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The approval of the Trade Sanction Reform and Export 
Enhancement Act (TSRA) in October 2000 marked the 
beginning of a new era of U.S. —Cuba relations. Prior to 
the approval of TSRA, the United States barely figured as 
one of Cuba’s trading partners; since then, despite existing 
Cold War tensions between the two countries, U.S. agri-
cultural and food exports has turned the “Colossus of the 
North” into one of Cuba’s principal trading partners. 

The Cold War
Before the 1959 revolution, Cuba and the United States 
enjoyed strong economic ties. Approximately 67% of Cu-
ba’s exports were destined for the U.S. market, and U.S 
products accounted for 70% of the island’s imports in 
1958 (Ross, 2004). Geographical proximity, close cultural 
and political ties, U.S. investment in strategic sectors of 
the Cuban economy, the structural characteristics of both 
countries’ economies, and reduced transportation costs 
were among the principal reasons for close economic ties 
between Cuba and the United States in the 1950s.

Relations between the United States and Cuba deterio-
rated significantly after 1959. In 1961, the United States 
ended diplomatic relations with the island, and, in 1962, 
the United States imposed a unilateral trade embargo, 
which severed economic ties between the two countries for 
most of the Cold War. While the analysis of unilateral U.S. 
economic sanctions with respect to Cuba is beyond the 
scope of this article, it is worth mentioning a few historical 
highlights in the context of U.S–Cuba agricultural trade:
•	 On July 8, 1963, the Cuban Assets Control Regulations 

were introduced under the “Trading with the Enemy Act.”

•	 In 1992, the U.S Congress approved the Cuban De-
mocracy Act (CDA), also known as the “Torricelli Act,” 
which tightened the U.S. embargo by limiting trade be-
tween foreign-based subsidiaries of U.S. multi-national 
corporations (MNCs), and banning vessels that had 
docked in Cuban ports from docking in U.S. ports for 
a period of 180 days (Ross, 2004).

•	 In 1996, the approval of the Cuban Liberty and Demo-
cratic Solidarity Act, also known as the “Helms-Burton 
Act,” further tightened the U.S. embargo by requiring 
the U.S. President to prepare a plan for proving eco-
nomic assistance to transition in Cuba, creating the 
legal mechanisms to sanction U.S. nationals who may 
be “trafficking” in confiscated property in Cuba, and 
by authorizing the U.S. government to deny visas and 
exclude from the United States persons who “traffic” in 
confiscated property claimed by U.S nationals in Cuba 
(after 1996) (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2013).

•	 In 1999, President Clinton approved changes in U.S. 
commercial policy towards Cuba, which allowed sales 
of U.S. food and agricultural products to private farm-
ers; cooperatives; privately owned, small-scale restau-
rants known as paladares; and nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) (Ross, 2004).

The “Special Period”
The intensification of U.S economic sanctions, combined 
with the disintegration of the Socialist Camp (1989), and 
the disappearance of the Soviet Union (1991) dealt a severe 
blow to the Cuban economy, particularly the agricultural 
sector. As an agricultural producer, and despite incurring 
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notable merchandise trade deficits, 
Cuba maintained positive agricul-
tural trade balances during the 1990s. 
At the onset of the “Special Period” 
in 1990, Cuban agricultural exports, 
which consisted of food, live animals, 
beverages, tobacco, vegetable oil, 
and animal fat, totaled $4.8 billion 
(USD). However, the total value of 
agricultural exports, as well as total 
merchandise exports, declined signif-
icantly during this period (Table 1). 
This was mostly the result of the loss 
of its traditional “Socialist Bloc” ex-
port markets, and the severe econom-
ic crisis resulting from the collapse of 
the Socialist Camp (Nova González, 
2006; Ritter, 1994; and Mesa-Lago, 
1993). In 1990, agricultural exports 
accounted for 87.5% of total mer-
chandise exports; by 2002, this figure 
had fallen to 53.2%. 

The economic crisis of the 1990s 
also affected Cuba’s capacity to im-
port food and agricultural products. 
The value of agricultural imports de-
clined quite notably during the most 
difficult years of the Special Period 
(1990-1993), and never recovered 
to 1990 levels. Paradoxically, as a 
share of total merchandise imports, 
agricultural imports increased signifi-
cantly during this period. Cuba’s ag-
ricultural production and trade were 
also impacted by natural disasters, 

particularly Hurricane Michelle in 
2001, declining levels of investment, 
lower total factor productivity, insuf-
ficient inputs such as fertilizer and 
pesticides, and existing regulatory 
constraints and prohibitions (Comis-
ión Económica Para América Latina y 
el Caribe, 2000).

Relaxing the Embargo through 
Agricultural Trade 
Within this context, and in an effort 
to improve relations with Cuba, Pres-
ident Clinton signed into law TSRA 
in October 2000. This law lifted the 
existing restrictions on U.S. food and 
agricultural exports to Cuba, which 
were in place since the 1962 U.S. 
embargo was instituted. The TSRA 
terminated any existing unilateral 
U.S. sanctions with respect to food, 
agricultural products, and medicine, 
and prohibited the U.S. President 
from imposing any new sanctions 
unless he or she informs Congress 
60 days in advance of doing so, and 
Congress enacted a joint resolution 
stating its approval (American Soci-
ety of International Law, 2001). Ac-
cording to the TSRA, exports of food, 
agricultural products, and medicines 
to states considered supporters of ter-
rorism are to be controlled through 
one-year licenses issued by the U.S 
government and exporters will not 

receive direct U.S. government assis-
tance (American Society of Interna-
tional Law, 2001). 

In the case of Cuba, no U.S. per-
son or citizen may provide payment 
or financing for exports of food, ag-
ricultural products, and medicines 
from the United States; sales of these 
products may only take place through 
advanced cash payments or through 
financing provided by third-country 
intermediaries (American Society of 
International Law, 2001). Under the 
TSRA, the Secretary of the U.S. Trea-
sury can approve travel to Cuba for 
sales of authorized agricultural prod-
ucts, food, and medicines, and other 
related purposes (American Society of 
International Law, 2001).

Impact and Recent Trends
Since the approval of the TSRA in 
2000, U.S. food and agricultural 
exports to Cuba have increased sig-
nificantly. In 2001, the year when 
the TSRA became effective, the total 
value of U.S. agricultural and food 
exports to Cuba was $4.6 million. 
This figure reached $460 million in 
2012. In 2001, U.S. agricultural and 
food exports to Cuba represented a 
negligible fraction of the island’s to-
tal imports in these categories. At the 
present time, the U.S. accounts for 
close to 40% of Cuba’s agricultural 
and food imports, followed by im-
ports from the European Union, Bra-
zil, and Canada. 

The value of U.S. agricultural and 
food exports to Cuba has shown no-
table fluctuations since 2001. Grains 
and feeds represent the largest cat-
egory, in terms of value, followed by 
poultry, oilseeds, livestock and meats, 
dairy products, horticultural prod-
ucts, sugar, tropical products, and 
seeds. Corn, wheat, and rice account 
for the bulk of U.S. grains and feeds 
exports to Cuba. While corn exports 
have increased substantially since 
2001, wheat and rice exports have de-
clined since 2008. U.S. rice exports to 
Cuba have basically disappeared since 

Table 1:
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widely as Table 2 demonstrates. It is 
worth noting that, in 2004 and 2005, 
the value of dairy products exports 
represented 7.5% and 8.8%, respec-
tively, of the total value of U.S. ag-
ricultural and food exports to Cuba. 
This ratio declined to 1.2% in 2012 

meats exports; this figure increased to 
82% in 2012 primarily due to pent-
up demand and insufficient domestic 
production.

Finally, the value of exports of 
dairy products has also risen signifi-
cantly since 2001, despite fluctuating 

2008 due to increased competition 
from Vietnam, which has replaced 
the United States as Cuba’s principal 
rice supplier. Increased wheat imports 
from Canada and the EU have dis-
placed U.S. exports since 2010.

In the poultry category, broiler 
meat and turkey exports to Cuba 
have grown significantly since 2001. 
U.S. exports represent an estimated 
80% of total Cuban poultry imports. 
This remarkable growth can be at-
tributed to three principal factors: (1) 
increases in the demand for poultry 
as a principal source of protein, (2) 
the competitive advantage enjoyed 
by U.S. producers, and (3) the in-
ability of domestic producers to sat-
isfy national demand. In more recent 
years, increases in household incomes 
associated with the expansion of self-
employment in the non-state (gov-
ernment) sector has also contributed 
to higher demand for agricultural and 
food imports.

U.S. exports of oilseeds, particu-
larly soybean, have also increased no-
tably since 2001. Soybean patties, 
picadillo de soya, have emerged as one 
of the principal sources of protein dis-
tributed to the Cuban population (at 
subsidized prices) through a rationing 
system. In 2002, soybean exports to 
Cuba were valued at $20.9 million, 
accounting for 15% of the total. In 
2012, soybean exports reached $62.3 
million, accounting for 12.7% of total 
U.S. agricultural and food exports to 
Cuba, and representing an increase of 
198% during the 2002-2012 period.

Exports of livestock and meats, 
excluding poultry, to Cuba have also 
increased significantly since 2001, 
particularly after 2004. Even though 
they only accounted for 2% of the to-
tal value of U.S. agricultural and food 
exports to Cuba in 2012, the value of 
exports in this category increased by 
375%—from $1.9 million in 2002 
to $9.5 million in 2012. Historically, 
pork has dominated this category. In 
2002, pork exports to Cuba repre-
sented 73.7% of total livestock and 

Table 2:
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agricultural reforms, forcing Cuba to 
rely on imported food primarily from 
the United States. This situation, in 
turn, has contributed to higher prices 
for agricultural products, which have 
adversely impacted the purchas-
ing power (and consumption lev-
els) of the Cuban population (Nova 
González, 2012). 

Even though recent declines in 
Cuba’s non-sugar agricultural pro-
duction can be partially attributed to 
natural disasters such as hurricanes 
and droughts, Nova González (2012) 

of direct sales of selected agricultural 
products to the tourism sector and to 
the population, and the expansion of 
agricultural microloans (González-
Corzo, 2011).

Despite these measures, Cuba’s 
agricultural sector has not produced 
the expected results (Nova González, 
2012). Figures 1, 2, and 3 show phys-
ical output levels for selected crops in 
Cuba between 2001 and 2011. 

Output levels and yields in many 
crop categories have continued to de-
cline even after the introduction of 

due to the changing composition 
of U.S. agricultural and food ex-
ports to Cuba, even though between 
2001 and 2012 the value of U.S. ex-
ports to Cuba in this category grew 
significantly.

Contributing Factors
The increases in the value of U.S ag-
ricultural and food exports to Cuba 
shown in Table 2 can be attributed 
to several factors. One obvious fac-
tor was the approval of the TSRA in 
2000, which permitted, for the first 
time in almost four decades, direct 
sales of U.S. agricultural and food 
products to Cuba. Another major fac-
tor has been the notable increases in 
global agricultural commodity prices, 
particularly in 2007 and 2008, driven 
by population and income growth 
in emerging markets, higher energy 
prices, subsidized bio-fuel produc-
tion, greater demand for agricultural 
products, and the global financial 
crisis (von Braun, 2008). More im-
portantly, Cuba’s demand for U.S. 
agricultural and food products has 
been driven by the insufficient perfor-
mance of its own non-sugar agricul-
tural sector, which has been affected 
by declining output levels, falling 
agricultural yields, decreases in pro-
ductivity, lower levels of investment, 
insufficient access to inputs, bureau-
cratic constraints, natural disasters, 
and a growing dependency on food 
imports (González-Corzo, 2011).

Cuba’s Recent Agricultural 
Reforms
To confront these challenges, and to 
stimulate domestic production and re-
duce imports, Cuba has implemented 
a series of agricultural reforms since 
2007. The most notable include: in-
creasing the prices paid by the state 
to agricultural producers, transfers of 
idle state-owned lands to cooperatives 
and private farmers, decentralization 
of ministries and government agen-
cies engaged in agricultural policy 
and management, the authorization 

Figure 1: Cuba: Agricultural Output, Selected Products, 2001 – 2011, (Tons)

Figure 2: Cuba: Agricultural Output, Selected Products, 2001 – 2011, (Tons)
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closeness to Cuba (Coleman, 2009). 
Unlike competitors, U.S. exporters 
can offer smaller, customized, ship-
ments on a “just-in-time” basis (Cole-
man, 2009). The elimination of the 
U.S. trade embargo would improve 
the competitive advantage of U.S. ag-
ricultural and food exports to Cuba, 
contributing to substantial increases 
in value and volume over time. 

On the demand side, barring 
any drastic policy reversals and any 
major economic crisis, U.S. agricul-
tural and food exports to Cuba are 
poised to continue to increase. As 
Cuba continues to “update” its eco-
nomic model, the non-state sector’s 
share of the economy is bound to in-
crease. More activity in the non-state 
sector is expected to result in higher 
household income (at least for some 
sectors of the Cuban economy) (Ko-
rnai, 2008). This will increase the 
country’s demand for imported food 
and agricultural products. The expan-
sion of international tourism, includ-
ing American visitors in the not too 
distant future, will also contribute to 
increases in Cuba’s demand for food 
and agricultural imports.

Until Cuba is able to successfully 
address the challenges confronting its 
agricultural sector, and for the fore-
seeable future, the United States is 
likely to remain among its principal 
suppliers of imported food and agri-
cultural products. 
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Cuba by U.S. citizens, and other pro-
visions of the Torricelli and Helms-
Burton acts weaken the competitive 
position of the United States and in-
crease the total cost of doing business 
with Cuba. U.S economic sanctions 
also impose significant costs and in-
efficiencies on the Cuban economy 
by forcing it to obtain imports from 
distant countries, and to accumulate 
excess inventories in order to ensure 
the availability of domestic supplies. 

Permitting full bilateral trade by 
eliminating U.S. economic sanctions 
with respect to Cuba would improve 
the attractiveness of U.S. agricultural 
and food products for the Cuban 
economy, and would allow Cuba 
to earn hard currency by exporting 
goods and services to the United 
States simultaneously benefiting pro-
ducers and consumers on both sides 
of the Florida Straits.

Under a scenario of normalized 
relations, U.S. agricultural and food 
exports to Cuba would be driven by 
several key supply and demand fac-
tors. On the supply side, U.S. pro-
ducers enjoy a competitive advantage 
derived from high quality products, 
lower production costs, and competi-
tive pricing (Coleman, 2009). U.S. 
exports benefit from geographical 

identified several structural and or-
ganizational factors that have also 
contributed to this situation. These 
include delays in the transfer of idle, 
state-owned lands to non-state agri-
cultural producers, insufficient inputs 
(for example: fertilizer, pesticides, 
machinery, equipment and fuel), 
excessive centralization, regulatory 
constraints, price rigidity, and limited 
financial and technological assistance 
for agricultural producers. 

The Road Ahead
Existing material, regulatory, and fi-
nancial constraints, combined with 
the other factors already mentioned, 
have limited the effectiveness of 
Cuba’s recent agricultural reforms 
and its efforts to achieve agricultural 
and food self-sufficiency. This repre-
sents an opportunity for expanded 
U.S. agricultural and food exports to 
Cuba. Ironically, this opportunity is 
hindered by existing U.S. economic 
sanctions with respect to Cuba. U.S. 
restrictions such as prohibitions 
against granting credit to Cuba for 
purchases of U.S. agricultural and 
food products— “cash in advance” 
payment terms—require Cuba to ob-
tain third-country letters of credit to 
finance such purchases, regulations 
with respect to business travel to 

Figure 3: Cuba: Agricultural Output, Selected Products, 2001 – 2011, (Tons)
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