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CUBA:  The Caribbean’s Hottest Destination

By: Stanley Turkel, MHS, ISHC

The confluence of two disparate events makes me believe that my recent trip to Cuba was superbly timed.  First, the Elian Gonzalez controversy and then the actions of the U.S. Congress in granting permanent normal trading privileges to China.

During the height of the Elian Gonzalez action, Havana was quiet and normal:  one large peaceful demonstration, no soldiers, no police, no pictures of Fidel.  In some of the schools we visited (elementary, secondary, vocational, university) there were picture posters of Elian.  Vehicle traffic was light as usual; a consequence of few new cars and a shortage of fuel.  But there were lots of people on foot and bicycles and on public transportation such as it is: double bus bodies pulled by a tractor trailer cab (called The Camel).  

The streets are apparently safe and relatively free of crime:  no beggars, no homeless but long lines of people waiting patiently to buy the famous Coppelia ice cream.

Of course there is no opposition press, no anti-government political parties, no free elections.  There is rationing and what appears to be a benevolent governmental dictatorship.  With the shortages of building supplies, the monumental city of Havana has derelict buildings everywhere in need of repair, plastering and painting.  Despite these severe shortages, Cuba has devoted its limited resources to education with 98% literacy and universal health care for all.

Second, now that the Congress has granted permanent normal trading privileges to China, it must decide whether it has the courage of its convictions on lifting the trade embargo on Cuba.  The USA and Cuba are natural trading partners 

and the anachronistic US embargo has deprived US companies of numerous opportunities to do business in Cuba.  Washington’s travel restrictions above cost US tour companies, travel agencies, airlines, and hotel and catering chains billions of dollars a year in lost tourism revenues.

The number of visitors from other countries (Europe, Middle East, South America, Canada and Mexico) grew from 340,300 in 1990 to 1.4 million in 1998.  The island hosted 1.9 million in 1999 and expects this total to increase to 2.5 million in 2000.  The number of hotel rooms has more than doubled since 1990 and will total 50,000 by 2000.

Tourism in Cuba has grown an average of 19.3% for the past five years while the rest of the Caribbean, including Cuba, has experienced growth rates of only 4.3% during the same period.

Cuba is 12.5 times bigger than Puerto Rico and offers great opportunities for development because it is the least commercialized Caribbean country.  For nearly 400 hundred years, Cuba was the main gateway to Spain’s vast American empire.  Beautiful cities such as Havana, Matanzas, Trinidad, Sancti Spiritus, Camaguey, Bayamo, Baracoa and Santiago de Cuba await visits from Americans.  Havana with 2.1 million inhabitants is the largest city in the Caribbean.  Founded on its present site in 1519, its picturesque old town is a designated UNESCO World Heritage site.

The richness of Cuban culture is well reflected in its many museums, several dozen of which are in Havana.  To quote from “CUBA:  A Lonely Planet Travel Survival Kit” (1997):



This is one of the last truly unspoiled countries in 



the world, free of the surly locals and drug trade 



present on some other Caribbean islands.  The 



hotels are numerous and inexpensive and visitors 



can also stay in private homes. For the tourist 



who wants only a week or two in the sun, Cuba 



provides various smart resorts, plus glimpses 



of history in the making.

Despite the U.S. ban or tourism, Cuba has become a hot destination for American tourists.  It is estimated that 150,000 Americans visited Cuba in 1999. 

A recent article in Business Week (March 27, 2000) entitled “How To Make Havana Dreams Happen” reports that “with a little homework your vacation can be perfectly legal”:



Who can go (to Cuba) without special permission?  



Apart from the obvious categories of journalist and 



academic, all kinds of people qualify: doctors who 



want to tour medical clinics; architects who want to 



view historic sites and perhaps musicians who want 



to observe Afro-Caribbean rhythms in action.  



Washington requires only that the trip “comprises 



a full work schedule” and that the result “has a 



substantial likelihood of public dissemination”.



For qualified travelers, Marazul Tours in Weehawken, 



N.J. (800-223-5334), flies a round-trip charter from



New York to Havana every Friday.  While most trips 



also are restricted to “full-time professionals,” the 



Center for Cuban Studies in New York 



(www.cubaupdate.org or 212-242-0559) offers trips 



for nonprofessionals as well.

Our week long trip included beaches and sun, live music, farms, schools, Passover seder at a Havana synagogue, reforestation projects, hospitals, historic forts and old Havana complete with a display of restored classic automobiles.  We stayed at the Hotel Nacional de Cuba, a five star hotel built in 1930.  We toured in new Volvo air-conditioned busses (made in Brazil) complete with bathroom at the rear.

The New York Times (June 3) reported that Cuban officials are receptive to negotiating settlements regarding claims of seized assets.  In Cuba, professionals are linked with colleagues throughout the world via the Internet, entrepreneurial

business are increasing, U.S. dollars are legal tender, European and Canadian 

tourists are everywhere and foreign investors are making profits.  Hasn’t the time come for an end to the U.S. embargo and a rebuilding of mutually respectful Cuban-American relations?

Stanley Turkel is a New York City-based hotel consultant specializing in litigation support services, asset management and operational audits.  He can be reached at stanturkel@aol.com or 212-838-5467.
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