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MINDS ON 

Just imagine it is the middle of winter 

and the spring break is just around the 

corner. One day at school a friend tells 

you that her family will be going to 

Cuba for a week holiday! Wow! 

Beaches, warm weather, can’t wait. The 

day finally arrives and off your friend 

flies to Cuba. When the family lands 

and clears customs they take a bus to 

their resort. The weather is great and the 

scenery is beautiful. On your friend’s 

Facebook she mentions how quickly 

she notices the cars passing by are not 

Corollas, SMART cars or Nissan. In fact the cars 

are vintage American cars from the 1950s! You 

think your friend must be in a time warp! Since 

1960 Cuba has been under an American economic 

embargo that has drastically restricted trade and 

importation of modern goods. Why has this 

embargo gone on for over 50 years? Why has the 

United States suddenly signaled it is reversing 

aspects of this policy? What could the United 

States and Cuba gain from improved relations? 

SETTING THE STAGE 

Review the following quotes and accompanying 

backgrounders. Determine if the information 

provided supports the quote’s message. 

Why does the U.S. want a change? 

“Today, America chooses to cut loose the 

shackles of the past so as to reach for a 

better future — for the Cuban people, for 

the American people, for our entire 

hemisphere, and for the world.” 

– U.S. President Barack Obama, 
December 17, 2014 

1
 

Relations between the U.S. and Cuba have been 

confrontational since the 1959 Cuban Revolution, 

during which rebels led by Fidel Castro drove out 

forces loyal to the American-supported dictator 

Fulgencio Batista. In 1960 Castro declared Cuba to 

be a communist state and accepted aid from the 

Soviet Union (present-day Russia). The Americans 

responded in 1961 by supporting an invasion by 

exiled Cubans. The military action failed and 

added to the strain in relations. Tensions escalated 

when the Soviet Union placed nuclear missiles in 

Cuba. President John F. Kennedy demanded the 

removal of the missiles and authorized a blockade 

of the island nation. The Soviets agreed to remove 

the missiles much against the wishes of the Castro 

government. Cuba was declared an enemy of the 

U.S. with economic and political ties cut. 

Why alter this 50-year-old policy? The U.S. 

embargo has not stopped other nations from 

trading and investing in Cuba while American 

companies have been denied permits from their 

own government. Recently Cuba claimed it has 

discovered a large oil reserve in its territorial 

waters that could supply the United States. A 

change in American policy would also improve the 

nation’s image in Latin America which has often 

viewed the U.S. as a bully. 
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Why does Cuba want a change? 

“I don't trust the politics of the United 

States, nor have I exchanged a word with 

them, but this does not mean I reject a 

pacific solution to the conflicts.” 

– Fidel Castro on the announcement of improved 
relations between Cuba and the U.S. 

2
 

Ever since the revolution of 1959, the Cuban 

government has attempted to provide its citizens 

with education, medical services, housing and 

employment. Some of these goals have been 

reached. Cuba has one of the highest literacy 

rates in Latin America. The nation accepts 

medical students from all over the world and 

often sends doctors to under developed nations 

and disaster areas. On the economic side, 

however, the average wage is less than $30 a 

month. The economy is controlled by the 

government and relies mainly on agricultural 

products such as sugar cane. There has been 

limited private business but without modern 

technology and start-up capital there are few 

economic opportunities. One of the major 

economic successes has been tourism. For years 

Canadian and European tourists have provided 

Cuba with badly needed foreign currency. 

Americans are only allowed to visit Cuba for 

educational, humanitarian or family reasons. 

Improved relations could open up tourism in 

Cuba to a huge American market. 

What could hinder improved relations? 

“It’s difficult enough to prepare for a 

war…How can you prepare for a declaration 

of peace? The idea of a siege mentality is 

embedded here.” 

– Carlos Alzugaray, Communist Party member, 
former diplomat and professor,  

University of Havana 
3
 

When President Obama announced the change 

in American policy there were many in the 

Cuban-American community in southern Florida 

who condemned the move. They accused the 

president of abandoning the Cuban people to a 

communist dictatorship. Florida is a key election 

state where the Cuba-American community has 

great influence. President Raul Castro has made 

it clear that Cuba’s system of government will 

remain the same and will not be dictated by the 

Americans in return for improved relations. Will 

the benefits of improved relations overcome the 

obvious obstacles? 

Sources: 

1. Transcript: President Obama's statement on Cuba 

policy change. LA Times (December 17, 2014). 

Retrieved from: latimes.com/world/mexico-

americas/la-president-obamas-statement-on-cuba-

policy-change-20141217-story.html#page=1 

2. Fidel Castro breaks silence on change in Cuba-US 

relations (January 27, 2015). Deutsche Welle. 

Retrieved from: dw.de/p/1EQrU 

3. DeYoung, Karen (January 24, 2015). As 

normalization talks begin, Cubans begin anticipating 

changes to come. Washington Post. Retrieved from: 

washingtonpost.com/world/as-normalization-talks-

begin-cubans-begin-anticipating-changes-to-

come/2015/01/24/3faff45c-a31d-11e4-91fc-

7dff95a14458_story.html 

 

 

 

 

http://www.latimes.com/world/mexico-americas/la-president-obamas-statement-on-cuba-policy-change-20141217-story.html#page=1
http://www.latimes.com/world/mexico-americas/la-president-obamas-statement-on-cuba-policy-change-20141217-story.html#page=1
http://www.latimes.com/world/mexico-americas/la-president-obamas-statement-on-cuba-policy-change-20141217-story.html#page=1
http://dw.de/p/1EQrU
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-normalization-talks-begin-cubans-begin-anticipating-changes-to-come/2015/01/24/3faff45c-a31d-11e4-91fc-7dff95a14458_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-normalization-talks-begin-cubans-begin-anticipating-changes-to-come/2015/01/24/3faff45c-a31d-11e4-91fc-7dff95a14458_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-normalization-talks-begin-cubans-begin-anticipating-changes-to-come/2015/01/24/3faff45c-a31d-11e4-91fc-7dff95a14458_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/as-normalization-talks-begin-cubans-begin-anticipating-changes-to-come/2015/01/24/3faff45c-a31d-11e4-91fc-7dff95a14458_story.html


FEBRUARY 2015 – THE UNITED STATES AND CUBA: FRIENDS AGAIN? 

 

News in Review ∙ CBC Learning ∙ newsinreview.cbclearning.ca 20 

 

VIDEO REVIEW 

As you watch the video, identify comments from each of the following speakers regarding the change in 

American policy and classify them as moderate or extreme. You are trying to answer the following 

question: 

Will moderate or extremist opinions dominate the responses to President Obama’s announcement on 

improved relations with Cuba?  

Note to teacher: Students could be placed into groups and assigned specific speakers for the chart. 

Speaker Opinion Moderate or Extreme? 

Barack Obama 
  

Marco Rubino 
  

Unidentified man 
  

Bobby Jindal 
  

Ted Cruz 
  

Mark Entwistle 
  

Businessman 
  

Ivan Picon 
  

Claudia Hernandez 
  

Stephen Harper 
  

Justin Trudeau 
  

Arch Ritter 
  

Are there more moderates or extremists? How might this impact the move towards improved relations? 
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Post-viewing 

A. When reading statements about issues it is important to analyze the source for bias. Read the 

following quotes and underline words or phrases that indicate a bias. Overall, is the author providing 

a balanced account? 

1 This statement is a comment on the announcement that Cuban President Raul Castro signaled he 

would resign his office after his current term is over: 

“Naturally, journalists, analysts, and so-called Cuba experts immediately began to explore the 

possibilities and ramifications. Many of them proposed the Western Hemisphere’s bloodiest and 

longest-running dictatorship was now possibly just five years away from its end. Furthermore, 

Castro’s choice of a younger, more modern successor born after his brother’s revolution just had 

to be a sign that the island’s communist government was slowly but surely preparing to embrace 

a more democratic political system.” 

 

2 This paragraph discusses the need for the United States to improve trade relations with Cuba or 

see this trade conducted by Latin American nations: 

“Similarly, swift and clean monetary reform would be much easier if Cuba could draw on 

support from the IMF and the World Bank to augment its meagre foreign-exchange reserves. One 

obstacle to that is the United States, where the Helms-Burton law requires America’s delegates to 

vote against Cuba’s admission to international financial institutions. That is a pointless piece of 

bullying. Its only effect is to conspire with Cuba’s own residual Stalinists to make the island’s 

transition to capitalism harder and slower than it should be.” 

 

3 These statements comment on the prisoner exchange between Cuba and the United States as part 

of the deal to improve relations. 

“Cuba is a repressive state, but it will now receive the support of the United States, the world's 

greatest democracy. 

“For compromising on bedrock U.S. values, we received zero commitments from the regime to 

change its ways, to hold free elections, permit dissent, halt censorship and free all political 

prisoners. We abandoned U.S. policy, while the Castro brothers' stranglehold on power just got 

tighter.” 

– Senator Robert Menendez 

Sources: 

1. De la Cruz, Alberto (May 2013). The end of the Castros? The American Spectator. 
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3. Menendez, Robert (December 17, 2014). One-Sided Deal Rewards Cuba Regime. USA Today. 
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B. It appears that improved relations between Cuba and the United States would benefit both nations. 

However there are often negative consequences for any positive action. What might be some negative 

consequences for both nations? 

c. There were many initial reactions to President Obama’s announcement on improved relations with 

Cuba. Examine the following website and scan headlines to identify potential obstacles to improved 

relations: theguardian.com/world/cuba 

 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/cuba



