans to 

resume migration and other talks with Cuba.2020 
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 The Posada Carriles trial, which had started in 2007, two years after he arrived in 

the United States in 2005, extended into 2011.2021 At first, a Texas judge tried to deport 

Posada, but no country would take him.2022 Miami exiles helped raise the money for his 

defense against charges that he lied to immigration officials about illegally entering the 

country and about his alleged role in the 1997 Havana bombings.2023 Exiles from New 

Jersey admitted that they had wired money to Posada in Central America.2024 The jury 

acquitted Posada of all eleven charges against him.2025 Pepe Hernandez and Carlos 

Saladrigas spoke to reporters about the Cuban community’s need to move on from past 

violence.2026 

Each incidence of Cuban government repression sent reverberations across the 

Florida Straits. The Ladies in White continued marching for political prisoners in 

Havana. In 2010, as they marked the seventh anniversary of the 2003 crackdown, they 

gave special attention to Zapata’s death.2027 Orlando Zapata Tamayo, a young black man, 
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died in a Cuban prison on February 23, 2010, after an 83-day hunger strike.2028 He had 

been in jail since 2003.2029 Activists and civil rights organizations in Cuba said it 

demonstrated the disproportionately aggressive and unfair treatment of Afro-Cubans.2030 

Cuban security and civilians violently attacked the demonstrators and threw them in 

buses.2031 Footage of the peaceful protesters’ harassment caught the international 

community’s attention.2032 Singer Gloria Estefan organized a Little Havana solidarity 

march on March 25 for the dissidents and journalist Guillermo Fariñas, who had been on 

a hunger strike since February 24.2033 CANF, the Cuban Liberty Council, Mayor 

Regalado, entertainers, and former political prisoners all participated.2034 Actor Andy 

Garcia led a similar march in Los Angeles.2035 On April 15, the politically-independent 

Estefans hosted an expensive fundraiser for President Barack Obama and the Democratic 

National Committee.2036 The fundraiser upset many hardliners, but the Estefans primarily 
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intended to influence Obama on Cuba politics.2037 As community attitudes shifted, 

different elites emerged among the different sectors, but all supported a wide array of 

dissidents rather than focusing on the dissidents who best aligned with their views. 

 

Campaign Finance 

Campaign contributions and other donations always accompanied interest group 

politics, and they were already on a steep upward trajectory when Obama took office. It 

is how the biggest donors and fundraisers wielded their strength, especially in Florida, 

where political candidates across the country visited to solicit donations. Lobbies and 

PACs already had significant impacts, and campaigns were already extraordinarily 

expensive. However, a 2010 Supreme Court decision had a massive impact on campaign 

finance that affected power dynamics. As such, very wealthy embargo supporters and 

detractors could leverage more influence. 

A quiet but significant factor in the election was a pro-embargo political action 

committee established in 2003. The consequential Cuban American National Foundation 

floundered and split into factions after the death of Jorge Mas Canosa’s death and the 

Elian Gonzalez incident in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In the vacuum of pro-embargo 

Cuban foreign policy leadership, the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC emerged as a potent 

force. Its large donations primarily benefited Republicans but also buoyed the campaigns 

of pro-embargo Democrats. Among the top donors were prominent activists and wealthy 

Cuban-American community members, such as Javier Garcia-Bengochea, George 
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Feldenkreis, Jorge Munilla, Felipe Valls, Fausto Diaz, Benjamin Leon, their family 

members, and more.2038 U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC donation recipients included South 

Florida politicians Rep. Carlos Curbelo, Rep. Alcee Hastings, Rep. Wasserman-Schultz, 

Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, Rep. Frederica Wilson, Sen. Marco Rubio, and Sen. Bill 

Nelson, as well as other recipients nationwide.2039 While these contributions on their own 

may not have been enough to win elections, they had the potential to swing votes on 

Cuba policy in Congress. Many wealthy Cuban-Americans also donated directly to 

candidates or candidates’ PACs, such as Rubio’s Reclaim America PAC.2040 

 The nonpartisan group, Public Campaign, which favored public campaign finance 

over private finance, published a report on the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC’s donations 

and lobbying for the embargo.2041 It argued that the PAC’s $10.77 million in 

contributions to nearly 400 members of Congress successfully stalled efforts to weaken 

the embargo since 2004.2042 The top five recipients of the PAC money were the Diaz-

Balarts, Ros-Lehtinen, McCain, and Menendez.2043 Fifty-three House Democrats, who 

received a total of $850,000 at an average of $16,344, wrote a letter to Speaker Pelosi in 
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November 2009 to oppose Cuba policy changes.2044 The report alleged that at least 

eighteen representatives in the House changed their embargo position after receiving 

donations.2045 Many members of Congress defended their pro-embargo position on 

humanitarian grounds.2046 Claver-Carone said that the PAC merely did what any other 

interest group does to support the candidates that support their causes.2047 

With the SCOTUS decision on Citizens United, independent, big-money political 

groups became a bigger force starting in the 2010 election.2048 The Citizens United ruling 

and subsequent decisions enabled a small pool of wealthy donors to contribute massive 

sums to campaigns through super-PACs and dark money organizations, gave 

corporations and interest groups more financial influence vis-à-vis political parties, and 

further contributed to the exploding costs of campaigns.2049 With the right connections, 

Cuban-American donors could encourage policymakers in their decision-making and 

help elect their preferred candidates, including more Cuban-Americans. 

Leslie Miller Saiontz, Jorge Mas Santos, and Ralph Patino hosted Democratic 

Party fundraisers, which Obama and prominent party figures attended.2050 Patino emerged 
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as a major Democratic fundraiser, financing projects like the Obama campaign’s Futuro 

Fund and creating a 501c4 called ACT (“America Como Tu”) to promote Hispanic 

political participation.2051 Additionally, he was a founding member of Cuba Now and the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s U.S.-Cuba Business Council.2052 Many senior, 

conservative Cuban-American business people still donated generously to Republicans, 

helping ensure the dominance of Cuban-Americans in Florida GOP politics and the 

embargo's future, but they had increasing competition. 

 

2010 Midterm Elections 

In 2010, Republicans galvanized a colossal force to take back the House. 

Republican-associated organizations outspent Democratic ones by nearly nine times, 

according to a Wesleyan Media Project study.2053 Although Senator Mel Martinez and 

Representative Lincoln Diaz-Balart retired from Congress, the 2010 elections ushered in 

a new class of Cuban-American elected officials. Joe Garcia resigned from the Obama 

administration to run against Republican politician David Rivera for the Congressional 

seat that Mario Diaz-Balart vacated.2054 Mario Diaz-Balart’s brother Lincoln retired, and 
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the younger brother ran for his elder brother’s chair unopposed.2055 On August 7, 2009, 

Senator Mel Martinez had announced that he would be retiring from the Senate in 

2010.2056 Former Florida State Speaker of the House, Marco Rubio, contended for the 

Senate seat with former Florida Governor Charlie Crist and Representative Kendrick 

Meek. Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), Representative Albio Sires (D-NJ), 

and Senator Bob Menendez (D-NJ) defended their incumbencies. 

 The dynamics of the Garcia versus Rivera race were notable in how it pitted two 

entrenched Cuban-American politicians against one another, with one of the most ardent 

CANF embargo defenders of the past running as a Democrat with a softened position on 

the embargo. Additionally, it showed the interest and desire for Cuban-Americans, 

especially younger generations, to focus on domestic issues in elections but the 

inescapability of the embargo. Even though Cuban-American candidates Joe Garcia and 

David Rivera tried to focus on the biggest issue of the year, the economy, the specter of 

Cuba often arose.2057 Rivera had worked for CANF, Florida state congress, Radio and TV 

Marti, and as a consultant.2058 Both had dedicated much of their lives to Cuba policy, and 
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both favored the embargo and the ban on tourism.2059 Campaign contributors who 

favored more engagement with the island donated to Garcia, while those who preferred a 

harder line supported Rivera.2060 Rivera counted on voters supporting his position 

because they reelected Ros-Lehtinen and the Diaz-Balarts two years prior.2061 

Republicans had an advantage in nationwide elections that year due to anger at the 

Obama administration, and Republicans outnumbered Democrats in the Florida primaries 

by 350,000.2062 Demographics shifted in favor of Democrats, though: Cubans made up a 

smaller portion of the Hispanic vote, and the electorate became younger and less 

Republican.2063 Older Cubans voted more reliably.2064 Rivera played up the issue of Cuba 

on Spanish radio and attacked Garcia’s bona fides.2065 Obama and Joe Garcia hosted a $1 

million Democratic fundraiser in Miami in October.2066 It was a close and vicious 
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race.2067 By mid-October, Rivera raised $1.7 million, and Garcia raised $1.4 million.2068 

Ultimately, David Rivera prevailed over Joe Garcia in the November elections.2069 

 Overall, Cuban-Americans retained their numbers in Congress despite the 

resignations that year. Cuban-American ingénue Marco Rubio successfully rode the Tea 

Party wave to replace Mel Martinez in the Senate. Senator Menendez and 

Representatives Ros-Lehtinen, Mario Diaz-Balart, and Albio Sires retained their 

positions. Rubio served on the Intelligence Committee and joined Menendez on the 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee. In the 2011-2013 Congressional session, all Cuban-

American Congress members except Diaz-Balart sat on either the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee or the House Foreign Affairs Committee, and Ros-Lehtinen served 

as the chair of the latter. 

 

Incrementalism 

 Obama announced a new set of Cuba policy changes in January 2011.2070 The 

changes enabled academic and cultural exchanges to obtain licenses more easily. Any 

American could now send up to $2,000 per year in remittances to help support civil 

society and the fledgling private sector.2071 A White House official described the goals as 
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“to support the independence of the Cuban people, making them less dependent on the 

Cuban state and on Cuban authorities.”2072 Pepe Hernandez said that Obama’s new 

policies would “help to break the chains of dependency that the Castro regime has 

traditionally used to oppress those inside Cuba. The more we can do to promote their 

self-reliance, their knowledge of the realities of the outside world, and their independence 

from the Castro regime, the better are their prospects for democratic change.”2073 Yet, 

relations with Cuba remained strained despite recent overtures.2074 

 Meanwhile, Raul Castro implemented policies to promote a limited private sector 

in Cuba and streamline bureaucracy.2075 The changes authorized small private enterprises, 

some property ownership and sales, self-employment, permission for small private 

enterprises to hire employees, tax reform, and banking changes that made loans 

available.2076 Havana reconsidered the “final exit” category of exit permits.2077 Cuba also 

had to cut rations, subsidies, and budgets for sectors like education and healthcare.2078 

They delayed their plans to lay off state workers and tie wages to productivity.2079  
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 The socialist Latin American heads of state had grown increasingly impatient 

with the Summits of the Americas denying an invitation to Cuba. The frustration over 

Cuba’s absence reached a boiling point at the 2012 Summit of the Americas in 

Cartagena, Colombia.2080 The pressure for the United States to change its relationship 

was mounting as well as the incentives, domestically and internationally. 

 

2012 Elections 

 The 2012 elections signaled a turning point with the Cuban-American community 

for Obama and Democrats. All Cuban-American incumbents retained their seats except 

for David Rivera, who engaged in a rematch against Democrat Joe Garcia. Garcia beat 

Rivera by focusing less on the Cuban vote.2081 Until Garcia, the Democratic Cuban-

Americans in Congress came from New Jersey, where Union City had been another 

Cuban-American stronghold. Joe Garcia was the first Cuban-American Democrat to 

represent South Florida, and, even though he was a moderate, he notably deviated from 

other Cuban-American Congress members at times.2082 On the other side of the Capitol, 

Texan Tea Party Republican Ted Cruz became the third Cuban-American U.S. Senator. 
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Menendez would chair the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in the 2013-2014 

Congress. Most strikingly, Obama won approximately half of the Cuban-American vote 

in 2012.2083 Some pollsters claimed he might have won a slight majority.2084 Regardless, 

it was the best Democratic presidential candidate performance among Cuban-Americans 

in decades. The 2012 results may have given Obama extra confidence to continue his 

Cuba policy reforms. 

 

Resuming Talks 

 The incremental reforms that Obama and Raul instituted to allow a greater flow of 

people and capital between the countries may have served as confidence-building 

mechanisms in U.S.-Cuba relations. Obama officials signaled that more changes were 

coming.  

 Cuba loosened its foreign travel regulations on January 14, 2013, so Cuban 

travelers no longer needed exit permits (tarjetas blancas) or mandatory invitations from 

 
2083 Caputo, Marc. "Rep. Garcia's push for Cuba drug trial tests support for embargo." The Miami Herald, 

October 7, 2013.; Caputo, Marc. "Rep. Joe Garcia, district are at center of Cuba clashes, policy 

changes." The Miami Herald, October 13, 2013. 

2084 Lopez, Mark Hugo, and Paul Taylor. “Latino Voters in the 2012 Election | Pew Research Center.” Pew 

Research Center, November 7, 2012. https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2012/11/07/latino-voters-in-

the-2012-election/.; Allen, Greg. “Republican Lock On Florida’s Cuban-American Vote May Be Over : It’s 

All Politics : NPR.” NPR, November 16, 2012. 

https://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2012/11/16/165283004/republican-lock-on-floridas-cuban-

american-vote-may-be-over.; WLRN. “Obama Got Record Share Votes From Miami Cubans | WLRN,” 

November 12, 2012. https://www.wlrn.org/politics/2012-11-12/obama-got-record-share-votes-from-miami-

cubans.; Deruy, Emily. “Cuban-Americans No Longer a Sure Bet for the GOP - ABC News.” ABC News, 

November 13, 2012. https://abcnews.go.com/ABC_Univision/Politics/cuban-voters-swinging-

democratic/story?id=17700174.; Landau French, Anya. “Obama Won Record Cuban American Vote.” The 

Christian Science Monitor, November 8, 2012. https://www.csmonitor.com/World/Americas/Latin-

America-Monitor/2012/1108/Obama-won-record-Cuban-American-vote. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2012/11/07/latino-voters-in-the-2012-election/
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/2012/11/07/latino-voters-in-the-2012-election/
https://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2012/11/16/165283004/republican-lock-on-floridas-cuban-american-vote-may-be-over
https://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2012/11/16/165283004/republican-lock-on-floridas-cuban-american-vote-may-be-over
https://www.wlrn.org/politics/2012-11-12/obama-got-record-share-votes-from-miami-cubans
https://www.wlrn.org/politics/2012-11-12/obama-got-record-share-votes-from-miami-cubans
https://abcnews.go.com/ABC_Univision/Politics/cuban-voters-swinging-democratic/story?id=17700174
https://abcnews.go.com/ABC_Univision/Politics/cuban-voters-swinging-democratic/story?id=17700174
https://www.csmonitor.com/World/Americas/Latin-America-Monitor/2012/1108/Obama-won-record-Cuban-American-vote
https://www.csmonitor.com/World/Americas/Latin-America-Monitor/2012/1108/Obama-won-record-Cuban-American-vote


 

 386 

foreign hosts.2085 The government intended to improve its image (“cambio fraude,” a 

false change, as Paya called it), comply with international norms, or increase the flow of 

remittances to the island.2086 However, the government had less control over the 

information flowing in and out with Cuban travelers.2087 Dissidents, who previously 

struggled to obtain exit permits, accepted invitations to travel throughout the Americas 

and Europe to testify of the Cuban government’s human rights abuses.2088 

Dissident blogger Yoani Sanchez appeared at several Miami events.2089 Exiles 

across the generations and political spectrum united in their desire for Cuba to be free 

from dictatorship and supported her efforts.2090 Jorge Mas Santos emphasized that 

Cubans on the island and the diaspora needed to unite and communicate to “break the 

monopoly of information the regime has on its people” by supporting communication 

technology, independent journalists, and Radio Marti.2091 In an interview with Madrid-
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based blogger Joan Antoni Guerrero Vall, Sanchez admitted, “The average Cuban is 

apathetic and indifferent, doesn’t believe in the government but also doesn’t believe that 

anything is going to change.”2092 Cubans tended to view emigration as a solution, and the 

departure benefitted the regime.2093 As a result, many newer arrivals were less engaged in 

U.S. politics than previous generations. However, Paya’s positive reception among 

ideologically-diverse Cuban-American audiences demonstrated a unity of purpose and a 

greater willingness to work with differing viewpoints to achieve freedom for Cuba. 

 Soon thereafter, in 2013, the United States and Cuba resumed mostly-secret direct 

talks despite remaining tensions.2094 In June, they discussed direct mail, which had not 

existed between the two countries for fifty years.2095 Ros-Lehtinen and Claver-Carone 

opposed the mail talks, but CANF and others supported them.2096 They scheduled 

migration talks to begin again on July 17, 2013.2097 Pope Francis and the Vatican helped 
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initiate the discussions between the United States and Cuba and urged them to find 

solutions for their prisoners.2098 

 Small signs suggested that the U.S.-Cuba relationship was improving, but the 

governments kept the majority of the negotiations from public knowledge because of the 

historical precariousness of the relationship and the many interests involved. As Cuban 

experts William LeoGrande and Peter Kornbluh have written, back-channel 

communications have a long history in U.S.-Cuba relations, and Obama relied heavily on 

them, as well as secret meetings via official channels. Negotiators did not invite hardline 

legislators and activists to the discussions, but the administration did consult with more 

moderate and liberal members of the community. Yet, the expansive reforms did not 

emerge until after the 2014 midterm elections, when Obama was a lame duck and when 

the announcement could no longer affect elections that could determine House and 

Senate majorities that would determine Obama’s ability to pass legislation. 

 

2014 Midterm Elections 

 Florida House District 26 continued to be the most competitive district with a 

significant Cuban constituency. The moderate campaigns that candidates ran mirrored the 

tenor of the dynamic electorate. Incumbent Democratic Representative Joe Garcia faced 
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Republican challenger Carlos Curbelo in 2014.2099 Both campaigned as moderates.2100 As 

part of younger generations, they tried to focus on domestic matters rather than Cuba, but 

Cuba inevitably came up.2101 About a week or two before the election, they began 

debating about Cuba more extensively.2102 Unlike Curbelo, Garcia supported increased 

travel and remittances.2103 Unlike Garcia, Curbelo supported tightening the Cuban 

Adjustment Act, which was popular among older, more conservative Cuban-

Americans.2104 Curbelo and allies criticized Garcia’s tenure at CANF for “dividing our 

community” and ran ads calling Garcia a communist.2105 They attacked one another’s 

donors’ and supporters’ relationships with Cuba.2106 In the end, Curbelo triumphed 51.5% 

to 48.5%. 

 Republicans won both chambers of Congress, and all of the other Cuban-

American incumbents returned. Representatives Ileana Ros-Lehtinen and Mario Diaz-

Balart ran unopposed. Cuban-American Republican Alex Mooney joined the House of 
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Representatives as a representative from West Virginia. The number of Cuban-

Americans in Congress now reached eight: five in the House and three in the Senate. 

Decades of political investment in the community paid dividends. 

 

The Thaw 

 On Wednesday, December 17, 2014, also known as “17D,” Barack Obama and 

Raul Castro announced historic changes in their countries’ bilateral relationship.2107 

Obama’s address acknowledged that change is difficult and pointed out that the United 

States already engages with China and Vietnam.2108 Every other country in the 

hemisphere had normalized diplomatic ties with Cuba except the United States.2109 The 

United States pledged to upgrade the U.S. Interests Section in Havana to an embassy, 

release the jailed and paroled Cuban Five, increase travel and remittances, and review 

Cuba’s State Sponsor of Terrorism designation.2110 Cuba would release American 

contractor Alan Gross, an unnamed Cuban whose work as a U.S. informant led to the 

arrests of several high-profile Cuban spies in the United States, and, separately, 53 other 

 
2107 Michael Vasquez and Marc Caputo. "History-maker: President Barack Obama, Raúl Castro open talks 

to thaw U.S.-Cuba relations." The Miami Herald, December 17, 2014. 

2108 Vasquez and Caputo. "History-maker: President Barack Obama, Raúl Castro open talks to thaw U.S.-

Cuba relations." 

2109 Whitefield, Mimi. "Historic thaw: U.S.-Cuba diplomatic ties will be reestablished Monday." The Miami 

Herald, July 18, 2015. 

2110 Vasquez and Caputo. "History-maker: President Barack Obama, Raúl Castro open talks to thaw U.S.-

Cuba relations." 



 

 391 

political prisoners that were not a part of the brokered deal.2111 Cuba would also reopen 

their embassy in Washington and allow International Red Cross and United Nations 

observers to monitor human rights on the island.2112 Hardline Cuban-Americans called 

Obama the “Appeaser in Chief” because they believed he had rewarded the Cuban 

regime and extracted few meaningful concessions.2113 Rubio believed that many of the 

policies “skirt[ed] the law” and vowed to counter Obama’s measures via the Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee.2114 Mario Diaz-Balart planned to use his role on the House 

budget committees that oversee funding for the Treasury and State Departments to stop 

the measures; Ros-Lehtinen and others also battled in the House to prevent the enactment 

of the policies.2115 CANF’s statement said that the policies’ success would depend on 

Cuba’s reciprocation regarding political prisoners, repression, access to information, and 

“substantial, unreversed, progress in human, economic, civil and political rights for all of 

the Cuban people.”2116 U.S. organizations and businesses prepared for opportunities in 
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the fields of cuentapropistas, agriculture, construction materials, telecommunications, 

technology, shipping, and tourism.2117 Others waited for the Cuban government to react 

before investing.2118 Obama wanted to continue to efforts and work with Congress to end 

the embargo.2119 

Washington had recovered Cuba policy from Miami, according to Herald writer 

Michael Putney.2120 He explained: 

Because Cuba didn’t have huge deposits of valuable minerals (except bauxite) or 

vast oil fields, Washington put Cuba on the back burner for the most part. Except 

to fret over immigration problems and Cuba’s talent for exporting revolution to 

Latin America and fighting the occasional proxy war in Africa. Washington had 

plenty of other problems to worry about, so it let Cuban Americans control U.S. 

policy. It did so because the Cuban diaspora to its great credit, voted in 

overwhelming numbers in every election and wrote big checks to politicians. 

Those check writers formed powerful lobbies. Currently, it’s the U.S. Cuba 

Democracy PAC, and before that the Cuban American National Foundation. As 

its leader, Jorge Mas Canosa, once said after being criticized for romancing some 

powerful Democrats, “We don’t have friends or enemies in Washington, we have 

interests.” 

 

President Obama has decided that his interests in Cuba are paramount - his 

legacy, too. Just as Richard Nixon opened relations with China, Obama wants to 

be remembered as the President who opened relations with Cuba. Obama’s clearly 

right that the U.S. policy in place for 53 years hasn’t changed anything in Cuba 

and never will. But it’s far from a sure thing that Obama’s Cuba policy will 

succeed in turning Cuba into a more open, democratic and free society. 

 

If you look closely at what’s been proposed, you find no assurances that ordinary 

Cubans will have any of the basic human rights they’re now denied. Raúl himself 

said in a speech Saturday that nothing in Cuba’s closed, authoritarian system will 

change. He’s getting the better end of this deal. 
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What’s the United States getting? The possibility that an influx of Americans, 

carrying credit cards and capital, will spread democratic values. Once the 

toothpaste of democracy is out of the tube, the thinking goes, Castro won’t be able 

to put it back. It’s a lovely thought and here’s hoping it happens. But it hasn’t 

worked over the decades that Canada and all the Western European democracies 

have had a strong presence in Cuba.2121 

 

According to many analysts, Washington had been willing to outsource Cuba policy to 

Miami because it was of little consequence compared to other foreign policy and security 

issues.2122 Politicians stood to reap great rewards financially and electorally for 

maintaining the status quo.2123 Embargo proponents viewed Obama’s decision to 

normalize relations with Cuba as a cynical attempt to secure his legacy at the Cuban 

people’s expense.2124 

Miami’s old guard resented Obama for excluding them from the Cuban policy-

making process.2125 Only one of the eight Cuban-American members of the U.S. 

Congress, bi-partisan Republican Rep. Carlos Curbelo, appeared to have any role in 

Obama’s thaw.2126 Cuban-Americans held their greatest sway in Congress. Recent House 

votes on Cuba matters demonstrated that they maintained a comfortable bipartisan 

majority for their Cuba policies.2127 It would be nearly impossible for the Obama 
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administration and whoever followed it to dismantle the Helms-Burton Act.2128 More 

hardline Cuban-Americans changed their minds about isolation policies as they traveled 

to Cuba and interacted with ordinary islanders.2129 Lincoln Diaz-Balart, now retired from 

Congress, argued that the embargo kept the regime from quashing dissidents even 

more.2130 

 Many hardline Cuban-Americans, such as Congress members, lamented that the 

White House had not included them in the discussions.2131 On the contrary, Ric Herrero 

of #CubaNow and others attested that the administration had met with many Cuban-

American organizations and dissidents since early 2013, including CANF, the Cuba 

Study Group, #CubaNow, Roots of Hope, Yoani Sanchez, and Berta Soler.2132 Herrero 

stressed that Cuban-Americans had advocated for the Cuban government to release fifty-

three Cuban political prisoners rather than the Cuban offer of a three-for-one prisoner 

swap for Alan Gross.2133 Herrero concluded, “What Dec. 17 has taught us is that as long 

as we are willing to recognize when something has failed and remain open to exploring 

new ways of promoting democratic values in Cuba, Cuban Americans will always have a 
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seat at the table.”2134 Cuban-Americans remained strategic and pragmatic, he suggested, 

because, “small victory by small victory, the Cuban-American community is 

winning.”2135 In other words, even though many foreign policy analysts mistakenly saw 

Obama’s announcement as bucking the influence of Cuban-Americans, Cuban-

Americans were an integral part of the development of the policy—just not the usual 

hardliners. 

 Several legislators tried to stop Assistant Secretary of State Roberta Jacobson 

from traveling to Havana for the first round of talks on normalization and migration on 

January 21-22, 2015.2136 On January 6, Senator Marco Rubio wrote President Obama to 

cancel Assistant Secretary Roberta Jacobson’s visit to Havana “at least until all 53 

political prisoners, plus those arrested since your December 17th announcement have 

been released and are no longer subjected to repression.”2137 At an event in Miami, Rubio 

noted how China, Vietnam, and Burma still were not democratic despite economic 

openings.2138 Six more Cuban-American members of Congress—Senators Bob Menendez 

and Ted Cruz, and Representatives Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, Mario Diaz-Balart, Carlos 

Curbelo, Albio Sires, and Alex Mooney—wrote a letter to Secretary Kerry on January 9 
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to urge them to stop the normalization.2139 Many on both sides of the aisle and 

constituents across the United States favored the thaw, making the fight more difficult for 

the hardliners.2140 The hardline community was not “well organized in terms of a game 

plan,” according to Cuban-American economist Carlos Sanguinetty.2141 A State 

Department official announced on January 12 that they confirmed that Cuba released all 

53 political prisoners, thereby undercutting Rubio’s argument.2142 Jacobson, the highest-

level official to visit Cuba since 1980, proceeded with the trip.2143 

 The next big test of Obama’s new strategy for promoting human rights in Cuba 

came during the April 2015 Summit of the Americans in Panama.2144 It was the seventh 

summit since 1994 but the first that Cuba attended.2145 New U.S. sanctions on 

Venezuelan officials marred the proceedings; Maduro presented a petition to Obama 

denouncing the actions, and Ecuadorean President Rafael Correa refused to attend.2146 

The United States still listed Cuba as a state sponsor of terrorism.2147 Meanwhile, in 
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Washington, Carlos Curbelo called attention to the many dissidents who had been 

arrested since the 17D announcement and shamed the OAS for embracing more 

interaction with Cuba.2148  

 On July 1, 2015, Barack Obama announced the date for resuming diplomatic ties 

with Cuba.2149 He noted that engagement enabled the United States to be a part of Cuba’s 

future.2150 The U.S. embassy in Havana and the Cuban embassy in Washington officially 

reopened on Monday, July 20, 2015.2151 The mission chiefs became charge d’affaires 

until the governments could officially call ambassadors.2152 The State Department 

reported that Cuban islanders already showed great enthusiasm.2153 Pepe Hernandez still 

held reservations about the policies, including fear of complacency on the part of the 

international system, but said, “For the United States, it’s better to leave all the 

confrontations and bad blood behind…. The bottom line is this is a step forward.”2154 

Old grievances continued as migration talks commenced between the United 

States and Cuba.2155 Cubans now traveled through South and Central America to Mexico 
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to reach the United States at the U.S.-Mexico border instead of by sea.2156 However, 

Cuba still blamed the continued illegal paths to migration on the Cuban Adjustment Act 

and the “wet foot, dry foot” policy.2157 Immigration to the United States from Cuba 

surged after the Obama announcement, potentially out of fear that U.S. immigration 

policy would change.2158 Latin American countries to which travel from Cuba was much 

more accessible, had to institute measures to handle the influx.2159 CANF looked into 

creating another Exodus program to assist the migrants.2160 Dissidents also attested that 

many people wanted to escape Cuba for better lives but needed an incentive to stay and 

create change.2161 

Furthermore, Raul Castro wanted the United States to return the base at 

Guantanamo, end the embargo, stop Radio and TV Marti, and receive reparations for the 

embargo and other U.S. meddling.2162 The United States still wanted compensation for 

confiscated properties.2163 The United States and Cuba agreed on December 10, 2015, to 
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resume direct mail.2164 They also made two environmental agreements and negotiated for 

resuming direct commercial flights.2165 

Older and more conservative Cuban-Americans did not consider immigrants who 

freely traveled back and forth to be political refugees.2166 Representative Carlos Curbelo 

and Senator Marco Rubio proposed less radical revisions to the Cuban Adjustment 

Act.2167 Exiles questioned if newer arrivals had criminal or communist ties, illegally took 

advantage of U.S. government social welfare, and why they did not more actively 

participate politically or make their political opinions public.2168 Hardline Republican 

operators and their Democratic partners argued that the fact that voters elected hardliners 

proved that they represent what their constituencies want.2169 

Miami lawyer Marcell Felipe formed Inspire America, a 501c4, to organize 

political action for hardline, pro-embargo Cuban-Americans, deliver a cohesive message, 

and complement the efforts of Cuban-American legislators and lobbyists to defy 

Obama’s normalization efforts.2170 Felipe said that the Obama administration was 

“yielding to pressure from the Castro regime” and bailing them out of their economic 
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crisis.2171 He did not trust the results of a March 2016 Univision-Washington Post poll of 

Cubans islanders, saying that 97 percent supported the normalization efforts because he 

did not believe they could get accurate public opinion data under a totalitarian 

dictatorship.2172 Inspire America backed legislation to revise the Cuban Adjustment Act, 

revoke the residency of Cubans who visit the island, and make Cubans who arrive under 

tourist visas ineligible for the Act’s provisions.2173 

Obama’s 17D announcement accorded with the long-term evolution of Cuban-

American public opinion. Polls before and after showed that most Cuban-Americans 

approved of more open relations with Cuba. However, the policies produced an 

immediate and profound backlash among the more entrenched, pro-embargo Cuban-

American elites. Others hesitated to judge until they could see whether and how the 

Cuban government would reciprocate. 

 

Obama Visits Cuba 

Obama and his advisors met with Cuban-Americans before visiting Cuba. Deputy 

National Security Advisor Ben Rhodes, one of the architects of Obama’s Cuba plan, 

conducted a listening tour in Miami.2174 He met with students, activists, journalists, 

religious leaders, and community leaders in a series of meetings, primarily with moderate 
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Cuban-Americans.2175 The Cuban government freed four dissidents who were rearrested 

after they were a part of the 53 prisoners released for 17D; they traveled to the United 

States with another activist on March 15 to meet with the President.2176 Cuban police 

arrested fifty Ladies in White protesters before Obama arrived.2177 The Cuban 

government continued repression and mass arrests—over 7,600 that year, according to 

the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National Reconciliation—even though the 

number of political prisoners fell.2178 

Obama visited Cuba on March 20-22, 2016, with a large delegation.2179 Obama 

was the first U.S. President to visit the island since Calvin Coolidge nearly 90 years 

prior.2180 On Sunday afternoon, March 20, he met with Havana Catholic Cardinal Jaime 

Ortega, who played a mediating role in the rapprochement.2181 He scheduled his meeting 

with Raul Castro, sessions on entrepreneurship, and state dinner on Monday.2182 Raul 

Castro and Obama held a press conference on Monday.2183 CNN reporter Jim Acosta 
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asked Raul Castro about political prisoners.2184 Raul Castro, who rarely held press 

conferences, was shocked and responded, “Give me the list now of political prisoners to 

release. If there are political prisoners, they’ll be free before nightfall.”2185 The younger 

Castro knew that he had jailed many political prisoners, but he did not view them as such, 

and journalists seldom challenged him.2186 The Obama administration had already shared 

prisoner lists with the regime.2187 Nevertheless, human rights organizations and activists 

immediately provided lists of prisoners’ names.2188 On Tuesday, Obama addressed the 

public and met dissidents, independent journalists, and other civil society.2189 He 

advocated greater freedom of expression, commerce, and human rights, and he hailed 

Cuban-American success stories.2190 He and Raul controversially attended an exhibition 

baseball game together between the Tampa Bay Rays and the Cuban national team on 

Tuesday before Obama left for Argentina.2191 
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Despite Rubio’s busy March presidential campaigning schedule, he released 

a lengthy statement condemning Obama’s trip to Cuba.2192 Rubio lamented 

Obama’s weakening of the LIBERTAD Act and visits to confiscated properties. 

He concluded: 

As a whole, President Obama’s trip to Cuba and his policy of one-sided 

concessions to this regime are as naïve as his world view and as misguided as his 

foreign policy affecting other parts of the world. America should be standing with 

our allies and democracy advocates around the world, not embracing, enriching 

and empowering our enemies, the way President Obama is about to do in 

Cuba.2193 

 

Rubio had been praised during his presidential run for his foreign policy acuity in his 

service on the Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee. At one point, Senators Rubio and 

Menendez blocked Roberta Jacobson’s nomination to be the U.S. Ambassador to Mexico 

in retaliation for the Cuba policy.2194 

Miamians expressed mixed opinions toward Obama’s trip to Cuba.2195 Some—

usually the older crowd—vehemently opposed it, but others expressed hesitant 

optimism.2196 Seeing a free press hold Castro accountable was a highlight and gave some 

hope.2197 President Obama’s speech on Tuesday impressed many.2198 The Miami Cuban 

community also expressed a sense of fatigue and resignation around the Cuba issue after 
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so many years of effort but little progress toward a free Cuba.2199 For better or worse, 

people viewed the thaw as irreversible.2200 A Bendixen and Amandi poll from December 

2015 showed that Cuban-Americans in the United States supported the changes, and over 

half supported lifting the embargo.2201 The change would have to come from within Cuba 

itself rather than from outside pressure.2202 They recognized that increased commerce 

does not demand a more open political system.2203 

Cuba delayed reciprocal openings with the United States.2204 They cooperated 

more on counterterrorism, the environment, and disaster response.2205 Havana and 

Washington prioritized different areas of investment.2206 The United States had loosened 

various restrictions on U.S. business investments in Cuba, and several already took 

advantage of it.2207 Cuba wanted the United States to end the embargo, return 

Guantanamo, and respect Cuban sovereignty.2208 The United States wanted Cuba to end 

political repression, compensate property claimants, and return fugitives.2209 Cuban 
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diplomats traveled around the United States for various events, and activists in the United 

States felt that American diplomats should visit dissidents in Cuba more.2210 Regarding 

investments, the United States continued to encourage Cuba to ease regulations on Cuban 

entrepreneurs and trade and expand access to information.2211  Average Cubans 

welcomed Obama’s visit and American travel.2212 

Obama’s opening was a risky, divisive move. It converted few hardliners to 

normalization and caused many fence-sitters to make a determination. Recent 

immigrants, younger generations, businesspeople, American travelers, policy analysts, 

and Cuban islanders showed extraordinary enthusiasm, but the 2016 presidential election 

would be the ultimate referendum on Obama’s political legacy. 

 

Presidential Primaries 

 Contrary to popular imagination, Donald Trump did not win Cuban-Americans in 

2016 as a direct backlash against Obama’s Cuba thaw and because Cubans reliably vote 

Republican anyway. Voting and polling trends disproved the notion that Miami Cubans 

were one-party or one-issue voters. Importantly, though, the most politically active, 

reliable voters were the older, hardline Cuban exiles.2213 Nevertheless, polling suggested 

that Hillary Clinton may have won the majority of the Cuban-American vote that year. 

 
2210 Whitefield. "Resumption of U.S.-Cuba diplomatic ties hits one-year mark." 
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To understand why, it is essential to recognize the long-term relationships that each 

candidate had built in South Florida. Moreover, although U.S. immigration laws and 

South Floridian perceptions of Cuban identity may treat Cubans as exceptional in relation 

to other Hispanics, Trump’s anti-Latino rhetoric throughout his campaign, his 

temperament, and his existing Florida connections repelled many important South Florida 

GOP members and donors, especially as he ran against other candidates with strong 

Florida networks. 

Hillary Clinton and her family spent decades building up their connections in 

Florida.2214 Many Miami elites, including Cuban-Americans, fundraised and otherwise 

supported her campaign.2215 Among them were Alfonso Fanjul, former Ambassador Paul 

Cejas, Jorge Perez, Simon Ferro, etc.2216 Hillary’s brothers had lived in Miami since the 

1980s, and one married a Cuban-American woman, Maria Victoria Arias, which 

deepened the Clintons’ network.2217 Bill developed connections starting in the 1980s as 

head of the National Governors Association and the Democratic Leadership Council.2218 

Herald reporter Adam Smith rightly observed, “Every serious presidential candidate 

develops allegiances to Florida, especially South Florida because it’s a silver mine for 

votes and a gold mine for campaign checks.”2219 
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 Trump first proposed running for President in 2000. The Trump organization 

explored third-country partnerships in Cuba in the late 1990s despite the Helms-Burton 

Act becoming law in 1996. However, when Trump considered running as a third-party 

presidential candidate, he took a hard line against Cuba. Trump officially launched his 

2000 presidential campaign in November 1999 at a Miami Cuban-American National 

Foundation luncheon.2220 Trump defended the embargo in the campaign speech, calling 

the Clinton administration’s “weak stance” on Cuba “inconceivable.”2221 

Trump repeatedly offended the Hispanic community in his 2016 presidential 

campaign. At Trump’s presidential campaign announcement speech on June 16, 2015, at 

Trump Tower in New York City, he infamously declared: 

The U.S. has become a dumping ground for everybody else’s problems…. 

When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best…. They’re 

sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those 

problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re 

rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.2222 

 

These racist comments brought a swift backlash from the Hispanic community, 

immigrant communities, and others. Former Florida Governor and then-

presidential candidate Jeb Bush condemned the remarks in what would become an 

ongoing campaign trail feud.2223 An NBC News/Wall Street Journal/Telemundo 
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poll in fall 2015 found that sixty-seven percent of Latinos had a “very negative” 

view of Trump, having slightly improved from seventy percent in previous 

weeks.2224 Hillary Clinton had already made a politically disastrous move by 

calling for an end to the Cuba embargo at a July 2015 event at Florida 

International University.2225 

 The conservative publication The Daily Caller published an interview with 

Donald Trump in September 2015 in which the reporter asked Trump for his foreign 

policy opinions.2226 Asked about the opening with Cuba, Trump simply replied, “I think 

it’s fine. I think it’s fine, but we should have made a better deal. The concept of opening 

with Cuba—50 years is enough—the concept of opening with Cuba is fine. I think we 

should have made a stronger deal.”2227 Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, and Jeb Bush all loudly 

and openly opposed the new policy.2228 Among the Republican presidential contenders, 

 
2224 "EFE News Briefs for Wednesday, Sept. 30 (End of the day)." EFE News Services, October 1, 2015.  

2225 Vasquez, Michael, and Jenny Luna. “Hillary Clinton in Miami: Lift the Embargo against Cuba.” The 
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only Trump and Rand Paul supported it.2229 Trump ran on an anti-establishment message 

and dominated the polls early, so he had little to lose with his controversial position.2230  

Cuban-American and Miami native Senator Marco Rubio ran for President, 

but most prominent Florida Republican politicians endorsed Jeb.2231 Ted Cruz, 

another Cuban-American Senator, also ran for President, but his Texan allegiances 

made him less consequential for Cuban-American voters. Jeb Bush withdrew 

before the Florida primary, and many of his supporters switched to Rubio.2232 By 

the time the Republican presidential candidates took the debate stage in Coral 

Gables before the Florida primaries, Trump led the race.2233 Trump prevailed, 

earning 46% of Florida Republican primary votes.2234 Rubio came in second place 

with 27% and subsequently dropped out of the race.2235 Trump carried every 

county except Miami-Dade.2236 The field thinned, and by April, only Ted Cruz 
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espoused a hardline Cuba policy among the remaining Republican presidential 

candidates.2237 

By May 2016, Jeb Bush, Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, and Carlos Curbelo refused 

to support Trump.2238 Cuban exile and Miami mayor Tomas Regalado condemned 

him.2239 An April 2016 poll found that 87% of Hispanics nationwide viewed 

Trump unfavorably, and other polls that spring suggested that nearly 90% of 

Latino Floridians disfavored Trump.2240  

While Trump struggled with Latinos, their political influence in Florida 

grew. Organizations like New Latino registered over 1000 Florida voters per 

week.2241 Hispanics made up 24% of the Florida population in 2016, and Cuban-

American polls showed the Republican grasp on the voting bloc weakening.2242  

Young Cuban-American voters increasingly registered as Democrats.2243 Even 

more registered as no party affiliation, reflecting an overall trend among 

Millennial voters to shy away from the established political parties.2244 
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 Florida Lieutenant Governor Carlos Lopez-Cantera dropped out of the U.S. 

Senate race in June so that Marco Rubio could run again.2245 Prominent Florida 

Republican politicians soon endorsed Rubio.2246 Although Rubio supported Trump’s 

presidential run and campaigned for him, his public comments belied unenthusiastic 

support. When asked about Trump’s presidential campaign, Rubio emphasized, “The 

Senate is not a subsidiary position to the Presidency,” and that he was campaigning for 

the Senate vote.2247 He stumped around Florida with Pence to support Republican 

candidates but never accompanied Trump.2248 In Tampa, he stressed the importance of 

Republican control of the Senate more than the presidential race.2249 In a debate against 

Senate challenger Patrick Murphy (D), Rubio said: 

It’s pretty clear Donald Trump is not my first choice or even my 10th choice to be 

nominee of the Republican Party; 14 million voters in the Republican primaries 

chose differently. One of the reasons why I changed my mind and ran for 

reelection is because I know that no matter who wins this election, you are going 

to need people in the United States Senate willing to stand up to the next 

President.2250 

 

Nevertheless, Trump clinched the Republican nomination at the July 2016 Republican 

Party Convention in Cleveland. Florida Governor Rick Scott, an open supporter of Trump 
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and 2018 Senate hopeful, delivered a prime-time speech for Trump one night and led the 

convention’s Florida delegation, reinforcing Florida’s prominence on the national 

scene.2251 

 

Election of 2016 

Few South Florida Cuban-American elites embraced Trump. Billionaire former 

GOP megadonor Mike Fernandez called Trump a “demagogue” and an “egomaniac” and 

spent $3.5 million on anti-Trump ads.2252 Lt. Gov. Lopez-Cantera stated that he would 

not vote for Hilary but did not commit to voting for Trump.2253 Curbelo and Ros-

Lehtinen refused to back Trump.2254 Cuban-American Republicans Miami-Dade Mayor 

Carlos Gimenez and his challenger, Raquel Regalado, the daughter of former Miami 

Mayor Tomas Regalado, refused to support Trump.2255 Out of the South Florida U.S. 

Congress members, only Rubio and Diaz-Balart endorsed Trump.2256 
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Beginning around September 2016, though, Trump started to harden his stance on 

Cuba, declaring at a Miami rally that he would reverse Obama’s policies.2257 In 

September 2016, Newsweek created an uproar when they exposed Trump’s Cuba 

dealings. The piece claimed that Trump violated the embargo by pay the American 

consulting firm Seven Arrows $68,000 in 1999 to travel to Cuba and investigate potential 

investments.2258 The Trump organization allegedly hid the trip under a charitable 

organization.2259 Other news outlets confirmed with other sources that Trump looked to 

invest in Cuba starting at least as early as the mid- to late-90s to as recently as 2012 or 

2013.2260 News that Trump broke the Cuban embargo outraged many in Miami. Local 

Republican politicians declined to say much about it.2261 Cuban-American policymakers 

appeared apprehensive but reticent to criticize the confirmed Republican nominee for the 

presidential race.  
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On September 30, 2016, The Miami Herald re-published Trump’s June 25, 1999 

statement. Trump admitted that he considered joint real estate partnerships with European 

companies. However, he decided against it. He concluded: 

Yes, the embargo is costly. If I formed a joint venture with European partners, I 

would make millions of dollars. But I’d rather lose those millions than lose my 

self-respect. I would rather take a financial hit than become a financial backer of 

one of the world’s most-brutal dictators, a man who was once willing to aid in the 

destruction of my country. To me the embargo question is no question at all. Of 

course, we should keep the embargo in place. We should keep it until Castro is 

gone.2262 

 

Mauricio Claver-Carone, a Cuban-American lobbyist in Washington who headed the pro-

embargo U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC and later became a deputy National Security 

Advisor in the Trump administration, cited Trump’s 1999 published statement when 

defending him against the accusations. He argued that Trump’s money went directly to 

the consulting firm, so he “never transacted with the Castro regime” and that “perhaps he 

deserves some kudos” for refusing a potential money-making venture.2263 

 A little over a month before the election and right after the first presidential 

debate, Donald Trump held a rally in Little Havana.2264 He promised Miami Cubans that 

he would reverse Obama’s Cuba thaw.2265 The fight for Republican votes in Florida’s 

largest city necessitated enlisting Cubans, who accounted for 72% of registered 
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Republicans in Miami-Dade.2266 The Latin Builders Association endorsed Hillary Clinton 

for President on October 11, 2016.2267 For the first time in the Bay of Pigs veterans’ 

history, Brigade 2506 endorsed a presidential candidate.2268 On October 12, they voted to 

endorse Trump despite the recent controversies.2269 

Joe Garcia again ran to unseat Carlos Curbelo in the 26th U.S. House 

Congressional District.2270 Both made names for themselves for being semi-moderates 

who voted against party lines more than most of their colleagues.2271 Political ads 

attacked Garcia’s and Curbelo’s records.2272 Curbelo criticized Garcia for supporting 

Obama’s Cuba policies.2273 Answering criticisms of his CANF leadership, Garcia said 

that CANF split because some lost sight of Mas Canosa’s bipartisan vision for political 

influence.2274 A scandal involving his former campaign staffers hurt his campaign as it 
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had in 2014.2275 Curbelo fundraised three times the amount that his opponent did.2276 

Garcia actively campaigned for Clinton and hoped to build on her popularity.2277 Despite 

being a member of the same party, Curbelo refused to endorse Trump and voted for a 

third party for the presidential ticket.2278 

Cuban-American Democrat Alina Valdes challenged Mario Diaz-Balart for his 

House seat.2279 Valdes favored more engagement with Cuba.2280 Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, 

also known for certain less conservative stances and exemplary constituent service, 

dominated her opponent, Scott Fuhrman.2281 

Perhaps Obama and Clinton misread the difference between the opinions of the 

South Florida Cuban constituency and likely voters as they advocated more engagement 

with Cuba and made Cuba policy changes within weeks of the election.2282 The 

September FIU poll showed that 54 percent of Cuban-Americans in Miami favored 

ending the embargo, but the more politically-active older Cuban-Americans were twice 

as likely as younger Cuban-Americans to oppose Obama’s policies.2283 Some who 
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supported ending the embargo opposed Obama’s unreciprocated concessions.2284 

Regardless, commercial flights to Cuba resumed in September.2285 On October 14, 

Obama rolled back more embargo restrictions on Cuban rum and cigars.2286 Trump 

visited the Bay of Pigs veterans association on October 25.2287 On October 26, the Obama 

administration chose for the first time to abstain from the perennial United Nations vote 

condemning the embargo.2288 A late October New York Times Upshot/Siena University 

poll showed Trump rebounding and leading in Florida, with his Cuban-American support 

increasing from 33 percent in September to 52 percent in October.2289 

 A record turnout of Floridians voted in the 2016 election.2290 Curbelo maintained 

his seat in the November 2016 election by a large margin.2291 Rubio, Diaz-Balart, and 

Ros-Lehtinen also returned to Congress.2292 By 11 PM, Trump was the projected winner 

of Florida.2293 He won the electoral college 306-232. 
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 The day after the election, Trump reportedly asked future Senior Advisor to the 

National Security Advisor Fernando Cutz how to reverse Obama’s Cuba policies.2294 

Trump added pro-embargo, Cuban-American lobbyist Mauricio Claver-Carone, 

executive director of the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC, to his transition team within weeks, 

which many viewed as repayment to his South Florida supporters.2295 Yleem Poblete, the 

former Chief of Staff for the House Foreign Affairs Committee, also joined the team.2296 

Hardliners on the Trump team and advisors included: Mike Pence, James Jay Carafano of 

the Heritage Foundation, Mauricio Claver-Carone, Representative Devin Nunes, A.J. 

Delgado, Carlos Diaz Rosillo, and Yleem Poblete.2297 Mario Diaz-Balart became an 

important voice for Cuba, meeting regularly with members of the transition team.2298 

They concerned themselves with Cuban entrepreneurs’ future if the United States backed 

out and how to capitalize on a Cuban leadership transfer.2299 Moderates on Cuba policy—

Jorge Mas Santos, Bertica Morris, and Mel Martinez—worked to ingratiate themselves 

with the incoming administration.2300 
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 Miami’s congressional delegation viewed Trump’s winning Florida as evidence 

of a rejection of Obama’s Cuba policies.2301 However, Hillary outperformed Obama in an 

analysis of the Miami-Dade vote, where a third of residents are Cuban-American.2302 

Results also suggested that many voters in the area voted Democrat for President and 

Republican for Congress, making it less clear how much Cuba issues affected the 

results.2303 Dario Moreno surmised that Hillary likely won the majority of the Cuban-

American vote and that Cuba became a less dominant issue for Cuban-American 

voters.2304 On the other hand, Bendixen and Amandi polls showed that Trump 

consistently had the majority of Cuban-American support during the campaign, and exit 

polls estimated she captured between 41 and 47 percent of the Cuban-American vote.2305 

Disparate polling results that year make it difficult to draw final conclusions, but Hillary 

clearly outperformed expectations. 

 Reportedly, the Cuban government had not prepared for Donald Trump to win the 

presidency, and the election results caught them off guard, which may explain some of 

the gambles they made in their policy towards the United States near the end of Obama’s 

presidency.2306 They had not fostered communication channels with the Trump team and 
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scrambled to find contacts.2307 The Trump team did not employ Cuban-Americans who 

favored engagement with Cuba.2308 

 Trump credited Cuban-Americans with his Florida electoral win, but evidence 

suggests that he did poorly with the Cuban-American community compared to other 

Republican presidential candidates, even among hardliners. The Bay of Pigs veterans’ 

endorsement was one of a series of last-minute election developments (such as the FBI 

announcing an investigation into Hillary Clinton) that changed the course of a tight race. 

Trump’s bigotry, bad relationships, and strongman tendencies repelled Cuban-American 

Republican elites. Many publicly expressed disgust and refused to vote for him. Hillary 

Clinton’s long-term investment in the community, changing community dynamics, and 

Trump’s effrontery helped her win around half of the Cuban-American vote. Yet, Trump 

garnered a core group of Cuban exile hardliners that helped nudge him to win Florida. 

Was the Cuban-American vote decisive for Trump’s Florida victory? The margin of 

victory is often so small in Florida elections that any small changes in the heterogeneous 

state’s voting blocs can make a big difference in an election outcome. Nonetheless, 

Trump’s hardline allies viewed the win as a mandate to reverse Obama’s Cuba policies. 

Trump prepared to repay the transaction.2309 
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Fidel Castro’s Death 

Fidel died on November 26, 2016, almost exactly sixty years after the Granma 

yacht set sail from Mexico to begin the Cuban Revolution.2310 Obituaries around the 

world painted very different pictures of him as either a murderer or champion of the 

“Third World.” People in Miami celebrated in the streets, banging pots and pans. Trump 

tweeted, “Fidel Castro is dead!” He also released a statement: 

Today, the world marks the passing of a brutal dictator who oppressed his own 

people for nearly six decades. 

Fidel Castro’s legacy is one of firing squads, theft, unimaginable suffering, 

poverty and the denial of fundamental human rights. While Cuba remains a 

totalitarian island, it is my hope that today marks a move away from the horrors 

endured for too long, and toward a future in which the wonderful Cuban people 

finally live in the freedom they so richly deserve. 

Though the tragedies, deaths and pain caused by Fidel Castro cannot be erased, 

our administration will do all it can to ensure the Cuban people can finally begin 

their journey toward prosperity and liberty. I join the many Cuban-Americans 

who supported me so greatly in the presidential campaign, including the Brigade 

2506 Veterans Association that endorsed me, with the hope of one day soon 

seeing a free Cuba.2311 

 

A Miami Herald photo caption would later claim, “Fidel Castro’s death did more to 

consolidate President-elect Donald Trump’s support among Miami’s Cuban-American 

Republican politicians than anything.”2312 
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 As with every significant change, people wondered how this would affect Cuba’s 

future and the relationship with the United States.2313 Raul Castro had already announced 

that Miguel Diaz-Canel would be taking over as President in February 2018, but Raul 

said nothing of stepping down from his position as head of the party or the armed 

forces.2314 Despite the substantive changes in U.S. policy towards Cuba, comparatively 

little appeared to be changing in Cuba’s political system.2315 Some hoped it would be an 

opportunity; Raul reformed the economy modestly after Fidel stepped down in 2006.2316 

Plus, Venezuela’s patronage dwindled due to a struggling economy.2317 Others predicted 

that the communist leaders would retrench.2318 Some noted the irony that Fidel created 

today’s Miami with his intolerant policies.2319 

 

Conclusion 

Over the course of Obama’s two terms, the regional situation dramatically 

changed. By the time that Obama took office, U.S. hegemony was already declining as 

China, Russia, and others gained prominence on the world stage and particularly in Cuba 

and the rest of Latin America. Socialist leaders became heads of state throughout the 
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Americas, and they formed strong relationships with Cuba and Venezuela. These leaders 

put pressure on the United States to improve relations with Cuba if the United States 

wanted to have a positive working relationship with the region, but Latin America was 

still not the primary foreign policy or security focus of the United States at the time 

except for immigration. Cuba’s economy had recovered from the Special Period. 

Venezuela was Cuba’s primary political ally and economic benefactor, providing cheap 

oil in exchange for doctors. Raul Castro enabled more private enterprise on the island, 

and the government invested in its tourism sector. The Venezuelan economic collapse 

reverberated through much of the region, but it hit Cuba especially hard. China and 

Russia continued to invest in the region and fill power vacuums. More conservative 

leadership began to take over the “pink tide” countries. Migration from Cuba to the 

United States increased dramatically after Obama’s 17D thaw, affecting the security of 

various countries in the region. These geopolitical security concerns encouraged Obama 

to improve relations with Cuba, but the changing domestic scene regarding Cuba policy 

made it possible. 

 Because the most prominent Cuban-Americans in Congress tend to be 

Republican, these politicians’ influence on policy-making tended to be limited during the 

Obama administration. During the campaign, Obama reversed his stance opposing the 

embargo to a more moderate view of supporting the embargo but also favoring greater 

engagement with Cuba. He did not win the Cuban-American vote overall, but he did win 

a larger percentage of the Cuban-American vote than previous Democratic presidential 

candidates. Furthermore, he was the first Democrat to win Florida since the end of the 

Cold War, demonstrating that a candidate could still win without the powerful Cuban 
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voting bloc. It also demonstrated that the presumed Republican Cuban-American voting 

bloc was less monolithic than its reputation. 

The FIU Cuba Poll and other polls further demonstrated the changing dynamic of 

the community. The original exiles were more likely to be hardliners and more likely to 

vote, but they were growing old. The younger generation that more recently immigrated 

from Cuba or grew up in the U.S. continue to show numbers more favorable to 

engagement each year. The community’s evolution on Cuba policy decreased the 

influence of prominent hardline organizations and enabled a greater number and variety 

of exile interest groups and elites to influence Cuba policy. The Cuba Study Group and 

other more moderate organizations that endorsed engagement with Cuba had greater 

influence during the Obama administration because of his stated goals and the type of 

support he had from the community. Having promised to allow Cuban-Americans greater 

freedom to travel to Cuba, Barack Obama fulfilled his promise early and continued to 

make gradual changes to Cuba policy. After the midterm elections in his second term, 

when he no longer had to worry about campaigning, Obama made the most 

comprehensive changes to Cuba policy since the embargo’s inception. The 17D “Cuban 

thaw” announcement (named for the day it was proclaimed: December 17, 2014) that the 

U.S. would begin the path toward normalization relations with Cuba, including full 

diplomatic recognition. He reopened the embassy in Havana; expanded travel, 

remittances, business, and financial opportunities; removed Cuba from the list of State 

Sponsors of Terrorism; and ended “wet foot, dry foot.” 

Barack Obama started to forge that new path for the U.S. relationship with Cuba 

in 2013. He sought foreign policy advice from various sources, but regarding the Cuban-
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American diaspora, he primarily sought advice from the Cuba Study Group, a collection 

of Cuban-American businesspeople, wonks, and scholars that favor more engagement 

with Cuba to promote development, democracy, and human rights on the island. Despite 

the changing demographics and more space for plurality in political opinion in Miami, 

the hardliners that tend to have more money and more established reputations in the 

Cuban community swiftly and continuously denounced Obama’s actions. Expansions in 

campaign finance opportunities after the Supreme Court’s Citizens United ruling enabled 

wealthy donors to gain even greater influence. In hardliners’ opinions, Obama kowtowed 

to Castro’s demands and received very little in return. Even though Hillary Clinton won 

Miami-Dade and did remarkably well with the Cuban-American vote, certain 

conservative elements in the Cuban-American community created a backlash against 

Obama in the 2016 election and positioned themselves well to influence incoming 

President Donald Trump. Most momentously, Fidel Castro died at the end of Obama’s 

administration, merely two weeks after the 2016 elections. Cuba was vulnerable, and 

Cuban-American political support incentivized Trump to return to hardline approaches. 
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CHAPTER 9: DONALD TRUMP 

Introduction 

 The U.S. Constitution gives the President the authority to set the country’s foreign 

policy or delegate it. Trump’s Cuba policy reversed some of Obama’s changes but mostly 

maintained the status quo. The United States continued to espouse the classical realist 

notion originating with Thucydides, that the strong do what they can while the weak do 

what they must. The Obama administration strayed from the status quo with Cuba. The 

current administration has reverted to an antagonistic relationship centered around the 

embargo. 

Cuba rarely ranks high on the policy-making agenda for any president. The U.S. 

Government and American corporations long ago severed most ties with the small 

country of 11 million people. After the Cold War, Cuba no longer presented a significant 

security threat, which allowed other voices to fill the leadership vacuum. Trump 

governed transactionally.2320 Because Cuban-American voters helped him win Florida in 

the 2016 presidential election, Trump cracked down on Cuba to repay the electorate. The 

election process gave Cuban Americans political clout and enabled Marco Rubio to 

emerge as a Latin American policy decision-maker. Rubio and his fellow Cuban-

American capitalized on Republican control of the government to undo Obama’s thaw. 

They reinforced the Cuban embargo just as Cuba lost its Venezuelan subsidies. 
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Trump Takes Office 

 Trump took the presidential oath on January 20, 2017. Nationwide protests began 

the next day while Republicans came to terms with their new leader. The party structure 

compelled Cuban-American Republicans who opposed Trump or his policies to 

cooperate. Rubio retained his position as the chairman of the Western Hemisphere 

Subcommittee of the Senate’s Foreign Relations Committee. He expressed eagerness to 

work with Trump on foreign policy objectives.2321 However, he indicated reservations 

over Secretary of State nominee Rex Tillerson’s ties to Putin.2322  

Republican Miami Mayor Carlos Gimenez maintained that he still supported 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) despite Trump opposing the 

program.2323 However, Gimenez determined that Miami would no longer be a “sanctuary 

city” after Trump threatened to cut funding to sanctuary cities.2324 Miami-Dade 

Democratic Party chairman Juan Cuba and over 100 protestors demonstrated outside 

Miami’s City Hall in late January to protest his decision.2325 Noting that Gimenez was a 

naturalized citizen himself in a city of immigrants, Miami Herald writer Fabiola Santiago 
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penned a scathing rebuke of the mayor’s decision.2326 Santiago asserted, “A city built on 

the hard work and dreams of immigrants doesn’t collude to make them scapegoats for the 

nation’s problems.”2327 Real estate billionaire Jorge Perez refused Trump’s invitation to 

help build a wall on the U.S.-Mexico border.2328 The Miami-based Cuban-Argentinian 

called the plan “idiotic.”2329 

Rubio’s relationship with the Trump administration changed in mid-February. 

Rubio became the administration’s leader on Latin American policy, focusing on 

Venezuela and Cuba. Senators Rubio and Menendez introduced a Senate bill to amend 

the State Department’s human rights report’s ranking of Cuba; they argued Cuba did not 

earn its improved position.2330 Rubio introduced Trump to Venezuelan political prisoner 

Leopoldo Lopez’s wife on February 15.2331 The following day, Trump said that he agreed 

with Rubio’s views on Cuba at a press conference.2332 He nominated Alexander Acosta, 

the Cuban-American dean of Florida International University’s law school and former 

federal judge, to be Secretary of Labor after Trump’s first nominee did not clear 
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Congress.2333 Acosta became the only Hispanic member of Trump’s Cabinet, which 

gratified Trump’s South Florida supporters.2334 Rubio chaired a Senate hearing that day 

on U.S. leadership in democracy and human rights in the Americas.2335 He invited a 

former Cuban political prisoner to speak.2336 Cuban-American Congress members 

approved when Trump announced sanctions against Venezuela’s Vice President days 

later.2337 

Rubio met with Trump several times in the administration’s early months, and 

Rubio confirmed that he broached Cuba.2338 Diaz-Balart also used discussions with the 

President to broach the subject.2339 Diaz-Balart and Ros-Lehtinen met privately with 

Mike Pence that month.2340 One Washington insider suggested that since Trump did not 

care about Cuba, Diaz-Balart and Rubio took the opportunity to push policies.2341 Rumors 

swirled around Washington that spring about what Trump would do about Cuba. A 

months-long multi-agency review explored U.S.-Cuba policy and ultimately 
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recommended maintaining Obama’s policies.2342 Rubio and Diaz-Balart disputed the 

bureaucrats’ conclusions and urged Trump to disregard them.2343 He obliged. Trump 

ignored the State Department anyway; he had yet to appoint dozens of ambassadorships 

and other key positions.2344 National Security Advisor H.R. McMaster, White House 

Chief of Staff Reince Priebus, and Florida Governor Rick Scott cosigned Trump’s 

plan.2345 Only a select few knew about the secret project.2346 Several proposals circulated 

in Washington, but Rubio’s plan never leaked.2347 Cuba’s government cracked down on 

dissidents as its tourism sector grew faster than the rest of the Caribbean combined.2348 

Republican power over the executive and legislative branches afforded Cuban-American 

legislators the opportunity to reverse Obama’s legacy.2349 On May 20, Cuban 

Independence Day, the President issued a statement condemning the Cuban regime as 
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“cruel despotism.”2350 Trump took a strict approach to Cuba in return for the Cuban-

American vote. Trump repeatedly spoke to Diaz-Balart and Rubio about repaying the 

Bay of Pigs Veterans for their endorsement.2351 Furthermore, Cuban-American 

congressional votes and committee assignments proved useful.2352 Bipartisan Florida 

legislators supported the initiatives.2353 Ros-Lehtinen and Rubio spearheaded Cuba 

initiatives in the House Foreign Affairs Committee and the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee. In contrast, most American citizens and businesses opposed the embargo.2354 

Fifty Republican and Democratic senators and about forty companies made public 

declarations favoring engagement with Cuba.2355 Senators Jeff Flake, Patrick Leahy, and 

others had promoted engagement for years.2356 Before a momentous Cuba announcement 

in June, Rubio defended Trump regarding Russian interference in the 2016 election 

during former FBI director Comey’s congressional hearing with the Senate Select 

Intelligence Committee.2357 
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Nationwide public opinion and Cuban-American polls showed more support for 

engagement. A 2015 Pew Research Poll showed that 73% of Americans favored ending 

the Cuban embargo, including 59% of Republicans and 82% of Democrats.2358 Even 

though Trump credited Cuban-Americans for his Florida win, Trump lost Miami-Dade 

county by 29 percentage points.2359 The 2016 FIU Cuba Poll showed that support for 

unrestricted travel and ending the embargo increased over time within the Cuban-

American community (See Figures 9.1 and 9.2).2360 The increased support primarily 

came from younger generations born in the United States and newer migration waves 

from Cuba (See Figures 9.4 – 9.7).2361 Seventy-four percent of respondents favored 

unrestricted travel.2362 Sixty-three percent of respondents opposed continuing in the 

embargo.2363 Sixty-four percent of Miami-Dade Cuban-Americans supported Obama’s 

policies.2364 Younger Cuban-Americans were far more likely to support Obama’s policies 

than older generations.2365 Most Cuban-Americans approved of greater normalization 

with Cuba, but senior exiles, who had established the most influence and success in 
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politics and business, favored isolationism. The stereotypical Cuban-American hardline 

position that Rubio and Diaz-Balart championed with Trump primarily catered to older 

Cuban voters because of personal convictions and political expediency.2366 

 
Figure 9.1: Support for unrestricted travel to Cuba by year 

 

 
Figure 9.2: Continue or end the embargo by year 

 

 
2366 Garcia, Vanessa. "Cuba, U.S. better off if their doors stay open." The Miami Herald, June 14, 2017.  
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Figure 9.3: Political party affiliation by year 

 

 
Figure 9.4: Support for the U.S.-Cuba policies by year left Cuba 
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Figure 9.5: Support for the U.S.-Cuba policies by age 

 

 
Figure 9.6: Support for the U.S.-Cuba policies by whether born in Cuba 
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Figure 9.7: Support for the U.S.-Cuba policies by whether registered to vote 

 

The new Cuba plan elicited various responses as details emerged; many made a 

last-ditch effort to affect policy. Pro-engagement legislators petitioned Trump and his 

National Security Advisor H.R. McMaster to maintain Obama’s policies.2367 Cuban 

dissidents on the island, even ones that had supported Obama’s policies, like the Patriotic 

Union of Cuba’s (UNPACU) Jose Daniel Ferrer, now requested more U.S. pressure on 

the Castro regime.2368 Cuban-American billionaire Mike Fernandez wrote an op-ed for 

The Miami Herald enumerating the benefits of Obama’s policies with Cuba and 

emphasizing Trump’s “con man” reputation.2369 Rubio, Tillerson, and others affirmed 

 
2367 Mazzei. "Trump to reveal Cuba policy in Miami next Friday."  

2368 Gámez Torres, Nora. "Amidst imminent Cuba policy announcement, dissidents express support for 
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2369 Fernández, Mike. "U.S.-Cuba policy must now move forward, not back." The Miami Herald, June 13, 

2017.  
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that they cut off funding to Cuban government entities to promote free enterprise and 

human rights.2370 

 

June Announcement 

 On June 16, 2017, at Little Havana’s Manuel Artime Theater, Trump announced 

that he would roll back Obama’s policies. He wanted to repay Cuban-Americans for 

helping him win Florida.2371 His plan prohibited transactions with businesses associated 

with “Cuba’s military-backed tourism conglomerate GAESA.”2372 The National Security 

Presidential Memorandum limited the scope of Treasury-authorized travel.2373 Numerous 

distinguished members of the Cuban-American community in Miami attended: Senator 

Marco Rubio, Representative Diaz-Balart, Vice President Mike Pence, Representative 

Carlos Curbelo, Secretary of Labor Alex Acosta, Miami-Dade representatives, Bay of 

Pigs veterans, and Cuban dissidents.2374 Rubio, Diaz-Balart, Curbelo, Acosta, and Trump 

tweeted selfies aboard Air Force One en route to the event.2375 Ros-Lehtinen, Menendez, 

 
2370 "Rex Tillerson doesn't get into Cuba policy review specifics during Senate hearing." The Miami 
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2375 Harris, Alex. "Trump, Curbelo and Rubio tweet about Cuba on Air Force One ride to Miami." The 
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and Mayor Carlos Gimenez supported the policy but could not attend.2376 Rubio, 

Menendez, and Diaz-Balart wrote a Miami Herald op-ed to promote the new agenda.2377 

Trump proclaimed, “I am canceling the last administration’s completely one-sided deal 

with Cuba.”2378 Rubio assured the guayabera-attired audience, “You mark my words. 

Whether it’s in six months or six years, Cuba will be free!”2379 “Viva Cuba libre!” they 

shouted in response.2380 

The rhetoric oversold the actual changes. Trump maintained diplomatic relations, 

commercial flights, cruises, and most travel categories.2381 Americans could still 

participate in group people-to-people educational travel with detailed itineraries.2382 

However, the plan eliminated individual people-to-people educational trips, which 

Obama’s critics claimed Americans abused to vacation.2383 The United States would 

permit fewer Cuban government officials to enter the country.2384 The State Department 
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had to create a list of businesses that Americans could not patronize due to their military-

controlled GAESA organization ties.2385 The administration sought to cut off funding to 

the repressive Cuban government, which benefited from a surge in tourism in recent 

years.2386 Critics feared the restrictions would significantly stifle the burgeoning private 

sector in Cuba.2387 They also feared that the absence of U.S. influence would leave more 

room for China and Russia to fill the void.2388 The statement disappointed some 

hardliners who thought the policy did not go far enough.2389 To offset some of the new 

U.S. policies and improve relations with the Cuban-American community, Cuba changed 

some of its rules to make it easier for Cuban-Americans to return to the island.2390 

Rubio functionally took control of Latin America policy during the Trump 

administration. Trump preferred to make decisions individually or with his closest 

advisors rather than hear federal agencies’ recommendations. (Ironically, Obama’s 
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undemocratic manner of secretly consulting with a few close advisors was among the 

chief complaints Cuban-Americans had about Obama’s Cuba policy.2391) Trump 

prioritized other matters but seized opportunities to undo Obama’s legacy whenever 

possible. Trump threatened to cut the State Department’s budget and foreign aid and 

often feuded with Rex Tillerson.2392 Important leadership positions in the State 

Department remained empty, hampering the civil service’s ability to carry out 

administration policies. As with other presidents, the NSA and Defense Departments 

continued to gain more influence vis-a-vis the State Department, putting a premium on 

force over diplomacy.  

Rubio’s prominent positions on the Senate’s Foreign Relations and Intelligence 

committees contributed to his authority over Latin American and Caribbean affairs.2393 

Trump eagerly appeased Rubio’s Florida constituency to prepare for the 2020 election. 

Rubio boasted: 

They’ve asked for my input on basically every issue in Latin America and the 

Western Hemisphere and... we’ve been engaged with them and they’ve been very 

open. In some ways the fact that they didn’t come in with preconceived ideas of 

what to do has created the space for that debate to occur.2394 

 

At another interview, he explained: 

I have disagreements with the White House and I have been able to address some 

of them privately and a couple of them more publicly, whether it was the initial 

response in Puerto Rico or some of the foreign policy issues in different parts of 

the world…. But my view is this: 95 percent of what is going to happen to me 
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today, I cannot control. What I can control is how I react to what happens. And 

what I’ve chosen to do more than ever is focus like a laser on the things I can 

control and get done.2395 

 

He and his fellow Cuban-American legislators dominated the Cuba and Venezuela 

discussions.2396 Ros-Lehtinen commended him for advocating for Cuba, Venezuela, and 

Puerto Rican hurricane aid.2397 She said, “Marco Rubio is the conduit we have to get to 

President Trump. He’s got the president’s ear on Cuba and Venezuela.”2398 

Comparing his foreign policy style to Trump’s, Rubio said: 

The president’s approach to foreign policy has largely been to not publicly 

antagonize leaders he’s trying to reach accommodation or agreement with,” Rubio 

said. “I’ve long said that human rights and respect for democracy should be at the 

forefront of everything we do and I have a different style about that.2399  

 

Various government agencies implemented Trump’s presidential directive on 

Cuba, and the policies finally took effect in November. Rubio and Diaz-Balart blamed 

State Department bureaucrats for creating policies that did not fulfill their intentions. 

(Note: the absence of direction from senior leadership may have had a more significant 

impact given the turnover of foreign service officers on State Department assignments.) 

For example, the restricted list did not include Gran Caribe and Cubacan, which were part 

of the Cuban tourism ministry, over which the Cuban army colonel Manuel Marrero Cruz 
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presided.2400 Yet, the military itself did not directly control them.2401 Ros-Lehtinen added, 

“The “carve-outs” in the regulations and the acceptance of this false narrative of a Cuban 

private sector are disappointing. Let me be clear: There is no truly independent private 

sector under a communist dictatorial regime because the regime controls all aspects of 

society.”2402 Others, defending emerging free enterprise in Cuba, noted that the private 

sector is not truly independent, so it would be impossible to encourage entrepreneurship 

on the island without enriching the government.2403 Still, others claimed that Trump’s 

inconsistent approaches to Cuba belied disinterest.2404 

 

Venezuela 

 The situation in Venezuela had rapidly deteriorated since Maduro took office in 

2013. Hyperinflation, a tanking economy, violence, massive protests, corruption, and 

more overtook the once-prosperous, oil-producing nation. Maduro armed private 

paramilitary groups under the Zamora Plan in April 2017.2405 Sources indicated that Cuba 

provided many of the weapons in their arsenal.2406 South Florida Cuban-American 
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politicians became markedly invested in Venezuela due to a kinship with the 100,000 

Venezuelan immigrants in Florida and the Maduro regime’s relationship with Cuba.2407 

Ros-Lehtinen’s position on the House Foreign Affairs Committee and Rubio’s 

prominence on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee helped them spearhead 

Venezuela and Cuba initiatives. 

 With Rubio at the helm, Florida legislators continued to work with the 

administration to tighten sanctions against Venezuela that began under Obama.2408 In 

May, they sanctioned eight Venezuelan Supreme Court Justices.2409 Congress quarreled 

about Cuba, but legislators unanimously, if not officially, condemned Maduro’s 

dictatorship.2410 Some questioned sanctions.2411 The White House and the Treasury froze 

assets and banned travel visas for thirteen Venezuelan officials.2412 The ongoing register 
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of targeted sanctions mostly matched Senators Rubio and Menendez’s suggestions.2413 

Pence visited Doral in August, listening to Venezuelan victims’ stories and promising 

more sanctions in the company of Scott, Rubio, and Diaz-Balart.2414 Diaz-Balart and 

Rubio praised the sanctions that the administration instituted.2415 Rubio became a 

Venezuelan-American favorite.2416 

 

Immigration 

 White House aide Stephen Miller took a keen interest in immigration policy. That 

summer 2017, the White House proposed an immigration plan called the Raise Act that 

prioritized immigrants proficient in English, limited the number of visas for unskilled 

jobs, limited green cards, halved the number of refugees allowed, and eliminated the 

green card lottery.2417 Ros-Lehtinen and Curbelo opposed it.2418 Ros-Lehtinen denounced 

White House advisor Stephen Miller citing the Mariel boatlift as justification for 
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restricting low-skilled workers with little English proficiency.2419 Rubio did not support 

reducing the number of green cards.2420 

Consistent with Trump’s crackdown on immigration, the administration allowed 

Temporary Protected Status for Salvadorans and Haitians to expire in January. The 

revelation that Trump allegedly referred to Haiti and El Salvador as “shithole” countries 

caused a stir in Miami. Miami-Dade County and the City of Miami issued statements 

condemning the President’s rhetoric about immigrants.2421 Ros-Lehtinen called Trump’s 

comments “completely unacceptable” and racist.2422 All Miami area Democrats and 

Republicans in the House co-sponsored Carlos Curbelo’s Fall 2017 bill to extend 

Temporary Protected Status for Haitian and Salvadoran immigrants fleeing dangerous 

situations in their countries to be allowed into the United States.2423 The Trump 

administration deported Venezuelans and Cubans and resisted petitions to provide 

Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelans despite Trump’s tough stance on the 

Venezuelan government.2424 
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Health Attacks 

 The U.S. diplomatic mission to Havana fluctuated. In July, Scott Hamilton 

became the interim chief at the U.S. Embassy in Havana.2425 Lawrence Gumbiner 

replaced him in October, and Philip Goldberg took over for him in February. Each only 

lasted a few months before Mara Tekach became the Charge d’Affaires ad interim in July 

2018. The U.S.-Cuba relationship deteriorated as U.S. diplomats and their families fell ill 

in Havana. 

 In August 2017, reports emerged that American diplomats in Havana experienced 

health issues.2426 Washington withdrew diplomats and expelled two Cuban diplomats 

from the United States.2427 What happened, how it happened, and who did it remained 

unclear. The Cubans breached Vienna Convention obligations if they deliberately harmed 

the diplomats or failed to protect them. According to Otto Reich, Cuban officials monitor 

the diplomats so closely that they would undoubtedly know if third parties interfered, and 

Cubans had a pattern of harassing diplomats for decades.2428 South Florida Cuban 

lawmakers blamed Obama for being soft on Cuba and urged Trump to castigate Cuba. 

Canadian diplomats experienced similar symptoms.2429 By August, twenty-one members 

of the American mission attested to experiencing hearing strange, deafening sounds 
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resulting in hearing loss, concussions, memory loss, nausea, migraines, and tinnitus.2430 

Rubio and other senators urged Tillerson to close the embassy to protect the diplomats, 

even though Cuba denied any involvement.2431 Despite ongoing investigations, the 

United States withdrew most of its embassy and consular staff.2432 It suspended Cuban 

visas indefinitely at the end of September after Tillerson and Cuban Foreign Minister 

Bruno Rodriguez met.2433 Rubio and Curbelo aimed to ban more Cuban diplomats from 

the United States. Days later, fifteen Cuban diplomats received notice that the United 

States demanded their removal.2434 Rubio commended this move then suggested 

downgrading the mission from an embassy back to a special interests section.2435 The 

State Department did not downgrade the mission, even though only about 40% of the 

U.S. embassy workers remained in Havana. The State Department had not officially 
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accused Cuba of instigating the attacks, but it did not permit the Cuban government to 

examine the victims.2436 

 

International Institutions 

 As the feud with Cuba escalated, Trump appointed Miami Republican Carlos 

Trujillo to be a U.S. representative to the United Nations General Assembly in 

August.2437 Trump promoted him to U.S. Ambassador to the Organization of American 

States in October.2438 This put him in a position to be a leading voice on Venezuela and 

Cuba. Both he and Rubio attended the 2018 Summit of the Americas in Peru with the 

U.S. delegation.2439 

 Since 1991, the United Nations General Assembly has annually condemned the 

U.S. embargo.2440 Under Obama, the United States abstained rather than voting no for the 
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first time in 2016.2441 U.N. Ambassador Nikki Haley voted against the resolution in fall 

2017 per Rubio’s insistence and despite resistance from ten U.S. Senators.2442  

 

Domestic Leverage 

 Trump fired previous Cabinet members and installed foreign policy hawks John 

Bolton and Mike Pompeo as National Security Advisor and Secretary of State in spring 

2018. Bolton notoriously wrongly accused Cuba of having biological weapons in 2002, 

when he was Under-secretary of State for Arms Control and International Security 

Affairs.2443 Pompeo, a conservative former army officer, previously served as Trump’s 

Director of the Central Intelligence Agency. Under new leadership, Rubio effortlessly 

enacted his anti-communist efforts in Cuba and Venezuela. Rubio helped Trump find a 

new director for Radio/TV Marti in 2018.2444 Tomas Regalado, the former Mayor of 

Miami, became the new director in June.2445 The State Department canceled a seminar 

titled “Cuba under Diaz-Canel” in May after Rubio called the White House.2446 Anti-

Castro activists and U.S. government officials complained that the expert panel shared 
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2443 Rotella, Sebastian. “John Bolton Skewed Intelligence, Say People Who Worked With Him — 
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pro-engagement biases.2447 The panel included Carlos Saladrigas (president of the Cuba 

Study Group), Marguerite Jimenez (Washington Office on Latin America), William 

LeoGrande (American University), and Philip Peters (Cuba Research Center).2448 

 As Trump attended meetings with dictators of countries like North Korea, critics 

accused him of hypocrisy regarding Cuba. An NSC spokesperson enumerated Trump’s 

preconditions for meeting with the Cuban government: greater freedom of speech, 

worship, and assembly; returning U.S. fugitives; and human rights improvements.2449 

They also encouraged more access to the Internet and resolving the problem of the health 

attacks. Curiously, there was no mention of confiscated property claims.2450 

 In Miami, local Republican leadership that had not initially embraced Trump fell 

in line or faced political consequences. The White House did not invite Miami Mayor 

Carlos Gimenez to greet Trump as he descended Air Force One in Miami in April 

2018.2451 Present were Rubio, Diaz-Balart, Florida Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 

President Julio Fuentes, and Hialeah Mayor Carlos Hernandez.2452 When the President-

elect called Gimenez after Fidel Castro died, Trump was displeased that Gimenez had not 

endorsed him and bragged about carrying Florida.2453 Gimenez replied that Trump lost 

 
2447 Gámez Torres. "State Department postpones event on Cuba after Sen. Rubio protests." 
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2451 Hanks, Douglas. "Presidential snub? Miami-Dade mayor doesn't make the cut to greet Trump at 

airport." The Miami Herald, April 16, 2018.  
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2453 Hanks. "Presidential snub? Miami-Dade mayor doesn't make the cut to greet Trump at airport." 
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Miami-Dade county.2454 Gimenez was invited to the main event, a business roundtable in 

Hialeah, but he did not attend.2455 

 

2018 Midterm Elections 

 Even though Cuban-Americans legislators had significant clout in the Trump 

administration, the 2018 election produced their first-ever Congressional representation 

decrease. Moderate Democrats won swing districts nationwide and Democrats regained 

the House. The U.S. House Districts covering Miami-Dade County grew increasingly 

competitive, and Cuban-American candidates lost Curbelo and Ros-Lehtinen’s districts. 

The remaining incumbents who returned retained their prestige, but Ileana Ros-

Lehtinen’s retirement marked the end of an era for her groundbreaking leadership in the 

community. 

More Cuban-Americans ran in the 2018 elections than ever before. Until the 

midterm elections of 2018, no Cuban-American had ever lost a House seat to a non-

Cuban.2456 In the spring, Ros-Lehtinen announced her retirement at the end of her term 

after nearly two decades in Congress.2457 Democratic and Republican candidates 
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scrambled to join the race to fill her vacancy.2458 Cuban-Americans lost a community 

voice on the House Foreign Affairs Committee. Ros-Lehtinen, who had been a powerful 

voice for Cuba policy for decades, passed the torch to younger members of Congress. 

Republican Maria Elvira Salazar, a Cuban-American T.V. journalist, and Democrat 

Donna Shalala, a Clinton administration official and former president of the University of 

Miami, competed for her seat.2459 Democrat Debbie Murcarsel-Powell, an Ecuadorian-

American nonprofit and university administrator, challenged Curbelo for his House seat. 

U.S. Representative Ron DeSantis ran for Florida Governor, and Florida Governor Rick 

Scott challenged Senator Bill Nelson. Both DeSantis and Scott catered to Cuban-

Americans in their campaigns and their previous elected offices.2460 As Governor, Scott 

threatened to deny funding to ports that expanded trade with Cuba. In the U.S. House of 

Representatives, DeSantis, as the representative from Volusia County, had joined other 

members in signing a letter to Trump to investigate Raul Castro for his role in the 1996 

shootdown of Brothers to the Rescue planes over international waters.2461 

The U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC continued to provide large donations to pro-

embargo candidates even if they were not up for reelection. Rep. Debbie Wasserman-

Schultz, Rep. Mario Diaz-Balart, Maria Elvira Salazar, Cuban-American Rep. Albio 
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2461 Ibid. 
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Sires (D-NJ), Sen. Bob Menendez, and Sen. Marco Rubio received considerable 

contributions.2462 Many faced competitive races.2463 Prominent Miamians donated to the 

US-Cuba Democracy PAC, including the Munillas, Benjamin Leon, and the Diaz-

Olivers.2464 The week of the election, John Bolton gave a speech at the historic Freedom 

Tower in Miami, in which he dubbed Venezuela, Cuba, and Nicaragua the “troika of 

tyranny.”2465 His goal was to mobilize exile communities from these countries to vote for 

anti-communist Republicans. 

Republicans increased their majority in the Senate, thanks in part to Rick Scott 

beating incumbent Bill Nelson in a close race. Senator Bill Nelson was the only statewide 

elected Democrat when Florida Governor Rick Scott ran against him for the Senate.2466 

Republican Ron DeSantis became governor in an even tighter election victory. Key 

constituencies like Cuban-Americans made a critical difference in Florida’s perennial 

razor-thin margins. Rubio was not up for reelection, but Menendez and Cruz maintained 

their seats, and all served on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Albio Sires 
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remained on the House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee.2467 Both Salazar and Curbelo lost, 

and Democrats gained the majority in the U.S. House of Representatives. Diaz-Balart 

maintained his seat. American University professor LeoGrande said that having fewer 

Cuban-American legislators might put them at a disadvantage for their Cuba bills.2468 

Conversely, Center for a Free Cuba’s Frank Calzon, a longtime Cuban activist, argued 

that America’s Cuba policy would be the same regardless of Cuban-Americans.2469 

 

Post-Midterms Cubazuela 

 Rubio co-sponsored Menendez’s December 2018 bill proposing extending 

Temporary Protected Status to Venezuelans.2470 Representative Darren Soto, with the 

support of Democratic and Republican lawmakers across Florida, introduced a similar 

proposal in the House in January 2019.2471 Both failed to gain traction. Trump’s U.S. 

Customs and Immigration Services Director Ken Cuccinelli reiterated that the 

administration would not provide TPS to Venezuelans.2472 

 
2467 Daugherty, Alex. "How Congress will tackle Latin America policy with fewer Cuban Americans in 

office." The Miami Herald, December 14, 2018.  

2468 Whitefield. "Makeup of new Congress could create a different dynamic on Cuba policy."  

2469 Whitefield. "Makeup of new Congress could create a different dynamic on Cuba policy." 

2470 Menendez, Robert. “All Info - S.3759 - 115th Congress (2017-2018): Venezuela TPS Act of 2018,” 

2018. https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/3759/all-info. 

2471 Soto, Darren. “Cosponsors - H.R.549 - 116th Congress (2019-2020): Venezuela TPS Act of 2019,” 

2019. https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/549/cosponsors. 

2472 Davis, Charles. “Trump Administration to Continue Deporting Venezuelans despite Crisis.” The 

Guardian, July 16, 2019. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/16/trump-administration-

venezuelans-temporary-protected-status-tps-deport. 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/3759/all-info
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/549/cosponsors
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/16/trump-administration-venezuelans-temporary-protected-status-tps-deport
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/16/trump-administration-venezuelans-temporary-protected-status-tps-deport


 

 455 

 The U.S. embassy’s consular section in Havana closed in December 2018.2473 The 

State Department withdrew all embassy personnel and locked up the U.S. embassy in 

Caracas, Venezuela, in January 2019 after Juan Guaido declared himself the 

constitutional president of Venezuela. Evidence suggested that Cuba contributed to 

intelligence and counterintelligence, colectivos, misuse of medical assistance, and the 

military in Venezuela.2474 Several Trump administration officials and Congress members 

viewed Cuba and Venezuela as inextricable.2475 Bolton displayed this worldview in his 

“troika of tyranny” speech in Miami in November and his continuing references to the 

triad of Venezuela, Cuba, and Nicaragua. With the help of his Senior Director for the 

Western Hemisphere Mauricio Claver-Carone, Bolton escalated the pressure in 2019. 

“[W]e began devising steps to take immediately against Maduro’s regime, and also Cuba, 

its protector and likely controller, and Nicaragua. Why not go after all three at once?”2476 

They adopted similar strategies to undermine Venezuela and Cuba’s regimes: provocative 

tweets toward political and military leadership, sanctions, attempts to designate them as 

state sponsors of terrorism, opposition support, multilateral coordination, travel-advisory 

warnings, and diplomatic personnel withdrawal.2477 

The administration reversed years of negotiations with Cuba. The Treasury 

granted fewer licenses to U.S. businesses working with Cuba. In March, Google and 
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Cuba agreed to provide greater internet access to the island.2478 Rubio was instrumental in 

blocking the Treasury from issuing an OFAC license for a deal between Major League 

Baseball and the Cuban Baseball Federation.2479 The arrangement collapsed in April 

2019.2480 Diaz-Balart and others tried to return Cuba to the U.S. list of state sponsors of 

terrorism.2481 Obama removed Cuba in 2015, which removed the accompanying 

sanctions. 

 One of the biggest policy reversals concerned 20-year-old legislation. Clinton 

signed the Cuban Liberty and Democratic Solidarity (Libertad) Act of 1996 (also known 

as the Helms-Burton Act) after members of the Cuban military shot down civilian 

humanitarian aircraft over international waters. The Act codified the Cuban embargo and 

gave Congress alone the power to repeal the law, thus ensuring that no president could 

single-handedly reverse it. It instituted prerequisites on Cuba for the United States to 

repeal the embargo: a representative democratic government, holding free and fair 

elections, organizing an independent judiciary, respecting human rights, freeing political 

prisoners, and removing the Castros from the government. The most controversial 
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sections of the law, Titles III and IV, concerned claims to expropriated property. Title IV 

denies U.S. visas to executives of companies that traffic in confiscated property and their 

immediate family members. It applied to any non-U.S. citizen, and administrations 

enforced it unevenly but never waived it. Title III allows American citizens to file suit in 

U.S. courts against companies that traffic in their confiscated property claims. It 

discouraged companies in third countries from investing in Cuba. Every president 

deferred Title III implementation every six months until 2019, because it strained 

relationships with U.S. allies. 

 Secretary of State Mike Pompeo deferred implementing the clause for the first 

time, pending further review.2482 After a review period, Pompeo partially implemented 

Title III on March 4.2483  The decision came on April 17, the anniversary of the Bay of 

Pigs invasion.2484 Bolton gave a speech in front of the Bay of Pigs veterans’ association 

in Miami, denouncing the “troika of tyranny” and declaring Title III in full effect starting 

May 2.2485 Additionally, the State Department added five more entities to the Cuba 

restricted list, limited the remittances that Cuban-Americans could send back to their 

families on the island, and sought to end “U-turn transactions” intended for Cuba through 
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third parties.2486 Mexico, Canada, Russia, China, other countries, and the European Union 

denounced the end of Title III waivers. 

Even though Cuban-American hardliners still had conservative allies in top 

leadership, they lost two of their most prominent advocates in 2019. Acosta faced public 

scrutiny after The Miami Herald released investigative articles revealing his role as the 

presiding judge in Jeffrey Epstein’s sexual assault case a decade earlier.2487 Epstein’s 

lenient sentence culminated in Acosta’s resignation from the Cabinet. John Bolton left 

the National Security Council in September 2019. Even after he departed the 

administration, Bolton continued to stress the need for a forceful approach that targeted 

Cuba and Venezuela. He wrote: 

What now stands primarily in the way of freeing Venezuela is the Cuban 

presence, critically supported by Russian financial resources. If Cuba’s military 

and intelligence networks left the country, the Maduro regime would be in 

serious, probably terminal, trouble. Everyone understands this reality, especially 

Maduro, who many believe owes his position as President to the Cuban 

intervention in the struggle for control after Chavez’s death. Looking back, it’s 

clear to me that Havana saw Maduro as the more malleable of the leading 

contenders, and time has proven this thesis accurate.2488 

 

 

Cuba and the 2020 Election 

 Trump spent much of the remainder of his term preparing for the 2020 

presidential election. In the process, he and Secretary of State Mike Pompeo continued to 

increase pressure on Cuba and cater their messaging to hardline Cuban-Americans. The 
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administration further restricted travel and financial services to Cuba. The pandering 

appeared to work, because the 2020 FIU Cuba Poll showed the largest increases in 

support for Republicans and hardline policies in years. Furthermore, his actions and 

campaign messaging that portrayed candidate Joe Biden and other Democrats as 

socialists helped Trump pull an upset in South Florida and win Florida’s electoral votes. 

The rhetoric about Cuban-Americans determining Florida’s presidential electors 

continued strong. Even though Biden won the national election, Pompeo returned Cuba to 

the list of State Sponsors of Terrorism in his final week as Secretary of State, possibly 

preparing for Pompeo’s 2024 presidential campaign. 

 

Conclusion 

 The United States’ role in the international system fundamentally changed under 

Donald Trump, but the United States and Cuba's relationship returned to the status quo. 

The United States reversed its neoliberal policies of promoting democracy, capitalism, 

and individual rights worldwide in favor of a more isolationist, unilateral approach. 

However, he was still aggressive, and there was little ideological consistency in how the 

administration interacted with foreign governments, as the differences between Trump’s 

embrace of North Korea and punishment of Cuba exemplify. Instead, Trump took a 

transactional approach to domestic and foreign politics. Cuba and Venezuela entrenched 

their relationship while their leaders repressed opposition in the midst of economic 

depression. Meanwhile, Russia and China’s influence continued to spread in Cuba and 

throughout the world. 
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 Consistent with his transactional approach, Trump rewarded Cuban-Americans’ 

political support with a return to hardline Cuba policies and political appointments. 

Cuban-Americans had created power structures over several decades that gave them 

significant influence in the Republican Party regardless of the Electoral College, their 

more conservative ideologies often align with the Republican Party, and they were only 

one of many impactful demographics in Florida that could swing votes, so their influence 

on any particular election or administration may be exaggerated. Regardless, Trump 

credited Cuban-Americans with his Florida win. Republican Cuban-American legislators 

like Senator Marco Rubio and Representative Mario Diaz-Balart had a greater say in 

foreign policy except when it came to immigration. The Trump administration reversed 

many of Obama’s diplomatic and policy gains. He repealed many of the 17D policies; 

limited travel, remittances, and financial services; ended Helms-Burton Act waivers; 

withdrew diplomatic personnel from the embassy; and returned Cuba to the list of State 

Sponsors of Terrorism. However, Cuban-American lawmakers and interest groups had 

little impact in advocating for Cuban who entered the visa lottery, applied for refugee or 

asylum status, were stuck outside a port of entry, were detained indefinitely, or faced 

deportation. 

 Joe Biden, Trump’s successor, has pledged to undo Trump’s policies on a wide 

array of issues. He campaigned on the most progressive Democratic platform in decades, 

and he was Obama’s Vice President throughout the Cuban thaw. In the early days of 

Biden’s presidency, it is unclear what his Cuba strategy will be as there are many other 

higher priority items on his agenda. Judging from decades of presidential actions toward 
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Cuba, he will be more likely to take larger strides toward normalization when there is no 

prospect of reelection and if domestic politics provides favorable incentives. 
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION 

 Even though the original organizational architecture that empowered Cuban-

American politics has declined, Cuban-Americans are not necessarily losing political 

capital so much as shifting their strategy for influencing policymaking. Indeed, with 

several prominent Cuban-Americans in the Trump administration and the U.S. Congress, 

this small community maintains deep connections in Washington thanks to the 

foundation that the Cuban American National Foundation (CANF) built in the 1980s and 

1990s. At that time, the predominant power engine for Cuban-Americans to gain and 

exert their influence on Cuba policy had been the Cuban American National Foundation. 

CANF's importance began declining with the death of Jorge Mas Canosa in 1997. 

However, rather than losing power with the foundation's decline, the Cuban-American 

community evolved their strategy and successfully leveraged their influence by other 

means. 

 

Strategies 

Cuban-Americans have used three main strategies to influence U.S. foreign policy 

towards Cuba and Latin America: special interest groups, donations, and the rise of 

Cuban-American politicians and high-level advisors. The first strategy is special interest 

groups. The Cuban-American National Foundation was one of the most powerful ethnic 

lobbies in the 1980s and 1990s. It influenced the creation of Radio and TV Marti, the 

Cuba Democracy Act, the Libertad Act, and even appointments for leadership that would 

oversee Cuba policy. However, the strength of Cuban lobbies diminished in the 

leadership vacuum left after Jorge Mas Canosa's death. While several organizations 
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advocate various approaches to Cuba, such as the Cuba Study Group, none are quite as 

dominant as CANF, and there is greater pluralism in the approaches that the Cuban-

American-led organizations take towards Cuba. 

 The second major strategy has been donations, especially through direct donations 

to candidates and political action committees.2489 Campaign finance had been an 

important aspect of the strategy during the height of CANF and remains so today, 

primarily through the U.S.-Cuba Democracy PAC and major donors in the state of 

Florida. In a sense, Cuban-Americans are voting with their purse in addition to affecting 

the coveted Florida electoral vote. During the heyday of the Cuban American National 

Foundation, its associated Free Cuba PAC raised significant funds for like-minded 

Democrats and Republicans. Since the turn of the century, the U.S.-Cuba Democracy 

PAC has become one of the largest foreign policy-related PACs, helping preserve the 

embargo. The Citizens United Supreme Court ruling further empowered the legitimized 

PACs, making them a major force in U.S. politics. Because PACs can also obscure the 

path that financial donations take, it is a quieter but effective strategy of influencing 

politics. 

 Lastly, the rise of Cuban-American politicians and high-level advisors in 

Washington has taken on the mantle of championing the Cuban-American cause. One of 

the greatest means of influence that Cuban-Americans now have is their success in 

attaining elected office. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen has been a trailblazer at the federal level. 

The GOP is the primary political engine through which they have been successful, being 
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the most predominant Hispanic voices in the party, particularly in Florida, but they also 

have important representation in the Democratic party, such as the Cuban-American 

representatives from New Jersey. Although people typically associated Cuban-Americans 

with the Republican party, part of what made CANF so successful and what enables 

Cuban-Americans to influence Democratic administrations still is bipartisan support. 

Though they earned their positions as the result of popular elections, these 

politicians and administration officials are increasingly less representative of the various 

voices within the Cuban-American community. Instead, they tend to maintain the old 

hardline approach because the hardliners are more reliable voters, are often well-

established in the community, contribute large donations to their campaigns, and often 

mentored these politicians. 

 

Ingenuity, Adaptability, and Evolution 

The original hardline Cuban interest group organizational structures have had a 

decreasingly significant impact over time in framing U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba and 

Latin America. Instead, the strategic focus now relies more on federal government 

representation and campaign finance. Until the conservative resurgence during the Trump 

administration, hardline Cuban Americans’ political power had been waning in relation to 

newer generations and newer arrivals of Cuban-Americans, who were less conservative, 

more in favor of engagement, less politically active, and decreasing its proportional size 

in the South Florida electorate. 

Cuban-American hardliners have maintained power by adjusting to the political 

circumstances, but the zeitgeist of the Cuban-American popular will is changing. The 
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community has proven itself to be very capable of meeting the current political 

challenges of the time, but their ability to adapt to changing circumstances may be one of 

their greatest qualities – from establishing new lives after exile from their homes and 

their uncanny ability to create something from nothing to the founding of the Cuban 

lobby to forging new directions in its aftermath. As younger Cuban-American leaders rise 

in prominence in the community while new leaders emerge on the island itself, it will be 

interesting to see if they continue to the punitive political legacies they have inherited or 

forge a new direction. 

 It is important to recognize that the shifts in political organization and strategy are 

directly related to other important trends in the Cuban-American community: changing 

demographics and the evolution of public opinion. Various waves of immigration from 

Cuba to the United States have brought major changes to the composition of the Cuban-

American community and the demographics of the areas in which they reside. The 

biggest migration waves: the early exiles, including those in the first couple years, Pedro 

Pan, Camarioca, and the Freedom Flights, the Marielitos, the rafters, and more recent 

migrants, have impacted the racial, socioeconomic, and ideological composition of the 

Cuban-American community. More recent waves of immigrants have tended to be 

poorer, less white, less educated, and motivated more economically than politically.2490 

Perhaps as a vestige of their experiences in Cuba or a desire not to rock the boat, they 

have tended to be less politically active, less ideological, and more politically 

 
2490 Anonymous, interview by the author, March 27, 2018. 
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apathetic.2491 Because they have more current contacts, family, and friends on the island, 

they tend to favor travel and economic opening. 

 The migration of newer Cuban arrivals and immigrants from other countries, such 

as Venezuela and Nicaragua, is dramatically changing the political landscape of South 

Florida as well, even though Cuban-American politics are still dominant.2492 The political 

structures that Cubans have built in Miami continue to enable them to access political 

power and ensure their representation. Yet, Cubans are becoming a smaller proportion of 

the Hispanic community in South Florida and Florida at large, which affects their voting 

power. Statewide elections in Florida are still so close than any number of factors with 

any voting bloc can have a decisive impact on the results of the election, so politicians 

still cater to Cuban-Americans during elections because every percentage point makes a 

difference, but there are far more competing interests in Florida elections and even local 

Miami elections. Overall, South Florida is becoming bluer, at least in national elections. 

Second and third-generation Cuban-Americans have markedly different opinions 

from their elders as well. As with all migrant communities, each successive generation 

tends to approximate average American political opinions and general behaviors. While 

the Cuban-American community is still predominantly conservative, younger generations 

increasingly identify as independent or liberal. Their significantly different life 

experiences compared to earlier generations results in greater approval for normalization 

efforts. 

 
2491 Sebastian Arcos, interview by author, July 2018. 

2492 Modesto Maidique, interview with the author. March 26, 2018. 
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Additionally, several prominent Cuban-American elites have publicly shifted their 

opinions on the embargo. All of these trends have tended to shift Cuban-American public 

opinion toward greater normalization of relations with Cuba. Nevertheless, the most 

politically active and politically influential Cuban-Americans, particularly older ones 

from the first wave, continue to entrench pro-embargo policies.2493 

 

Interest Groups and Foreign Policy 

 It is important not to single out or villainize Cuban-Americans for their impact on 

Cuba policy. Indeed, diasporic communities in the United States often have a much 

greater say on policies' towards their countries of origin than the average American 

because they have greater personal interest and knowledge of the situation. 

Understanding the success of Cuban-American political influence provides a greater 

understanding of how domestic foreign policy formulation influences international 

relations, in contrast to theories that predominantly treat states as black boxes. Migrants 

and diasporic communities significantly impact foreign policy, whether through direct 

political organization and activism or due to politicians' concerns of the impact of 

migration on security. Furthermore, studying the rise of successful political interest 

groups enables other citizens to more successfully leverage their capabilities for political 

action. 

 Many of the early exiles had no intention of remaining in the United States; it was 

a temporary residence until Fidel Castro was gone and they could return to Cuba. They 

 
2493 Jaime Suchlicki, interview by author, July 30, 2018. 
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were prepared to use violent insurgency to achieve the goal of removing Castro if 

necessary. This mentality lingered long after the failed Bay of Pigs invasion. However, 

the longer Cuban-Americans remained in the United States, the more rooted they became, 

and more became citizens. Reagan vigorously courted the community, and CANF 

emerged to provide an alternative avenue to achieve their goals of promoting freedom for 

Cuba and garnering political influence. The non-profit, lobbying, and PAC functions of 

CANF and its associated entities successfully advanced policy proposals for Cuba, with 

Radio Marti being one of its first major victories. It also helped pave the way for 

increasing Cuban-American representation in elected office, from local Miami positions 

to the U.S. Congress, starting with Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen. Since 1989, there 

have been at least a dozen Cuban-Americans in the U.S. Congress. The combined effort 

of CANF and increasing representation on the Hill helped secure the passage of the 

Helms-Burton Act, which had the effect of consolidating the embargo so that no U.S. 

President could undo it without either meeting the stipulations or passing another bill 

through Congress. Cuba was a major part of local and national politics for Cuban-

Americans throughout the 1980s and 1990s. They gained even more control over Cuba 

policy with the national security reassessments in changing international system at the 

end of the Cold War. 

However, there was a major shift in the late 1990s after the passage of the Helms-

Burton Act. Second generation Cuban-Americans who were born in the United States and 

often had never traveled to Cuba began to fill leadership positions and tended to have a 

more moderate, pragmatic attitude toward U.S.-Cuba relations compared to the hardline 

politics of the first generation. The Mariel and post-Mariel migrants, many of whom had 
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grown up under the revolution by virtue of being born in Cuba, also changed the 

community's political dynamics. 

The rift between the generations became even more palpable after the Elian 

Gonzalez affair. The Clinton administration's poor handling of the Elian case inevitably 

hurt Al Gore in the 2000 presidential election. Florida became the deciding factor, and 

Cuban-Americans took credit for his loss. However, the community did not emerge 

unscathed. News coverage of Elian tarnished the reputation of Cuban-Americans for the 

American public. The embargo had also become increasingly unpopular with the 

American public and U.S. business interests. Anti-embargo organizations and politicians 

on both sides of the aisle gained steam on dismantling certain parts of the embargo until 

the 2004 presidential campaign in which Bush sought reelection. The more conservative 

members of CANF broke off to form the Cuban Liberty Council, which had a significant 

amount of influence during the George W. Bush administration and with Cuban-

American lawmakers but declined with the election of Obama. The U.S.-Cuba 

Democracy PAC was also formed during the Bush years and continues to exert a 

significant degree of influence through lobbying and campaign donations. Additionally, 

national-level Cuban-American political representation flourished in the new millennium. 

Cuban-American legislators have become the national face of the hardline strategy 

towards Cuba. 

Obama tried to normalize relations with Cuba as much as he could within the 

bounds of the law. Conservative Cuban-American elites expressed much chagrin for the 

Obama administration not consulting with them, but even the Obama administration 

made a point of seeking advice from more moderate and liberal voices within the Cuban 
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community, including wealthy business leaders who had previous promoted the embargo, 

such as Carlos Saladrigas and his Cuba Study Group. Notably, Obama waited until right 

after the midterm elections in his second term to make the 17D announcement because 

Florida had a disproportionate amount of influence in elections, even when the Electoral 

College was not in play, due to the importance of congressional majorities. The 

comparatively positive reception to Obama's announcement among the community, 

despite some of the very vocal conservative voices, demonstrated the changes that had 

become apparent in long-term demographic trends among the community and public 

opinion polling. Some older elites were changing their minds, but second and third-

generation Cuban-Americans displayed more mainstream American views, and recent 

arrivals wanted to maintain their contacts with family and friends back in Cuba. At large, 

the American public viewed the embargo as a policy that had failed to achieve its goals 

for over half a century. The Cuban-American community had always had disagreements 

over policy, even though the dominant voices tended to win out. The impression of the 

Cuban-American community being a Republican monolith was politically advantageous 

for the hardliners, who had unquestionably been the majority for several decades. Miami 

became a requisite campaign stop for politicians, where they would cater to the 

stereotypes of the community and pledge fidelity to the embargo. The dissenting voices 

within the community were more numerous and had gained greater political clout with 

Obama. 

Trump credited his 2016 presidential election win in Florida in part to the late 

surge of support in the Cuban-American community after the Bay of Pigs veterans 

association endorsed him, despite many prominent Cuban-American GOP politicians 
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refusing to back him or offering tepid support. Trump's ascendance marked a reversal of 

policies that promoted more positive engagement with Cuba as hardline Cuban-American 

legislators and appointees took the reins of Latin American foreign policy. The one 

exception is immigration policy, upon which Trump had campaigned, particularly 

regarding the border with Mexico. 

So, what has Cuban-American influence meant for foreign policy? They have 

largely framed the issue, policies, and rationale based on their own experiences and 

knowledge of the regime. Because they are so invested in Cuba, because Florida politics 

is important to national policies, and because Cuba itself is a priority due to its lack of 

threat or international influence, the federal government has largely deferred or 

acquiesced to the diaspora. 

 

The Arguments 

The arguments in favor of the embargo have remained largely the same over the 

decades. Proponents of the embargo can take advantage of the United States' leverage 

over Cuba due to the power differential. They argue that even if the embargo has not 

resulted in a democratic transition, it gives the United States negotiating power with Cuba 

and is one tool in the toolbox.2494 Democratization is not the only purpose of the 

embargo. Repression on the island continues, and arbitrary detentions increased after 

Obama's policy change, so the embargo theoretically provides an incentive for the Cuban 

 
2494 Dario Moreno, interview by author, June 27, 2018.; Jaime Suchlicki, interview by author, July 30, 

2018.; James Cason, interview by the author, June 26, 2018.; Jason Poblete, interview by the author, May 

17, 2018. 
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government to improve human rights and democratize its political system.2495 However, 

the Cuban regime has demonstrated that it cannot be trusted as a good-faith actor.2496 

They have done little to reciprocate the United States' concessions, so the United States 

has historically decided to play hardball with them. Opponents of the embargo could 

offer no proof that Cuba would respond in kind if the United States ended the embargo. It 

is argued that official relationships with the Cuban regime provide legitimacy and tacit 

approval to an illegitimate government.2497 The Helms-Burton Act is U.S. law, and Cuba 

has not met the requirements for easing the embargo.2498 The majority of the money that 

makes its way into Cuba ultimately ends up in the hands of the government, whether 

through fees, direct payments government-owned entities, or purchases made on an 

island with a government-controlled, centrally-planned economy.2499 Reagan's tough 

approach to communism resulted in the fall of the Iron Curtain but did not lead to the 

ouster of the Castros. Cuban involvement in other countries continues to destabilize the 

region.2500 The embargo also does not prohibit dissident support or even necessarily 

support of entrepreneurs.  

 
2495 Lino Gutierrez, interview by author, May 10, 2018.; James Cason, interview by the author, June 26, 

2018.; Daniel Pedreira, interview by the author, May 3, 2018. 

2496 Dario Moreno, interview by author, June 27, 2018.; Jaime Suchlicki, interview by author, July 30, 

2018.; Sebastian Arcos, interview by author, July 2018.; Frank Calzon, interview with the author, May 11, 

2018.; James Cason, interview by the author, June 26, 2018. 

2497 James Cason, interview by the author, June 26, 2018.; Pedro Roig, interview by the author, July 23, 

2018. 

2498 Jason Poblete, interview by the author, May 17, 2018.; Anonymous, interview by the author, May 9, 

2018. 

2499 Sebastian Arcos, interview by author, July 2018.; James Cason, interview by the author, June 26, 2018. 

2500 Frank Calzon, interview with the author, May 11, 2018.; Jason Poblete, interview by the author, May 

17, 2018. 
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Despite the relative failure of the embargo, several aspects of U.S. Cuba policy 

have successfully demonstrated the U.S. position on the Cuban regime to Cuba and the 

world. The United States has not capitulated to a nation that continues to abuse human 

rights and has, at times, curtailed Cuba's international influence. The United States has 

been one of the most consistent voices in opposing human rights violations in Cuba.2501 It 

has given a political voice to those who have experienced genuine trauma. It has limited 

Cuban government officials' access to money and thus power. It supports dissidents, free 

enterprise, freedom of speech, democracy, and freedom of the press. It listens to exiles' 

and dissidents' concerns and recommendations. Their experiences have provided more 

truth in the conversation that is often dominated by the arguments of Cuban propaganda. 

The process of allowing more voices to input their opinion in government agencies 

promotes better, more fine-tuned policy and allows more concerns to be considered. U.S. 

government support and investment in Cuban immigrants have enabled Cuban-

Americans to flourish as an example of immigrant success in politics and business.2502 It 

dissuades other countries from following Cuba's example.2503 

 Cuba's responses to U.S. policy have been rather consistent as well. The regime 

has leveraged international rebuke against the United States and developed anti-

hegemonic partnerships with other countries and international movements in other 

countries that attempt to counter U.S. influence. They had consolidated totalitarian power 

 
2501 Frank Calzon, interview with the author, May 11, 2018.; Jason Poblete, interview by the author, May 

17, 2018. 

2502 Jason Poblete, interview by the author, May 17, 2018. 

2503 Lino Gutierrez, interview by author, May 10, 2018.; Jason Poblete, interview by the author, May 17, 

2018. 
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domestically and gained legitimization throughout most of the world over the years 

before any intraparty transfer of power. They have successfully blamed the embargo for 

both problems that the embargo caused and that the regime inflicted on itself while 

attaining international sympathy for their claims of victimization.2504 Small economic 

openings had emerged when the economy was weak, and the government lacked funding 

from an international benefactor. They then reverse policy and create economic openings 

again to secure patronage or when the situation becomes too unmanageable. Another 

strategy for managing opposition on the island and attempting to force the United States 

to the table is that they have frequently enabled mass exodus as a release valve for 

internal pressure.2505 They have recognized and partnered with domestic factions in other 

countries to achieve their ends, whether they be potential business partners, insurgent 

groups, ideological allies, or government advocates. In the United States, they have 

catered to business interests, farm states, Black activists, leftists, interest groups, and 

sympathetic politicians. At the same time, they have made concerted efforts to undermine 

exile opponents' reputations within the United States. The regime still largely maintains 

control over access to information on the island and disseminating information from the 

island. Furthermore, it has some of the most effective intelligence and counterintelligence 

gatherers domestically and abroad, enabling greater control at home and providing 

invaluable information on the targets of spying to its own government, its partners, and 

other nations to whom it sells the information. Ironically, despite this intelligence 

 
2504 James Cason, interview by the author, June 26, 2018. 

2505 Sebastian Arcos, interview by author, July 2018. 
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gathering, it still frequently misreads the domestic situation in democratic countries 

where there are multiple competing interests and avenues of power. Each time it promises 

democratic countries that it begins to make progress or promises that it will make 

progress on opening the economy or human rights, it tends to reverse course as soon as it 

achieves its objectives. Lastly, its predominantly white male gerontocracy suffers from a 

lack of diversity and younger leadership to inherit the revolution. 

 Those sympathetic to the Cuban regime and many who condemn the regime also 

note multiple arguments against the embargo and hardline policies. There has been little 

change in Cuba's political and economic system in the past six decades, so there is no 

definitive evidence that the embargo has improved human rights. Because there have 

been so few changes, the United States must work with the current reality of the situation 

rather than rely on outdated policies that are inconsistent with the policies that the United 

States employs toward other communist countries or U.S. allies that violate human rights. 

The end goal of U.S. policy towards Cuba is democracy and respect for human rights, but 

the embargo itself has a human cost. The strategy has not achieved the goals outlined in 

the Helms-Burton Act. Some argue that it is because it has not been fully implemented; 

others argue that the embargo is irrelevant now. Cuban families are often reliant on 

remittances from relatives abroad, but Cuba is no longer as reliant on U.S. business or 

government largesse as they were before the revolution because, over time, they have 

rebuilt their economic and political ties. Most other countries that cut ties with Cuba 

reestablished them decades ago, so Cuba can acquire what it needs elsewhere, making the 

embargo less impactful. Ultimately, multilateral sanctions have a better track record of 

success than bilateral sanctions for that reason. 
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The embargo and travel restrictions have also hurt families and the economic 

wellbeing of average Cubans.2506 The poor quality of life led many to emigrate from 

Cuba, often to the United States, where they received preferential migration status. Those 

push-and-pull factors make it harder to control migration. Those who favor more trade 

with Cuba argue that economic openings improve conditions for average Cubans, 

empower them with greater access to information, and support private enterprise while 

benefiting American businesses, including farmers, as well.2507 The inability or difficulty 

of accessing certain goods from the United States may drive up costs for small enterprises 

or make them unattainable for many Cubans, whether due to cost or burdensome 

regulations.2508 The issue becomes particularly stark when there is a shortage of items 

associated with humanitarian aid, food, or medicine. Even when U.S. law does not 

prevent those items, the bureaucratic hurdles often dissuade organizations from 

bothering. Contrary to the image of realpolitik bringing down the Castro regime and the 

Cuban people welcoming Americans as liberators, the majority of accounts from the 

island suggest that most average Cubans welcomed Obama's policies and that they made 

a material difference in their lives, particularly through travel and remittances. Cutting off 

the financial and travel lifelines has made it harder to support dissidents, private 

enterprise, and families. Cutting back on embassy staff and immigration processing also 

 
2506 Joaquin Pedroso, interview by the author, March 12, 2018.; Andrew Otazo, interview by the author, 

July 16, 2018. 

2507 Anonymous, interview by the author, March 12, 2018.; Andrew Otazo, interview by the author, July 

16, 2018. 

2508 Anonymous, interview by the author, March 27, 2018.; Joaquin Pedroso, interview by the author, 

March 12, 2018. 
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makes it so that the United States does not fulfill its minimum obligations for the visa 

lottery, according to the 1994/1995 Migration Accords.2509 Instead, many Cubans who 

attempt other means to travel to the United States and claim asylum at the U.S.-Mexican 

border are currently housed in Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) detention 

centers. 

The embargo damages U.S. foreign policy interests in Cuba and beyond. The 

primary law that codified and governs the embargo, the Helms-Burton Act of 1996, 

severely restricted the President's role to determine foreign policy, even though U.S. law 

assigns the function of foreign policy to the President. It perpetuates the distrust between 

the United States and Cuba and arguably violates their sovereignty with its regime 

change mission for those who consider the "responsibility to protect" doctrine irrelevant 

or neocolonial. Removing the embargo could improve good faith negotiation with Cuba if 

Cuba responds in kind. Cuba continuously claims that the embargo, what they call a 

"blockade," is a paternalistic relic of the Monroe Doctrine. However, the embargo has 

also benefited the Cuban regime because it provides them with a scapegoat for their 

policy failures and legitimizes their anti-imperial narrative.2510 Removing the embargo 

could expose the deficiencies in their policies and force accountability. The U.S. 

approach is often internally inconsistent, alternating between prioritizing the Cuban 

people's right to self-determination free of the Cuban regime's mandates and Washington 

 
2509 Anonymous, interview by the author, March 27, 2018.; Jorge Duany, interview by the author, March 

12, 2018. 

2510 Zenel Garcia, interview by author, July 13, 2018.; Sebastian Arcos, interview by author, July 2018.; 

Andrew Otazo, interview by the author, July 16, 2018. 
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imposing its preferences. Moreover, the continued antagonistic relationship between the 

United States and Cuba harms the United States' image in Latin America and much of the 

rest of the world, who view the United States as an imperial aggressor and who condemn 

the embargo regularly through intergovernmental institutions.2511 The Helms-Burton 

Act's stipulations strained relations with third countries from the start because Titles III 

and IV arguably violated international laws and norms. Third countries have expressed 

concerned with extra-territoriality, violations of sovereignty, and human impact to the 

point that it has the potential to damage cooperation on other foreign policy matters. 

Severed U.S.-Cuban relations push Cuba closer to hostile countries like Russia and 

China, create greater geopolitical risk, and give them a greater stake in the future of 

Cuba.2512 

Cuba shows that unequal relationships between countries do not necessitate 

dependence or control. Cuba has done a remarkable job of engaging the U.S. on its own 

terms despite its size and public accusations. Not recognizing this denies smaller states 

their agency. While the power discrepancy is real, Realism and neo-Marxism are often 

overly simplistic in their analyses of the power differential that perpetuate hegemonic 

dominance narratives. 

 

 
2511 Zenel Garcia, interview by author. July 13, 2018.; Andrew Otazo, interview by the author, July 16, 

2018. 

2512 Zenel Garcia, interview by author. July 13, 2018. 
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A Broken Process 

 The United States’ Cuba policymaking process presents many challenges itself. 

The asymmetrical relationship and high level of distrust and doubt between the nations 

complicate diplomacy and limit their options. Policymakers must somehow strike a 

balance between promoting the private sector and preserving human rights. Ultimately, 

domestic factors influence policies just as much or more than the international systemic 

dynamics. Even though most people involved agree on the goal of bringing democracy 

and ensuring human rights in Cuba, their opinions differ on how to achieve these goals. 

Unlike in Cuba's centralized system, the decentralized, democratic policymaking process 

in the United States involves many people and is therefore slow and cumbersome. The 

security clearance process requires applicants to list all foreign entanglements for 

consideration to prevent security breaches, but as a result, it can limit the opportunities 

for Cuban-Americans to work on Cuban affairs within federal agencies. Their proximity 

to the issue can simultaneously be an advantage and a risk. The strongest advocates of 

hardline policies often come from Cuban-Americans who have not traveled to Cuba in 

decades, if ever, out of protest and because of the emotional strain. As a result, their 

understanding of the situation is not grounded in recent experiences of Cuba's situation 

but prior experiences and current accounts from the sources they trust. More established 

members of the Cuban community tend to be in positions of leadership, so they often 

come from the earlier waves of Cuban migrants who overall have more money and status, 

have the most to gain in settling outstanding claims for expropriated properties, and are 

more likely to be hardliners. The elected leaders often do not reflect changing and diverse 

opinions of the community at large. Likewise, the Cuban government's leadership often 
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comes from the more rigid, early defenders of the revolution. It leaves little room for 

compromise between the two poles. Younger generations of Cuban-Americans and more 

so non-Cubans struggle to fully comprehend the lasting trauma that many Cuban exiles 

have experienced, and non-Cubans can be especially dismissive. Decades of division 

within the Cuban-American community over a policy that resulted in coercion and 

violence still inhibit the free exchange of opinions regarding the matter but to a lesser 

degree now. For Cuban-Americans, Cuba's fate is deeply personal and sometimes 

traumatic, which can be a double-edged sword for their involvement. Like civil war, the 

revolution and the events since have caused rifts in families due to geographic separation, 

policies, and ideologies. The trauma from their experiences has contributed to a 

sympathetic alliance between Cubans and other diasporas in Florida for whom trauma has 

uniquely shaped their communities and political activism: European Jews, Nicaraguans, 

Venezuelans, and more. Their presence reminds other non-Cuban policymakers of how 

policies directly impact people's lives. They bring personal experience, knowledge of the 

situation, and connections that can provide more information rather than relying on 

information filtered through the government. However, the personal aspect of the issue 

can also unintentionally result in personalizing differences of opinion over policy, 

making Cuba policy a "third rail" for decades. 

 Other issues with the Cuba policymaking process are inherent in the process itself 

and not exclusive to Cuba. When policymakers sense a lack of other options, there tends 

to be a reliance on sanctions, which can be tricky and requires many considerations. A 

chasm exists between academic researchers and practitioners, so each lacks the other's 

insights to analyze better and formulate policy. Much of the data that proponents of 
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certain policies use are faulty due to logical fallacies, not accurately reading the data, bad 

methodology, and so on. 

The current state of U.S. politics inhibits informed bipartisan compromise. 

Campaign finance concerns cause politicians to overvalue money compared to 

constituent concerns because elected officials must constantly court donors to fund their 

reelection campaigns sufficiently and remain relevant. Lobbies can inform lawmakers 

and express citizens' opinions, but the most powerful are often beholden to a small 

percentage of wealthy Americans. Partisan polarization has had an extremely damaging 

effect on Washington, D.C., down to local communities. Compromise has become much 

more difficult, and some actors exclude opposing parties or viewpoints from negotiations. 

For example, Obama excluded pro-embargo hardliners from discussions, and Trump has 

excluded moderate and liberal voices from the room. A tendency toward all-or-nothing, 

binary rhetoric leaves little room for nuance in the public discussion. Elected officials 

increasingly close themselves off from feedback from constituents and the press and are 

therefore less responsive to public opinion. 

Foreign policy is spread out across several federal agencies by virtue of the many 

issue areas it encompasses. The National Security Council coordinates the Departments 

of State, the Treasury, Defense, Justice, the Federal Bureau of Investigations, the Central 

Intelligence Agency, and any other pertinent actors. Their conflicting agendas and 

bureaucratic red tape slow down the process. However, the trend in U.S. foreign policy 

has been to increasingly defer to the Defense Department, even on matters for which the 

State Department is better equipped to address. In contrast, authoritarian governments 

speak with one voice instead of many and can galvanize their responses faster. Although 
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the executive branch has primary authority over foreign policy, all three branches 

contribute to the body of law that regulates it and disseminates the information to the 

citizenry. Each agency and institution has different processes that govern its functions, 

resulting in a lack of understanding between the various intragovernmental actors. 

Certain actors across the political spectrum and within various agencies arrogantly think 

they know best, are less willing to consider opposing views, clash with others, and throw 

a wrench into the process. 

Several issues that became apparent during the Reagan administration still plague 

U.S.-Cuban policy today. For one, U.S. policies toward Cuba have adapted little since the 

Cold War despite changing circumstances in the countries and the international system. 

Another surprising and consistent aspect of Cuban-American policy interests is how 

comparatively little influence they have on immigration issues, even when debating 

Cuba-specific immigration. They have maintained their preferred status instituted with 

the 1966 Cuban Adjustment Act, but they appear to have less input in migration 

negotiations than other matters relating to Cuba. They are rarely at the forefront of 

national immigration debates that do not center Cuba. Regarding intracommunity 

disputes, conservatives still have the greatest say in politics, despite attitudes evolving 

with time, migration, and generational divides. 

 

Future Research 

Suggested future research could quantify political participation and government 

action to analyze the causal relationship statistically. It employs other independent 

variables, including campaign donations, election results, representation in elected 
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offices, publications endorsing exile views, and the formation of nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs), political action committees (PACs), and other pressure groups. It 

could compare the data on elites' policy preferences versus the general community with 

the policies ultimately enacted to determine the extent of correlation. Other 

questionnaires could focus on collecting the policy opinions of elites within the Cuban 

community, scholars, and policymakers to compare the results to the opinions Cuban-

American community at large and the policies ultimately enacted.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Figure 10.1: Foreign Policy Analysis Model 

 The above model (Figure 10.1) introduced in the first chapter simplifies the 

interactions relevant to Cuba policymaking, but it is not a static or all-encompassing 

model. Rather, the nature of the relationships adapt according to the domestic and 

international political environments. International organizations and third countries can 

provide added pressure on issues but have less comparative influence than the other 

poles. Interest groups, campaign finance, and legislators represent Miami in Washington, 
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D.C., and mediate between citizens and decision-makers. A power imbalance, distrust, 

competing interests, nationalism, and ideology destabilize the intergovernmental 

relationship between the United States and Cuba. However, politicians in Washington 

and Havana both capitalize on the inimical relationship to appear strong against 

communism or imperialism. The troubled familial relationship between Miami and 

Havana is the most complicated, and U.S. Cuba policy affects this relationship more than 

any other in the triangular model. The Cuban regime has condemned Cuban exiles as 

“gusanos” (worms, or traitors) for generations because of the threat they perceive that 

exiles present. Indeed, exiles’ continued relationship causes them to be the most ardent 

activists in the United States regarding Cuba and also a source of first-hand information 

and experience. 

 Cuban-Americans still have a significant impact on Cuba policy but there are 

limits to their influence. Through the aforementioned channels, they help to set the 

agenda, set boundaries for policy discussion and implementation, provide feedback and 

testimony, influence the campaign platforms of candidates for elected office, and inform 

the timing of policy announcements and implementation. Each presidential 

administration actively consults Cuban-Americans on Cuba policy, but the increased 

diversity of interest groups and elite opinions enables presidents to prioritize actors’ 

sympathetic to their goals. The issues on which they continue to have the most impact are 

aid, trade, targeted sanctions, and maintaining the existing legal framework of the 

embargo and Cuba-specific immigration. The times at which they have the least say in 

the outcome of policy negotiations are in areas that federal officials view as high security 
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risks.2513 These include broad-based immigration and the Guantanamo naval base. 

Espionage and moments of crisis can be a double-edged sword for Cuban exile influence, 

as the Clinton years demonstrated. Factors that will continue to determine to what degree 

they have influence are elections, changing demographics within the Cuban-American 

population, increasing non-Cuban diversity in South Florida, the international system, 

and political leadership. It is important for Cuban-Americans to remain a part of the 

foreign policy conversation because of their intimate knowledge and experience. 

Understanding how they affect policymaking can help to put their expertise into the 

proper context when analyzing the situation and formulating solutions. 

 

  

 
2513 Jorge Dominguez, interview by the author, May 8, 2018. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

ENGLISH 

15. What is your personal relationship with the Cuban exile community and its 

homeland? 

16. When did you arrive in the US? 

17. Are you a member of an exile organization? If yes, which? 

18. Are you a member of a political party?  If so which? 

19. Why did you choose that party? 

20. What is your opinion of Obama’s policies towards Cuba and Latin America 

and the Caribbean? 

21. What is your opinion of Trump’s policies towards Cuba and Latin America 

and the Caribbean? 

22. Has your opinion of how the US should engage with Cuba changed over time? 

How so? 

23. Have you engaged in direct lobbying through your party or organization? 

24. What kinds of lobbying activities? 

25. How has your activity influenced policy toward Cuba? 

26. Has the exile community changed the direction of what US foreign policy 

would otherwise be? If so, how and to what extent? 

27. Which organizations have been most effective at influencing policy? How so? 

28. Do you have any recommendations for other people I should interview and/or 

other sources of information? 

 

SPANISH 

1. ¿Cual es su relación personal con el exilio cubano y su tierra natal?  

2. ¿Cuando llego a los Estados Unidos?  

3. ¿Es miembro de alguna comunidad u organización de exilados? Si la 

respuesta es sí, cual?  

4. ¿Es miembro de algún partido político? Si la respuesta es sí, cual?  

5. ¿Por qué decidió afiliarse a ese especifico partido político? 

6. ¿Cual es su opinión sobre la política exterior del Presidente Obama 

concerniente a Cuba, Latino América, y el Caribe?  

7. ¿Cual es su opinión sobre la política exterior del Presidente Trump 

concerniente a Cuba, Latino América, y el Caribe?  

8. ¿En el transcurso del tiempo, ha cambiado su opinión acerca de como los 

Estados Unidos debería de relacionarse con Cuba? Si la respuesta es sí, 

explica como ha cambiado tu opinión.  

9. ¿Esta usted involucrado con su partido político u organización en actividades 

de cabildeo?  

10. Si su respuesta a la pregunta anterior es positiva, ¿qué tipo de actividades?   

11. Explique como sus actividades han influenciado la política exterior de los 

Estados Unidos hacia Cuba.  
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12. ¿Crees tu que el exilio cubano ha influenciado un cambio en la política 

exterior de los Estados Unidos hacia Cuba? Si la respuesta es sí, como y en 

qué magnitud?  

13. ¿Cuales organizaciones crees tu que han tenido mas influencia en este cambio 

de política exterior? Explica como.   

14. ¿Tiene algunas recomendaciones sobre personas que debería de entrevistar o 

alguna otra fuente de información que debería de consultar? 
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APPENDIX B: FOCUS GROUP SCRIPT 

 

Introductory statement: 

Hello! My name is Caroline McCulloch and I am a PhD candidate with the 

Department of Politics and International Relations at Florida International University. My 

dissertation research is on the Cuban-American community and US foreign policy 

towards Cuba and Latin America. 

  Thank you all for being willing to participate in today’s focus group aimed at 

determining the Cuban-American community’s degree of influence in the US foreign 

policy-making process. Each one of you has different experiences within the community 

and therefore has unique and valuable insights into our topic of discussion. The purpose 

of this focus group is not to debate issues, solve problems, instruct, or otherwise promote 

any agenda. Our purpose is to have a discussion to generate ideas and opinions that 

provide insight into the community. Please listen respectfully to your fellow participants 

and allow everyone an opportunity to answer. As the moderator, I will primarily serve to 

keep the conversation on task, on time, and orderly as I listen to and note your responses. 

All reports of the information you share will be scholarly in nature and will conceal your 

name and any identifying information to protect your anonymity. If at any time during 

the discussion, you feel uncomfortable, please let me know, and I will make 

accommodations as appropriate.  I look forward to hearing from you all. 

 

Let’s start with a simple icebreaker question. 

- If you had a limitless budget, where would you vacation? 

- What is a fictional film or TV show you’ve recently seen that you would 

recommend? 

- Etc. 
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Focus group questions: 

 

Engagement question: 

12. What is your opinion of US foreign policy towards Cuba and Latin America? 

 

Exploration questions: 

13. What is your opinion of President Trump’s policies towards Cuba and Latin 

America? 

14. What is your opinion of President Obama’s policies towards Cuba and Latin 

America? 

15. What should US policy towards Cuba be? 

16. How has the Cuban-American community influenced US foreign policy towards 

Cuba and Latin America?  

17. When has the Cuban-American community had the most influence on US foreign 

policy? 

18. What are the most effective methods that the Cuban-American community has 

used to influence US foreign policy? 

19. How well do the elected Cuban-American members of Congress represent the 

Cuban-American community’s foreign policy interests? 

20. How well do Cuban-American special interest organizations represent the Cuban-

American community’s foreign policy interests? 

21. How well do major US political parties represent the Cuban-American 

community’s foreign policy interests? 

 

Exit question: 

22. Is there anything else you would like to say about the role of the Cuban-American 

community on US foreign policy towards Cuba and Latin America? 

 

 

Focus group participant demographic data 

Información demográfica: 

 

Participant number: 

Número del participante: 

 

Age: 

Edad: 

 

Gender: 

Género: 

 

Birthplace: 

Lugar de nacimiento: 

 

Year you or your family left Cuba: 
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Año de salida de Cuba: 

 

Race: 

Etnia: 

 

Are you registered to vote? Y/N 

¿Se encuentra registrado para votar? Sí/No 

 

Educational attainment: 

Educación: 

 

Income bracket: 

Ingresos: 

0 - $25,000 $25,001 - $50,000 $50,001 - $100,000 > $100,000 
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