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Cuban-Chinese Relations after the End of the Cold War

CARLOS ALZUGARAY TRETO

In the relatively short period of twenty years since the end of the Cold War,
China has become one of Cuba’s main strategic allies. Simultaneously, the
Caribbean nation has turned into one of the Middle Kingdom’s most signifi-
cant partners in the Western Hemisphere. From a political standpoint, Cuba
and China share two important traits: their political leaders openly proclaim
that they are endeavoring to build a socialist economic system with “na-
tional characteristics”; and their communist parties have exercised basically
unchallenged ideological and political hegemony ever since the victories of
their respective revolutions in 1949 and 1959.

Nevertheless, in 1989 few experts would have predicted such an expansion
and consolidation of relations between the two countries. Cuba and China
are on opposite sides of the planet. They are completely different in terms of
population and territory, and their national, political, and cultural identities
contrast significantly. Moreover, despite an auspicious beginning to their re-
lations in the 1960s, for the better part of twenty years, from the mid-1960s
to the early 1980s, Havana and Beijing often found themselves on opposite
sides of major international issues.!

How and why, then, did Cuba and China become such close allies after the
end of the Cold War? From my standpoint, answering this question entails
approaching the subject from historical and political points of view and di-
viding the chronology into four periods: a synopsis of relations before 1989;
a summary of the main steps taken by both governments to improve their in-
teractions between 1989 and 2001; a presentation of the situation since 2001;
and an analysis of the interests and preferences that have determined the
present state of Cuban-Chinese connections.

Background: 1959-1989

Historically, the relationships between Cuba and China go back to the nine-
teenth century, when the Spanish colonial regime started to import Chinese
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laborers (coolies) as replacements for the diminishing numbers of African
slaves working in the cane fields. Between 1847 and 1874, 150,000 male Chinese
laborers were imported into Cuba. At the turn of the century a new wave of
Chinese immigrants arrived in Cuba from California. The legacy of a fairly sig-
nificant population of Chinese immigrants can still be felt today all over Cuba,
but especially in Havana’s Chinatown. Citizens of Chinese origin were repre-
sented in a range of historical and cultural activities. For example, one of the
most significant Cuban painters of the twentieth century, Wilfredo Lam, was
biracial, born to Chinese and African parents in Sagua la Grande, in central
Cuba, a town that had very strong Chinese influences from the mid-nineteenth
century.

Although separated by ten years, the victories of the Chinese and Cuban
revolutions were part of the same broad historical processes taking place fifty
to sixty years ago in the third world. Driven by individual historical trajecto-
ries, however, both events were interjected into the context of the Cold War—
defined as the ideological and geopolitical conflict between capitalism, led by
the United States, and socialism, led by the Soviet Union, that spanned several
decades of the twentieth century. That clash was particularly acute in the global
South, or underdeveloped world, after the Second World War.?

At the time, revolutionary leaders in both Havana and Beijing proclaimed
themselves to be inheritors of the 1917 Russian Revolution. The triumph of the
Chinese People’s Liberation Army over the Guomindang led by Chiang Kai-
shek (Jiang Jieshi) and that of the Cuban Rebel Army over the Batista dictator-
ship relied on similar guerrilla tactics identified with Mao Zedong’s and Che
Guevaras writings. Both revolutionary processes were confronted immediately
by sharply hostile policies from administrations in Washington; in both cases,
as it had done with the Soviet Union, the U.S. government withheld diplomatic
recognition to deny their legitimacy.? It is no surprise that both China and
Cuba adopted strongly anti-imperialist positions, which Beijing maintained
until the 1970s.

From its establishment in 1949 the Chinese People’s Republic (PRC) en-
deavored to develop relationships with Latin America and the Caribbean.
Most countries in the region, however, followed the U.S. lead, maintaining
diplomatic ties with the Republic of China’s Nationalist government in Taipei
and refusing to recognize Beijing as the rightful representative of the Chinese
people.* The first real breakthrough came on September 1, 1960, in the First
Declaration of Havana, a document Jorge Dominguez considers to be Fidel
Castro’s “first formal call for revolution in the Western Hemisphere.” Speaking
at the Plaza de la Revolucidn, the then prime minister of the Cuban revolution-
ary government proclaimed, among other things, that Cuba would break its
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links with Taiwan and establish ties with the government of the PRC. Shortly
thereafter, on September 28, 1960, the two countries established diplomatic
relations.

Cuban-Chinese relations developed rapidly from that moment on. Respond-
ing to Cuba’s recognition, the PRC provided political backing and economic and
military aid. For example, the first hundred Cubans trained to pilot the Soviet-
supplied MiGs were trained in China. In return, Cuba staunchly supported Chi-
na’s aspiration to replace Taiwan as a permanent member of the United Nations
Security Council. This support became more important when Havana joined the
Non-Aligned Movement at its inaugural summit in Belgrade in 1961, becoming
simultaneously a founding member and the only Latin American member coun-
try at the time. That step turned Havana into a key player in third world politics,
which would be the natural field of Chinese leadership in the international com-
munist movement.

There is no doubt that, as Simon Shen writes, “leaders from both sides
shared a similarly radical approach, such as political voluntarism, mass mo-
bilization, anti-elitism and bureaucracy, and advocating moral incentives, to
propel their respective societies towards communism.”® In his excellent essay
on Cuban-Chinese relations from 1959 to 1966, Cheng Yinghong—quoting
from the memoirs of Chinese ambassador to Cuba Wang Youping—points
out the intimate relationship that developed between the diplomat and Cuban
leaders.” As the quasi-official China Daily reported, both countries exchanged
high-level visits, with President Osvaldo Dorticés and Che Guevara visiting
China.® Groups of young Chinese and Cubans studied abroad in Havana and
Beijing, respectively, as did, for example, Professor Xu Shicheng, one of China’s
foremost Latin American specialists, who took courses at the University of
Havana in the 1960s.

As Cheng Yinghong concludes from Chinese sources, “from 1960 to 1964,
Sino-Cuban relations were much closer and more intimate than many ob-
servers had assumed. The Cuban leaders’ frequent unannounced visits to the
Chinese embassy, and the personal ties between Chinese diplomats and se-
nior Cuban officials, are indicative of the close relationship. Economic and
technological cooperation between the two countries went far beyond mere
exchanges of rice for sugar, and the close relationship lasted much longer than
has often been suggested.” The close, intimate relations that developed dur-
ing the early 1960s began to deteriorate as a result of the “Sino-Soviet split,” as
historians have called the sharp struggle between the Soviet and Chinese com-
munist parties over the direction of the international communist movement.!
For Cuba, as for Vietnam, which at the time was facing U.S. military aggres-
sion, the fact that the two largest socialist countries would spend more time
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and effort struggling with each other than against the West had risks as well
as benefits. While sympathizing with China’s criticism of Soviet détente with
the United States, and while taking advantage of the split to increase their au-
tonomy, the Cubans saw the domestic dangers of both parties’ divisive policies.

Norwegian historian Odd Arne Westad provides an outstanding explana-
tion of the dilemma:

The dynamic of Cold War confrontation in the 1960s and 1970s depended
to a high extent on the policies of the new revolutionary states. Cuba and
Vietnam challenged not only Washington in defense of their revolutions;
they also challenged the course set by the Soviet Union for the develop-
ment of socialism and for Communist intervention abroad. . . .

The Cuban and Vietnamese challenges to the Cold War would have
been impossible without the early 1960s Sino-Soviet split in the inter-
national Communist movement. That Mao Zedong—himself, as he was
fond of pointing out, the head of a Third World country—could claim
to speak of Marxist-Leninist theory with an authority that he denied the
Soviets, meant more room to maneuver for Marxists elsewhere. Mao’s
claim of criticizing Moscow from the left was particularly useful for
Third World revolutionaries—even if very few of them wanted to adopt
Chinese models of development or follow the vagaries of Chinese for-
eign policy—because it implied that they, too, could claim to have found
ways of speeding up socialist construction. The Sino-Soviet split opened
up great opportunities and great dangers for Communist parties in the
Third World; it made it possible to tack between the two self-proclaimed
centers of Communism and get support from both, but it also signaled
an internal split in many parties, which in some cases reduced them to
political irrelevance (if not infantility).!!

Westad quotes Fidel Castro’s appeal for socialist unity in a March 13, 1965,
speech: “We small countries, which do not entrust ourselves to the strength
of armies of millions of men, which do not entrust ourselves to the strength
of atomic power—we small countries, like Vietnam and Cuba, have enough
instinct to calmly see and understand that no one more than we, who are in
a special situation 90 miles from the Yankee empire and attacked by Yankee
planes, are affected by these divisions and discords that weaken the strength
of the socialist camp.”? That Havana remained neutral in the Sino-Soviet split
produced tensions in Cuban-Chinese relations from 1964-65 on. China feared
that the Cuban Communist Party had no other option than to align itself more
closely with the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, as demonstrated by the
visits that Fidel Castro made to Moscow in 1963 and 1964, the participation
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of Raul Castro in a meeting of communist parties in Moscow that same year,
and Chinese exclusion from a meeting of Latin American communist parties
in Havana in 1965.5

According to Cheng Yinghong, Mao Zedong was fully aware of the situa-
tion, which he explained in a meeting of the Central Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party in 1964: “In Cuba they [the Cubans] listen to half and reject
half; they listen to half because they can’t do otherwise, since they dont pro-
duce oil or weapons”** China could not offer Cuba the same level of economic
and military support as the Soviet Union, and it tried to compensate for its
weaker position by using its propaganda machinery. It knew perfectly well
that ideologically its Cuban comrades were more sympathetic to the Chinese
views. Wang, the Chinese ambassador in those years, put it this way: “China
did everything it could to accommodate Cuba, but it could not match the So-
viet Union in supplying oil, energy, and major weaponry

The island’s leadership wanted to avoid the consequences that the divi-
sions between its allies would have on the Cuban Communist Party, which
was founded in 1965 after a difficult process of uniting several revolutionary
organizations that had participated in the struggle against Batista: the 26th of
July Movement, the Popular Socialist Party (old Communists), and the March
13 Revolutionary Directorate. It could not therefore allow the Chinese tactic of
compensating for its lack of resources with a propaganda campaign carried on
inside Cuba.

Consequently, the Cubans went beyond maintaining neutrality, striving
to mediate in the conflict. On several occasions Fidel Castro himself, Che
Guevara, and other high-level party and government leaders made attempts
to facilitate reconciliation between their two main allies. But China was not
interested. The last attempt took place in February 1965, when Guevara cut
short a visit he was making to several countries in Africa, in preparation for
his internationalist expedition in the Congo, and joined Emilio Aragonés and
Osmani Cienfuegos, two of the most important party leaders at the time, to
fly to Beijing.!® Guevara was obviously chosen because of his close ties with
the Chinese leadership. In a statement about the Sino-Soviet split, he had said,
“the Sino-Soviet quarrel is, for us, a sad development, but because the dispute
is a fact, we tell our people about it, and it is discussed by the party. Our party’s
attitude is to avoid analyzing who is right and who is not. We have our own
position, and as they say in the American films, any resemblance [presumably
of Cuba to either contestant] is purely coincidental.”’” Guevara’s mission failed.
This time, Mao Zedong, who had received him on previous occasions, declined
to do so. Guevara met instead with Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping, head of
state and general secretary of the Communist Party, respectively. A month after
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the visit, Fidel Castro made his major speech of March 1965. In it he openly
criticized the Chinese authorities for trying to distribute propaganda favorable
to their positions among officers of the Cuban Revolutionary Armed Forces.!®

Although there was never a formal rupture of party and government rela-
tions, the events described here inevitably led to a freeze, especially after the
unleashing of the Cultural Revolution in China and the strong alliance of Cuba
with the Soviet Union in the 1970s. In the second half of the 1970s, as China
began its rapprochement with Washington, periods of open hostility occurred,
as in the case of the interventions of Cuba and China on opposite sides, first
in the Angolan conflict and later in the Sino-Vietnamese armed clashes at the
end of the decade.

During the Angolan conflict in 1975-76, Cuba sided with Agostinho Neto’s
MPLA government in Luanda, supporting it militarily against attacks from
South Africa and the other two liberation movements, UNITA and FNLA;
China directly aided the FNLA and was wooed by U.S. Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger to be more active in defeating Neto and the MPLA. In Conflicting
Missions, his outstanding and well-researched text about the confrontation
between Havana and Washington in Africa, Piero Gleijeses demonstrates that
the Chinese withdrew their support for the FNLA as soon as it became evi-
dent that Pretoria had invaded Angolan territory from Namibia, and there-
after refused to cooperate with the United States as long as South Africa was
involved in the conflict. Nevertheless, when the UN Security Council repri-
manded South Africa for its invasion, the Chinese delegate, although refusing
to vote, lashed out at “Soviet social imperialism and its [Cuban] mercenaries,”
accusing them of “towering crimes” against Angola. Gleijeses points out: “His
diatribe could not obscure a basic fact: in Angola, Beijing had been on the
side of South Africa’s clients, and the well-publicized departure of Chinese
instructors in late 1975 could not dispel the smell of collusion with the apart-
heid state.”?

The second incident took place in 1979, when armed conflict broke out
between China and Vietnam. Cuba immediately sided with Hanoi, and Fi-
del Castro condemned Beijing in the harshest terms, blaming Deng Xiaoping
personally.?

After these verbal clashes, relations between the two countries were cool
but remained normal. Michael Erisman indicates that “these political tensions
in the Sino-Cuban relationship generally had little negative impact on trade
issues,” as demonstrated by the fact that “the island had by the end of 1990
emerged as the PRC’s most important trading partner in all of Latin America,”
with a volume of $561.9 million in both directions, which made the Chinese

position in the Cuban market very similar to that of the Japanese.?!
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The rapprochement process began in 1983, when both parties and govern-
ments started to exchange mid-level delegations, but it did not pick up speed
until 1989, coinciding with the end of the Cold War between the USSR and the
United States. In the first half of the 1980s some of the issues that had separated
Cuba and China began to subside, especially the question of support for op-
posite sides in southwest Africa. The Chinese leadership realized that Cuba’s
position in the third world was strong. On the other hand, Havana had always
considered Beijing a very important economic partner. As relations with the
Soviet Union started to deteriorate with the advent of perestroika, China be-
came a natural option.

Initial Steps toward Consolidating a Relationship, 1989-2001

The period of consolidation was initiated in 1989 when both foreign ministers
visited each other’s capitals. These visits are seen as the initial steps toward the
tull resumption and normalization of relations between the two socialist coun-
tries. What is interesting about this period is the intense exchange of high-level
visitors that took place immediately afterward and continued for the next ten
to twelve years.??

The meetings began in May-June 1989, with Foreign Minister Qia Qisheng’s
visit to Cuba as part of a tour of Latin American and Caribbean countries.
He was received by President Fidel Castro. Later that year Foreign Minister
Isidoro Malmierca visited China and met with President Jiang Zemin. These
two exchanges were relevant at the time not just because China was facing iso-
lation due to the Tiananmen Square incidents but also because of the economic
and social crisis taking place in Cuba after the fall of the European socialist
regimes.

That initial foray was followed two years later by a delegation of the Na-
tional People’s Congress (the equivalent of Parliament) and the Standing
Committee, led by Vice-Chairman Chen Muhua, which visited Cuba at the
invitation of the Cuban National Assembly of People’s Power (NAPP). They
held meetings with Fidel Castro, Vice-President Carlos Rafael Rodriguez,
and Juan Escalona, president of the NAPP. Then, between July 1, 1991, and
April 7, 2001, at least twenty-eight visits of dignitaries took place between
the two countries.

Several of these trips were particularly notable. In July 1991 Carlos Rafael
Rodriguez made an official visit to China. He was received by Jiang Zemin,
general secretary of the Chinese Communist Party, in the first formal contact
between the two political organizations. Then, from August 3 to September
9, 1991, José Naranjo, a minister without portfolio in the Cuban government,
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went to China. This visit was important not only because of its duration—
more than a month—but also because Naranjo was at the time Fidel Castro’s
chief of staff and was thus an official who would not normally visit a foreign
country by himself unless he was carrying out important tasks in the name
of the president. The November 1992 visit to Beijing of Carlos Lage, vice-
president in charge of the Cuban economy, signaled the reestablishment of
major economic cooperation relations between both governments.

In 1993 and 1995, respectively, both heads of state, Jiang Zemin and Fidel
Castro, exchanged official state visits, raising bilateral relations to their highest
levels. From then on, practically all sectors of both countries, including the de-
fense and the state security ministries and the communist parties, established
direct links and began the practice of conducting bilateral negotiations in each
other’s capitals every year.

We can draw several conclusions from these continuing exchanges. Obvi-
ously, both sides intensified the interactions between their principal officials
during the last decade of the twentieth century. Practically all major officials of
both countries visited the other, in some cases more than once. These exchanges
laid the groundwork for the future. In some cases, such as that of the ministries
of foreign affairs, coordination and cooperation talks continued annually.

For the Cuban and Chinese communists the disappearance of the Soviet
Union and the Eastern European socialist countries clearly meant different
things. For Cuba’s part, the country recognized the need to search for new
allies. For China, Cuba continued to be very important politically, as a third
world country with which it shared common principles. This was demon-
strated in the wake of the Tiananmen events of 1989, when Fidel Castro was
one of the major world leaders who expressed understanding for the Chinese
government’s stance. In those years it was evident that China offered Cuba
not only a political alliance but also important economic possibilities due to
the manifest success of Chinese reforms. If China welcomed the news that the
Cuban leaders would extend the red carpet to their foreign minister in June
1989, when many Latin American and Caribbean countries cancelled his visit,
for Cuba it was of paramount importance that President Jiang Zemin decided
to make his first official visit to Cuba in 1993, the worst moment after the
breakup of Cuba’s traditional ties with the Soviet Union, which had been until
that time its main economic, political, and military ally.

Relations 2001-2011

The twenty-first century was marked by an unprecedented intensification
of economic links and by the continuation of a very intense political rela-
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tionship, as demonstrated by three presidential visits made from China to
Cuba.?

Commercial relations have drawn heavily on the precedent established when
Cuba established diplomatic relations with China in September 1960. At the time
the two countries initiated a “clearing account trade” system, in which the ex-
change of products was determined by annual quotas. The first Five-Year Trade
and Payment Agreement was signed that year and was subsequently renewed
every five years. Over three decades bilateral trade remained relatively stable, and
in 1990 Cuba was China’s largest Latin American trading partner. The collapse
of the Soviet Union had a severe impact on Cuba’s capacity to export sugar and
other products, and on January 1, 1996, following the legalization of U.S. dollars
in Cuba, the clearing account system was replaced by cash-liquidation trade.

The Cuban government showed remarkable ingenuity and creativity in its
response to the crisis, opening a number of sectors to foreign investment while
remaining committed to the fundamental structures of a socialist economy.
Cuba and China once again became important markets for each other’s prod-
ucts, with bilateral trade exceeding pre-crisis levels. Trade became relatively
complementary, with China importing raw sugar and nickel from Cuba and ex-
porting machinery, dry beans, transport equipment, and light industrial prod-
ucts in return. China reported bilateral trade figures of $2.29 billion in 2007,
$2.27 billion in 2008, $1.55 billion in 2009, and rising to $2.43 billion in 2012.

A 2008 state visit by President Hu Jintao came at a critical time for Cuba, as
it was a concrete affirmation of the strength of the bilateral relationship. Dur-
ing the visit the two countries signed accords postponing for ten years repay-
ments of unspecified trade debts that Cuba had accumulated through 1995,
and extending for five years a $7.2-million line of credit that China granted in
1998. President Hu also donated $80 million toward Cuba’s hospital modern-
ization program.**

After 2000, bilateral trade grew to the extent that China became Cuba’s
second-largest trading partner. As the Economist Intelligence Unit reported,
“China has emerged as an important strategic ally [of Cuba] in recent years,
with extensive economic and military cooperation, including substantial credit
guarantees that have had a strong impact on the cost and availability of exter-
nal financing.”?

A number of Chinese enterprises have established branch offices in Cuba.
Some of these offices focus on the export of Cuban primary products, such as
nickel and sugar, to China, though they are increasingly incorporating medical
and biological products into their portfolios. Other offices oversee the import
of Chinese products into Cuba and the integration of investments into eco-
nomic development projects.
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Chinese investment in Cuban oil prospecting and production is an impor-
tant recent development, as alternative energy sources such as coal and hydro-
electricity harbor little potential on the island. The termination of Soviet oil
supplies after the disintegration of the USSR in 1991 forced Cuba to start pay-
ing world prices, seriously hampering economic growth and draining foreign
purchasing capacity. In 2004 fuel imports cost Cuba $1.31 billion, a significant
figure relative to the size of Cuba’s economy.?®

Since the early 1990s Cuba has gradually opened petroleum exploration to
foreign investors, and the industry has consequently expanded rapidly. Oil
and natural gas fields were discovered in a 112,000-square-kilometer marine
area under Cuban jurisdiction in the Gulf of Mexico. The area has been di-
vided into fifty blocks, each spanning about two thousand square kilometers.
Foreign capital and technology have been introduced through joint venture
contracts, which are operating in seventeen blocks, each with an average ex-
ploration cost of $50 million. In March 2004 the Chinese enterprise Sinopec
signed the “Memorandum on Blocks No. 1, 2, 3 and 4” with the National
Petroleum Company of Cuba (CUPET), and in January 2005 the Shengli
Oilfield Administration Bureau (a division of Sinopec) signed with CUPET
a “product-sharing contract for prospecting in and exploiting three blocks”

For the Cuban population the impact of Cuban-Chinese trade is quite obvi-
ous. Stores throughout the island sell Chinese electric fans, televisions, stoves,
and refrigerators at a cost below average world prices, and almost every Cu-
ban family owns more than one Chinese-brand appliance. Stimulated by the

>«

government’s “Energetic Revolution” campaign, many people have replaced
their inefficient Soviet-era refrigerators with energy-efficient appliances from
the Chinese manufacturer Haier. Many have also replaced their electricity-
intensive lighting with energy-saving Chinese light bulbs. By mid-2009, 1,572
fuel-efficient cars from the Chinese manufacturer Geely had been shipped to
Cuba, and more than 1,000 buses from the Chinese company Yutong had re-
placed the aging retrofitted trucks and trailers known as “camel buses” Dem-
onstrating their linguistic flexibility, many Cubans now use the word Yutong
interchangeably with “public bus.”?’

While trade is crucial to Cuban-Chinese relations, exchanges and coopera-
tion in the fields of social research, education, performing arts, science, sports,
and tourism have also expanded substantially. In the early 1960s China and
Cuba had established several agreements for cooperation in culture and postal
services, but the initiative tapered oft during the subsequent two decades. A
September 1987 agreement on cultural exchange revived interaction in these
areas and provided the basis for a more detailed plan signed during Hu Jintao’s
2004 visit.
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Setting the stage for President Hu’s arrival, in September 2004 the presi-
dent of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), Chen Kuiyuan, led
a delegation to Cuba for the first Cuban-Chinese Forum on Social Science.
The event, held in collaboration with the Cuban Ministry of Science, Tech-
nology, and the Environment (CITMA), focused on the role of the social
sciences in advancing more effective socioeconomic development policies
and international collaboration. In September 2005 CITMA Vice-Minister
Lina Dominguez led a Cuban delegation to a reciprocal forum in Beijing. The
participants exchanged opinions on the evolution of socialism in Cuba and
in China, a discussion they continued in the third CASS-CITMA forum in
Havana in April 2008, and in a consultation meeting in Beijing in December
2010.%8

Academic exchange between the two countries dates back to the early 1960s,
when 150 Chinese students were sent to Cuba to study Spanish. Suspended in
the mid-1960s, the program resumed again in 1984. In November 2004 the two
countries established scholarships to support the exchange of thirty Cuban
students for twenty Chinese students per year. The program was expanded
in 2006 to one hundred scholarships each way, and the Cuban government
expressed its willingness to host 1,260 Chinese senior middle-school gradu-
ates from central and western China. During his 2008 visit to Cuba, President
Hu delivered a speech at Tarara Student City, home to some three thousand
Chinese students, in which he confirmed China’s intention to send five thou-
sand students to Cuba by 2011 to help create a human platform for sustainable
bilateral cooperation. In support of these initiatives, both countries have orga-
nized three meetings between Cuban and Chinese university presidents held
in Havana (2002), Beijing (2004), and Havana (2006).

State-to-state cooperation has allowed China to build educational ex-
changes and capacity in priority areas. In 2007 the China Scholarships Coun-
cil funded twelve thousand young Chinese to study overseas; four hundred of
these went to Cuba to study medicine and tourism, and in 2008 that number
doubled. As a senior representative of the council explained, the program was
strategically designed to maximize human impact: “the Chinese students we
send to Cuba to study medicine are overwhelmingly from the western prov-
inces of China, because that is where our central government is trying to de-
velop infrastructure and social programs. So these doctors will return from
Cuba to western China and fill an important need. In the meantime, a sig-
nificant number of Cuban doctors are in western China, filling the need for
the short term”? Medical exchange with Cuba is fresh in the minds of many
Chinese in the wake of the Wenchuan earthquake in May 2008. Cuba imme-
diately sent a medical team to assist in the most devastated areas, and on May
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24 Premier Wen Jiabao visited the team, stating that its superior level of profes-
sional skill would maximize relief to the earthquake victims. The Cuban am-
bassador to China, Carlos Miguel Pereira Hernandez, also praised the efforts
of the medical team, stating that it was a “symbol of long-standing friendship
between the two nations, and aid to each other in difficult times.”*°

In late 2002 the University of Havana established the Center for Chinese
Language Training. In September 2004, three teachers were sent from China to
the university to supervise a new one-year Chinese-language course through
the center, and two more teachers were sent to oversee the second term. Their
contracts were extended, and an additional two teachers were sent for a third
term. This and other Chinese language and culture programs were reinforced
by the establishment of the Confucius Institute in the heart of Havana’s China-
town, which was presented to a Chinese delegation in conjunction with Presi-
dent Hu’s November 2008 visit.

Cuba and China believe that language training is an important component
of broader technological and industrial cooperation, and technicians are usu-
ally enrolled in courses to become more familiar with each other’s linguistic
and cultural backgrounds. Language training has therefore been increasingly
coordinated with more technical spheres of collaboration, such as scientific
and technological programs. Even before the collapse of the Soviet Union three
such programs had been implemented, and in March 1990 the first Joint Com-
mittee on Scientific and Technological Cooperation was established. Since
then this committee has met every two years to draw up a biennial plan; in Oc-
tober 2003 (at the committee’s sixth meeting) a plan for cooperation in health,
information, and agriculture was signed. The first Symposium on Sino-Cuban
Biotechnology Development and Human Health was convened in February
2004, and a memorandum of understanding promoting cooperation in this
field was signed in November of the same year. The Working Group on Bio-
technological Cooperation was established in May 2005, coinciding with the
seventh meeting of the Joint Committee, resulting in a five-year plan for coop-
eration in this field. The second and third meetings of the working group were
held in October 2006 and September 2008. All of these forums and meetings
have promoted cultural understanding as a key component of successful tech-
nical cooperation.

Bilateral visits are often timed to coincide with preparations for broader
multilateral forums, providing Cuban and Chinese officials with opportuni-
ties to preview matters of mutual concern. September 2009, for instance, was
a high point of bilateral activity in the lead-up to the UN General Assembly.
That month, Vice-President Ricardo Cabrisas arrived in Beijing at the head
of a high-level delegation to participate in the Twenty-Second Session of the
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Joint Committee on Scientific and Technological Cooperation. Cabrisas was
preceded by Cuban Foreign Minister Bruno Rodriguez, who visited Beijing to
hold talks with his counterpart, Yang Jiechi. Shortly thereafter, Wu Bangguo,
president of China’s Permanent Committee of the National People’s Assembly,
visited Havana to consult with Cuban National People’s Assembly President
Ricardo Alarcén and with President Raul Castro himself.

Cuba has the most highly developed biotechnology and pharmaceutical
sectors in Latin America, largely because the Cuban government has invested
heavily in health programs, with considerable frontline medical staffing and
research output. The weakness of the sector lies in its manufacturing capac-
ity, and for this reason Chinese assistance has been important in translating
Cubas’s research results into products suitable for distribution through state
and market channels. Conversely, Cuban technology transfer and investment
has resulted in biopharmaceutical factories in Beijing (producing anti-cancer
drugs), Changchun (interferon), Shandong (drugs for blood diseases), and
Xinjiang—all of them manufacturing products to be sold in both China and
Cuba. Cuba has expressed its desire that future Chinese investment in the sec-
tor be directed toward the manufacture of drugs in Cuba to meet demand both
at home and in other Latin American countries.

Another key area of cooperation is tourism, a sector that has become a
prominent driver of Cuba’s economic development. In April 2007 a Cuban
tourism office was established in Beijing, and in July a memorandum of un-
derstanding entitled “Operational Plan for Chinese Tourist Groups Visiting
Cuba” was signed, coming into force in November of the same year. This
project has permitted a number of Chinese tourist groups to visit Cuba. The
numbers are not significant as yet, but could grow if direct flights are es-
tablished. Owing largely to its unique natural endowments, Cuba attracts
more than two million tourists per year, and Cuban tourism enterprises are
making efforts to create a more accommodating environment for Chinese
tourists.

The Cuban and Chinese governments have worked together to build the
tourism market and establish facilities through joint ventures. On February
3, 2010, a jointly owned Cuban-Chinese hotel managed by the Spanish con-
sortium Melid was inaugurated in Shanghai’s Pudong Financial District in the
presence of the Cuban minister of tourism. This was a first in many ways:
the collaboration of two socialist state enterprises, Xintian (Suntime) and Cu-
banacan, opened access for a private Spanish company into the Chinese mar-
ket. The next phase of the project, now underway, is to complete a $1 billion
holiday resort in Havana’s Marina Hemingway resort.

Cuban-Chinese joint commercial ventures are often integrated with attempts
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to maximize technology transfer, with the aim of progressing from initial
sales of Chinese products to their eventual manufacture in Cuba. For instance,
shortly after the collapse of the Soviet Union, China shipped 500,000 bicycles
to Cuba. The success of the initiative led to a similar export-to-production
scheme for electric fans, and more recently for household appliances and heavy
machinery.

Following the successful sale of Chinese washing machines, televisions, air
conditioners, and refrigerators to Cuba, Hu Jintao signed sixteen accords in
2004 pledging Chinese support for the domestic manufacture of these and
other goods, a promise that has materialized in a three-story production facil-
ity near Havana’s Lenin Park. Similarly, the buses sold to Cuba by the Chinese
company Yutong arrived together with thirty Chinese technicians, commis-
sioned to teach their Cuban counterparts how to build them. Like the train-
ing in electrical appliances, this kind of human capital development will pro-
vide a valuable source of specialized talent as Cuba integrates into the world
economy.

The world economic crisis that hit at the end of 2008 had an impact in all
countries of the world, and Cuba and China were no exceptions. For Cuba the
crisis only made a bad situation worse. The annual hurricane season in 2008
(from June to December) was one of the most destructive in twenty years. The
storms hit the island at a moment when the country was trying to redesign its
economic model, introducing necessary changes of “structures and concepts”
as President Raul Castro announced in July 2007. The process led to the Sixth
Party Congress in April 2011 and the adoption of draft guidelines for the gov-
ernment’s future economic policy. This is a moment when the Cuban leader-
ship needs to emphasize its relationships with its key economic allies, China
among them.

Although the crisis had an effect on China, most experts concur that it
is one of the few countries that was able to minimize the pernicious conse-
quences. Furthermore, China’s domestic economic policies in times of crisis
have been designed to diminish the social costs. In the period after the crisis,
the Chinese economy became the second largest in the world. This and other
factors enhance Beijing’s influence in the whole world. Latin America and the
Caribbean is one of the regions where China has more prospective interests.*
Although the Chinese government avoids clashing directly with the United
States in its spheres of influence, and Latin America and the Caribbean have
traditionally been defined as Washington’s backyard, China has been making
important strides and has vital geopolitical objectives in this region.

This context has made it possible for Cuban-Chinese relations not only to
continue as before but also to prosper in certain ways. The enhancement of
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relations after the beginning of the crisis was underlined almost immediately
with the state visit of President Hu Jintao to Cuba at the end of November
2008. During that visit more than ten bilateral agreements were signed be-
tween the two countries as part of the accords reached in the Twenty-First
Session of the Joint Intergovernmental Commission on Economic and Tech-
nical Cooperation, which took place in Havana shortly before Hu’s arrival.
Among the most beneficial of these agreements for Cuba were the postpone-
ment of payments on the trade deficit until 2018 and a credit line for $7 mil-
lion for another five years. There was also an accord of mutual recognition
of titles. China also agreed to give Cuba a $70 million credit for the repair
and refurbishing of the health facilities on the island. The political talks be-
tween Hu and former president Fidel Castro and President Raul Castro were
broadly and positively reported on in the Cuban press.

To underline Cuba’s favorable attitude toward China, Fidel Castro dedicated
his March 29, 2009, reflexion to China, calling it “the future great economic
power”® Referring to the forthcoming London Summit of the G-20, he stated:
“As one can appreciate, the influence of the People’s Republic of China in the
London meeting will be enormous from the point of view of the economic
crisis. This had never occurred before when the power of the United States was
supreme in this field” He followed up this message the next day with another
contribution in the same vein, echoing a DPA (Deutsche Presse Agentur) news
dispatch from London, which argued that China would demand a greater role
in world economic governance for the developing countries.>*

The Future of Cuban-Chinese Relations

The history and contemporary development of China-Cuba relations bode
well for the future. The main reasons for the estrangement between the two
governments in the 1960s have disappeared. In the years since then, China has
become the second-largest economy in the world and now exercises global
political influence second only to that of the United States. It can be argued that
no major international economic or political problem can be solved without
Chinese participation and cooperation.

Cuba has been able to survive as an independent socialist state, very similar
to China in many ways and with an unprecedented regional standing in Latin
America and the Caribbean. One of the main reasons for Cuba’s “soft power”
has been its ability to survive while fighting against the U.S. economic block-
ade. In this light, as Cuba’s ambassador to China recently put it, “The relation-
ship between Cuba and China has been and will continue to be of decisive

significance. . . . Cuba and China have reached increasing consensus.”*
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The two countries share similar ideologies and values, and both have pur-
sued socialism with locally adapted characteristics. Each continues to advocate
multipolarity in global affairs while opposing hard-power politics and external
intervention, providing a strong basis for political cooperation. It is the hope of
both countries that their approaches to collaboration and technology transfer
will advance a more locally beneficial and reasonable mechanism of interna-
tional engagement.*® Furthermore, both leaderships have adopted the position
of letting bygones be bygones, avoiding references to the fifteen to twenty years
of disagreements. On this basis, the firmness of the bilateral political relation-
ship can never be sufficiently underlined.

The intensifying political, cultural, scientific, and commercial dimensions of
Cuban-Chinese relations have brought about an important economic transfor-
mation as new areas of collaboration, such as medical services and education,
emerge. These are now key features of Cuba’s export portfolio and were integral
to the rapid rise in bilateral trade to $2.29 billion in 2007.> The diversification
of trade signifies a major change in the relationship, which for many years saw
China exporting to Cuba significantly more than it imported, with the deficit
financed by Chinese loans.

In early 2008 Raul Castro formally took office as Cuba’s head of state,
quickly demonstrating his considerable experience and pragmatic approach
to economic restructuring. He has begun to implement reforms that steer
certain productive sectors toward a market economy model—in the area, for
instance, of agricultural production and in the management of enterprises to
encourage economic vitality and efficiency. This process of restructuring will
generate business opportunities for Chinese enterprises in numerous sectors.
This process was ratified at the Sixth Party Congress, with Hu Jintao warmly
congratulating Raul Castro on his election as first secretary of the Central
Committee of the Cuban Communist Party.

In terms of territory, population, economy, historical traditions, and cultural
identity, the differences between Cuba and China are so great that it would be
impossible for Cuba to duplicate the Asian giant’s development model, as some
have suggested it should do.

Nevertheless, several aspects of the reform processes introduced in China
are extremely important for Cuba to emulate if it is to achieve Raul Cas-
tro’s objectives as articulated in the guidelines adopted at the Sixth Con-
gress.’® Among these are the enhancement of productive forces as a means
of achieving socialist goals; the principle that socialism is built according
to the specific characteristics of each country; the pragmatic reformulation
of economic policy; more effective use of monetary-commercial relations
through the socialist market economy; and the monitoring and refinement
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of newly introduced measures to address any unintended outcomes of the
reform process.

Principles such as these have enabled the Chinese leadership to lift 300 to
500 million people out of poverty in a relatively short time, to create a middle
class of some 180 to 200 million, and as a result to endow the country with
significant social stability. These achievements have not been free of negative
consequences, but it must be acknowledged that there is no perfect society, and
that the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party are the first to admit these
difficulties.

In the more immediate term, Cuba also has much to offer China. The
country’s oil industry represents a key opportunity for Chinese firms, which
are encouraged by the discovery of potentially large reserves in the Gulf of
Mexico. The rapid development of the Chinese economy has dramatically
increased its demand for oil, leading the Chinese government to implement
strategies to secure multiple supply sources. Because Cuba would benefit
from China’s demand for oil, there is enormous room for bilateral coopera-
tion in this field. Due to its lack of exploration and production capacities,
Cuba needs help in finding and accessing its oil reserves. For some years
Sinopec has carried out onshore oil exploration in the west of Cuba, and the
Cuban government now wishes to cooperate with Chinese oil enterprises
that are capable of ultra-deepwater drilling to explore and exploit offshore
oilfields.

Just as China’s demand for oil is increasing, so too is its demand for nickel.
Cuba is endowed with major nickel deposits and is an important world sup-
plier, creating another significant nexus for mutually beneficial development.
The two countries have reached an agreement on strategic cooperation in this
field, and further measures to facilitate the export of Cuban nickel ore to China
are under exploration.

Significant room exists for boosting bilateral economic and trade relations.
As the Cuban ambassador to China stated in September 2008, “today, what is
important to Cuba is to push and support the participation of Chinese enter-
prises in the Cuban market. It means not only increasing joint investment in
well-known fields, but also promoting investment and cooperation in modern
technology, import substitution, renewable electricity sources, telecommuni-
cations, transportation, infrastructure facilities, and other sectors. At the same
time, Cuba will increase investment in China, especially in health services and
biological products manufacturing.”®® One important factor in Havana’s new
economic policies, which might be very important for its relations with China,
is the emphasis that Raul Castro has placed on the need to control Cuba’s ex-
ternal debt.
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Following these ideas and principles, relations between Cuba and China
will continue to develop and increase in both the economic and political fields.
For Cuba, China is a strategic ally, especially because of its world role, but also
because of its increasing economic strengths. For China, Cuba is a vital link
with Latin America and the Caribbean. Cuba has established a number of alli-
ances in the region—with Venezuela, Brazil, Argentina, and other countries—
which can only benefit Beijing. The geopolitical and ideological implications of
Cuban-Chinese relations can never be sufficiently emphasized. Recent devel-
opments have demonstrated that Cuba exercises a very active and influential
foreign policy, especially in Latin America and the Caribbean, a region where
its interests coincide with those of Beijing.

It is difficult to envisage that the U.S. government could ever pressure China
into abandoning Cuba. Furthermore, the normalization of Cuban-U.S. rela-
tions would not damage China in any way.
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