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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 
In 2025, approximately 40% of the global population lives in countries considered “not free,” 
with a further 40% living in countries considered only “partly free”.1 Leaders of these regimes, 
including Miguel Díaz-Canel, Vladimir Putin, and Xi Jinping, are united by a strong aversion to 
democracy, individual freedoms, and human rights. Their respective authoritarian regimes 
resort to violence, whether it involves the mass incarceration of citizens due to their differing 
beliefs or the use of military force to forcefully impose their dictatorial systems.  
 
These autocracies perceive pro-democratic movements as existential threats and forge 
alliances to solidify their grip on power by exchanging the latest and most effective repressive 
tactics.2 Collectively, autocratic regimes including those in Cuba, Russia, China, and Venezuela 
share the ambition to reshape the current global order predominantly influenced by Western 
democratic values.3 Instead, they seek a system that regards human rights as a sovereign 
matter, prioritizing non-interference to enable them to suppress their citizens with domestic 
and international impunity.  
 
This report opposes the narrative endorsed by the Cuban government and its allies that Cuba’s 
alignment with other autocrats is driven exclusively by economic incentives.4 Rather, over the 
past six decades, Cuba’s authoritarian alliances have involved the exchange of repressive 
methods and active engagement in strategic, military, and intelligence operations. This 
collaborative effort empowers the Cuban regime to modernize its authoritarian system, 
enhance its capability to suppress dissent, and effectively counter common adversaries, 
primarily the United States and its allies. 
 
Part I details Cuba’s long history of repression and autocracy. Part II discusses the Cuban 
regime’s relationship with Russia, China, and Venezuela as case studies of Cuba’s longstanding 
collaborations with other autocratic regimes. Part III analyses the implications of these 
authoritarian alliances amidst a world witnessing a global struggle between democracy and 
authoritarianism. Accordingly, Part IV makes various recommendations to the Canadian 
government regarding how it can counter Cuba’s alignment with authoritarian powers 
alongside like-minded democracies to promote human rights and respect for the rule of law.  

 
1 Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2025: The Uphill Battle to Safeguard Rights, 
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/FITW_World2025digitalN.pdf.  

2 Roger McDermott, "Slavic Brotherhood 2015 Rehearses Anti-Color Revolution Operations," Eurasia Daily Monitor 12, no. 
160 (September 8, 2015), https://jamestown.org/program/slavic-brotherhood-2015-rehearses-anti-color-revolution-
operations/#.VhBIEmflvIU. 

3 "G77 Summit in Cuba Calls for New Global Order," DW, September 16, 2023, https://www.dw.com/en/g77-summit-in-cuba-
calls-for-new-global-order/a-66830925.  

4 "Russia and Cuba Intensify Relationship, but Observers Say It Should Not Raise Spectre of Cold War Fears," Globe and Mail, 
June 23, 2023, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-russia-and-cuba-intensify-relationship-but-observers-say-it-
should-not. 
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SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
While Canada has taken numerous actions in support of several populations living under 
foreign dictatorships, Canadian foreign policy regarding human rights and authoritarianism 
has not been consistently applied. Cuba presents a useful illustration of this point: while 
Canada has condemned the Maduro regime, former Prime Minister Trudeau referred to the 
Cuban regime as an ally – a double-standard that has not gone unnoticed.5 Given Cuba’s 
significant role in the global and growing authoritarian nexus, and the deepening of repression 
on the island, it is increasingly important that Canada and its allies support the Cuban people 
in their struggle for human rights, fundamental freedoms, and democratic governance by 
taking the following steps: 
 

1. Develop a Latin America strategy  
 
To ensure a consistent and principled foreign policy, Canada should develop a Latin American 
strategy similar to its policy in the Indo-Pacific, where security and human rights interests 
dictate the government’s strategic approach towards countries in the region. Canada should 
consider the Cuban regime’s role as the primary driver of authoritarianism in the hemisphere 
and as a key ally of China and Russia in the region.  
 

2. Condemn violations both bilaterally and multilaterally  
 
Canada should denounce the Cuban regime’s acts of repression in bilateral meetings and in 
multilateral venues at every available opportunity. In the past, Canada has repeatedly voted 
against resolutions aimed at holding the government of Cuba accountable for its extensive 
human rights abuses. Canada should stop doing so; should seek to mobilize a global coalition 
of democracies to vote against the election of regimes like Cuba, Russia, China, and Iran to the 
UN Human Rights Council; and should raise human rights issues in Cuba under the Human 
Rights Council’s standing agenda item 4, which relates to “[h]uman rights situations that 
require the Council’s attention, like country-specific abuses”. 
 

3. Request that the CRTC remove Cubavision Internacional from authorized 
distribution  

 
Under the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) rules, 
non-Canadian services must be specifically authorized before they can be distributed in 
Canada, and stations can be removed from the authorized list if in the public interest. Although 
Russian stations RT and RT France have been removed from the list, Russian state propaganda 
continues to be broadcast in Canada via Cubavision Internacional, the Cuban state affiliated 
channel. The CRTC should cease authorization for the distribution of programming and 
services from Cubavision Internacional in Canada.  
 

 
5 Yvon Grenier, "Cuba, sí, Venezuela, no? A Double Standard in Foreign Policy," Open Canada, June 21, 2018, 
https://opencanada.org/cuba-si-venezuela-no-double-standard-foreign-policy/.  
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4. Implement targeted sanctions on Cuban perpetrators of gross human rights 
violations 

 
While Canada has used targeted sanctions more conservatively than the United States, it has 
nonetheless deployed the tool against dozens of officials of foreign dictatorships worldwide, 
including in Venezuela and Nicaragua. However, not a single Cuban official has been subjected 
to targeted sanctions. Given the extent of persecution in Cuba, and the impunity enjoyed by 
Cuban perpetrators, Canada should impose targeted sanctions on Cuban officials responsible 
for gross human rights violations, using the Justice for Victims of Corrupt Foreign Officials 
Act (Sergei Magnitsky Law) or the Special Economic Measures Act.  
 

5. Investigate and condemn the trafficking of Cuban nationals for Russia’s war 
against Ukraine 
 

Canada should commit to supporting a comprehensive investigation into the recruitment, 
transfer, and deployment of Cuban nationals to fight alongside Russian forces, assessing 
whether these practices constitute human trafficking. Ottawa should publicly condemn the 
deployment of Cuban nationals to Russia, as well as pursue accountability measures against 
those responsible, including through sanctions, criminal investigations, and coordinated action 
with international partners. 
 

6. Advocate for the release of political prisoners  
 
Canada should join calls made by the United States Congress and the European Union for the 
release of political prisoners and an end to repression against peaceful pro-democracy 
protesters in Cuba. Canada should return to the practice of making statements publicly, as it 
did more than a decade ago, when then Minister of Foreign Affairs Lawrence Cannon urged the 
Cuban government “to release all political prisoners and to show greater tolerance for Cubans 
who express opposing views,” following the death of Cuban prisoner of conscience Orlando 
Zapata Tamayo. 
 

7. Advance responsible business conduct for Canadian entrepreneurs in Cuba 
 
Canadian entrepreneurs in Cuba should adhere to the Responsible Business Conduct Strategy– 
a framework for Canadian businesses to mitigate harm and promote Canadian values in their 
activities abroad– as well as principles enshrined in international agreements ratified by 
Canada. Canadian agencies operating in this space, including the NCP and the CORE, should 
be properly resourced and able to advise Canadian businesses on the risks of inadvertently 
funding the Cuban military conglomerates that control sectors of the Cuban economy. 
Investors should be provided with education on how to exercise leverage to promote human 
rights.  
 

8. Support information freedom and secure connectivity for the Cuban people 
 

The Cuban regime has systematically weaponized internet access through nationwide 
blackouts, bandwidth throttling, and targeted shutdowns of activists and journalists to 
suppress dissent and prevent international scrutiny. Canada should work with like-minded 
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democracies, civil society organizations, and technology providers to support internet freedom 
and secure connectivity for Cubans. Comparable initiatives have been supported by Western 
governments in Iran, where satellite internet technologies including Starlink have supported 
protesters in their efforts to communicate with the outside world and document abuses since 
the outbreak of mass protests in December 2025. 

9. Engage in dialogue with pro-democracy Cubans

When then- Prime Minister Justin Trudeau was asked during the Public Inquiry Into Foreign 
Interference in Federal Electoral Processes and Democratic Institutions whether he agreed that 
the Canadian embassy in Havana should engage with pro-democracy groups in Cuba, Trudeau 
replied “It is part of the responsibility of every Canadian Mission overseas to engage with 
civil society organizations and, you know, various actors, not just governments of the -- of 
any given country. So I am actually quite certain that Canada does engage with a range of 
civil society actors in Cuba, like everywhere else.”6 Despite this assertion, activists in Cuba 
report that this is not occurring. José Daniel Ferrer of the Patriotic Union of Cuba informed 
one of the authors of this report that the last time the Canadian Embassy invited his 
organization to an event was during the Stephen Harper era. Another pro-democracy activist 
has reported that requests for meetings have gone ignored. It is critical that the Canadian 
Embassy engage with these civil society actors in keeping with its responsibilities. 

6 Public Inquiry Into Foreign Interference in Federal Electoral Processes and Democratic Institutions, Volume 35, 
https://foreigninterferencecommission.ca/fileadmin/user_upload/PIFI_-_Public_Hearings_-_Volume_35_-
_October_16_2024-English_Interpretation.pdf, 149-150. 
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10. Urge the Cuban government to legalize independent civil society to
improve aid delivery

In the current humanitarian emergency, Canada should urgently call on the Cuban government 
to grant legal status to the independent human rights organizations, community associations, 
faith-based initiatives, and pro-democracy groups that already exist across the country. In a 
system where neither transparency nor accountability exists, and where Cubans repeatedly 
report that humanitarian resources are often sold to the population despite being intended for 
free distribution or redirected to members of the repressive apparatus, enabling independent 
civil society to operate legally would create credible, verifiable channels through which 
international assistance could reach the Cuban people directly, without being filtered through 
state bureaucracy or subordinated to the regime's political priorities. This recommendation is 
consistent with Canada's own prior diplomatic position: in the September 2018 Universal 
Periodic Review, Canada urged Cuban authorities to legalize independent NGOs and 
immediately cease persecution and intimidation of human rights defenders. One way to advance 
this objective would be to reform Law No. 54/85, the Law of Associations, which has for decades 
excluded independent human rights groups from obtaining legal recognition. Such a policy 
would align humanitarian assistance with democratic values, reduce the risk of diversion, and 
strengthen the sectors of society indispensable to Cuba's long-term recovery and respect for 
fundamental rights.

https://foreigninterferencecommission.ca/fileadmin/user_upload/PIFI_-_Public_Hearings_-_Volume_35_-_October_16_2024-English_Interpretation.pdf
https://foreigninterferencecommission.ca/fileadmin/user_upload/PIFI_-_Public_Hearings_-_Volume_35_-_October_16_2024-English_Interpretation.pdf


 

 
 

PART I: CUBA’S LONGSTANDING REPRESSION AND AUTOCRACY  
 
Historical Background and the Emergence of Autocracy 
 
On January 1, 2026, Cuba marked 67 years of uninterrupted rule by the same political system, 
making it the longest-lasting dictatorship in the history of Latin America and one of the most 
enduring authoritarian regimes of the modern era after China and North Korea.7 When viewed 
through the lens of democratic participation, the picture is even starker. Since June 1948, Cuba 
has not held a single free and fair national election. The elections scheduled for 1952 were 
aborted by Fulgencio Batista’s coup d’état, which severed the constitutional order established 
under the progressive 1940 Constitution.8 As a result, approximately five generations of 
Cubans have been denied the right to freely choose their government. In historical terms, Cuba 
has spent far more time under authoritarian rule, first under Batista’s dictatorship and then 
under the current totalitarian system, than it ever experienced under democratic governance 
during the republican era. 
 
It was within this context of democratic rupture and institutional fragility that Fidel Castro 
came to power on January 1, 1959. Within mere months of his victory, the new government 
began forging decisive political, economic, and security ties with the Soviet Union.9 This 
realignment rapidly redirected the country toward an authoritarian, and by 1961 openly 
totalitarian, model of governance. The revolution’s early and widely publicized commitments to 
restore the 1940 Constitution and to hold free elections were quickly abandoned, though they 
had been central promises made by Castro and other revolutionary leaders in the late 1950s.10 
Independent media, autonomous labour unions, political opponents, and critics of the regime’s 
pro-Soviet orientation were systematically eliminated through character assassination in state-
controlled media, expulsion from universities, dismissal from workplaces and unions, 

 
7 The Cuban regime came to power via a revolution established on January 1, 1959. Chinese communist leader Mao Zedong 
declared the creation of the People's Republic of China on October 1, 1949; September 1, 1948 marks the establishment of the 
Democratic People's Republic of North Korea. 

8 Leandro Querido, "Cuba: 70 Years Without Democracy," Latinoamérica21, March 10, 2022, 
https://latinoamerica21.com/en/cuba-70-years-without-democracy/. 

9 Radoslav Yordanov, "The Long Misunderstanding: Cuba's Economic Ties with the Soviet Bloc," Journal of Cold War Studies 
25, no. 4 (December 31, 2023), https://direct.mit.edu/jcws/article/25/4/24/118959/The-Long-Misunderstanding-Cuba-s-
Economic-Ties. 

10 In all manifestos issued by the opposition during the struggle against dictator Fulgencio Batista from the Montreal Pact on 
June 2, 1953, to the Pact of Caracas on July 20, 1958, reference is made to the return of democracy in Cuba, particularly re-
establishing the 1940 constitution and the holding of free elections. “To declare under formal promise that the provisional 
government will hold general elections for all offices of the state, the provinces and the municipalities at the end of the year 
following the norms of the 1940 Constitution and the Electoral Code of 1943 and that all power will be given immediately to 
the elected candidates …We want elections but with one condition: truly free, democratic and impartial elections,” stated The  
Sierra Maestra Manifesto (July 12, 1957) translated from Spanish to English in Luis Plazas, "Revolutionary Manifestos and 
Fidel Castro Road to Power" (MA thesis, University of Central Florida, 2004-2019), 102-103, 
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=5785&context=etd. 
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imprisonment, forced exile, and, in some cases, execution.11 What began as a movement 
claiming to restore constitutional democracy thus evolved rapidly into a centralized system of 
political control that extinguished pluralism and foreclosed Cuba’s already fragile democratic 
trajectory. 
 
This abandonment of political pluralism was not merely ideological; it was institutionalized 
through the deliberate construction of a repressive state apparatus. The regime’s strategic 
alignment with the Soviet Union was accompanied by the rapid development of intelligence 
and internal security structures modeled explicitly on Soviet doctrine. In 1961, Cuba 
established the Directorate of General Intelligence (Dirección General de Inteligencia, DGI, 
which is today known as the Directorate of Intelligence, DI) under the direct tutelage of Soviet 
advisers.12 This collaboration professionalized Cuban intelligence according to Soviet standards 
while embedding a security culture that viewed independent civic activity as inherently 
subversive. Dissent was reframed as a threat to state security rather than a legitimate form of 
political participation, which is a mentality that continues to shape the regime’s propaganda, 
its punitive response to social demands, and the enduring militarization of civilian life. 
 
Over the following decades, Cuba underwent a process of deep institutional and social 
“Sovietization.” Thousands of Soviet diplomats, technicians, and advisers lived and worked on 
the island, while tens of thousands of Cubans were sent to the Soviet Union and other socialist 
countries to study, train, or work.13 Many learned Russian and became specialists in technical 
and scientific fields at Soviet universities. Soviet influence extended beyond institutions into 
everyday life: Russian appliances, films, cartoons, and television programming dominated 
Cuban popular culture during the 1970s and 1980s, shaping the worldview of an entire 
generation raised within a tightly controlled ideological environment.14 
 
Cuban security services also developed close operational ties with the secret police of other 
socialist states, most notably the German Democratic Republic. East Germany’s Ministry for 
State Security (Stasi), itself created and supervised by Soviet intelligence agencies, became a 
key partner in exchanges of repressive expertise.15 In 1981, high-ranking Stasi officials traveled 
to Cuba at the invitation of the Cuban Ministry of the Interior to share methods of political 
control and to coordinate strategies aimed at preventing mass mobilizations similar to Poland’s 

 
11 A review of most issues published by Mella, the magazine of the Socialist Youth between 1960 and 1964 sheds light on 
character assassination in early revolutionary Cuba as well as the radicalization of the revolution.  

12 Central Intelligence Agency, The Cuban Situation, Intelligence Memorandum, CIA-RDP79-00927A006300020004-9 
(Washington, DC: declassified document, n.d.), 2, https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP79-
00927A006300020004-9.pdf. 

13 Isabelle DeSisto, "Expectations versus Reality: Cuban Students' Encounters with Late Soviet Socialism," Cahiers du Monde 
Russe 60, no. 4 (2019): 719-742, https://journals.openedition.org/monderusse/13309. 

14 Jenny Cruz Cabrera, María Regina Orúe, and Dmitri Pietro Samsónov, "(Post)-Soviet Diaspora in Cuba," Journal of Cuban 
Studies 8, no. 2 (Winter 2016): 263-295, https://doi.org/10.13169/intejcubastud.8.2.0263.  

15 Michael Levitin, "East Germans Drew Blueprint for Cuban Spying," Miami Herald, November 4, 2007, 
https://www.michaellevitin.com/politics/east-germans-drew-blueprint-for-cuban-spying/. 
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Solidarity movement.16 The long-term effects of these techniques are visible today in the 
systematic infiltration of opposition groups, the use of disinformation and character 
assassination, pressure on family members, and the forced exile or imprisonment of activists.17 
 
Alongside these security practices, Cuba absorbed and adapted authoritarian legal strategies 
developed across the socialist bloc. Dictatorships have historically cooperated to refine 
methods that allow repression to evolve alongside social and technological change. One of the 
most consequential of these shared techniques was the instrumentalization of law as a tool of 
political control. Cuba’s penal code, adopted in the late 1970s and modeled on Soviet and 
Eastern European legislation, became one of the most restrictive in the socialist world.18 
Rather than relaxing repression as new communication technologies emerged, the regime 
expanded its legal framework to criminalize expression and association under the guise of 
legality, reinforcing authoritarian control through judicial means. 
 
These institutional transformations had profound social consequences. The meaning of being a 
“revolutionary” in Cuba was repeatedly redefined to suit Fidel Castro’s political agenda, and by 
the summer of 1961, revolutionary identity had come to signify adherence to socialism and 
unconditional loyalty to the regime. As a result, revolutionary university students who had 
fought against Fulgencio Batista were expelled from universities for exercising their right to 
protest in defense of university autonomy, a right which had been won by Cuban students 
during the 1933 Revolution and enshrined in the 1940 Cuban Constitution, which generations 
of students had defended throughout the republican era.19 
 
At the same time, a new generation of revolutionary writers and artists was subjected to 
censorship, marginalization, and professional ostracism for advocating freedom of expression, 
independent cinema, and editorial autonomy within revolutionary Cuba. 20 By the mid-1960s, 
the regime had institutionalized forced labour as a mechanism of political and social control, 
targeting homosexuals, religious believers, intellectuals, and others deemed incompatible with 
the totalitarian ideal of the “New Man,” a concept promoted by Che Guevara that rejected 

 
16 Wilson Center Digital Archive, "Excerpts of a Transcript from April 3, 1977 of a Meeting between East German Leader Erich 
Honecker and Cuban Leader Fidel Castro," https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/transcript-meeting-between-
east-german-leader-erich-honecker-and-cuban-leader-fidel-castro; "East Germans Visit Cuba," New York Times, November 
12, 1968, https://www.nytimes.com/1968/11/12/archives/east-germans-visit-cuba.html.  

17 Michael Lima in conversation with José Daniel Ferrer, April 10, 2020. 

18 Human Rights Watch, Repressive Machinery: Human Rights Forty Years After the Revolution (June 1999), 
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1999/cuba/Cuba996-01.htm#P359_16110; Manuel Lopez-Rey y Arrollo, "Los codigos penales 
de Cuba y China," Agencia Estatal Boletin Estatal del Estado, 604, 
https://www.boe.es/biblioteca_juridica/anuarios_derecho/abrir_pdf.php?id=ANU-P-1981-20059900612. 

19 Michael Lima, "Reflections on the Cuban Student Movement: 1952-1961," in Alessandra Lorini and Ducio Basosi, eds., Cuba 
in the World, the World in Cuba (Firenze: Firenze University Press, 2009), 141, 147, 149, 
https://library.oapen.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.12657/34727/356398.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 

20 Fidel Castro, Words to Intellectuals (Havana: National Cultural Council, 1961), 
https://blogs.law.columbia.edu/uprising1313/fidel-castro-palabras-a-los-intelectuales-words-to-the-intellectuals/; Williams 
Luis, Lunes de Revolución: Literatura y cultura en los primeros años de la Revolución cubana (Madrid: Verbum, 2003). 
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individuality, independent thought, and personal autonomy in favor of absolute social 
discipline and ideological conformity. 21 
 
According to historian Abel Sierra, approximately 30,000 Cubans were interned in the Military 
Units to Aid Production (UMAP). Testimonies from former detainees describe systematic and 
brutal abuse, including being buried in pits with only their heads exposed for hours, 
submerged in water tanks until they lost consciousness, or tied to posts or fences and left 
outdoors overnight, exposed to the elements and swarms of mosquitoes. These acts were not 
isolated excesses, but integral components of a system designed to punish, break, and forcibly 
“re-educate” those labeled ideologically deviant.22 
 
The creation of the UMAP camps in October 1965 was not ideologically improvised. Their 
conception and operation drew both operational and ideological inspiration from Mao 
Zedong’s China and from Eastern European communist regimes that had institutionalized 
forced labor and political “re-education” as tools of social control—models that Cuban leaders 
closely studied and, in some cases, actively emulated in the early 1960s, prior to the rupture 
with Beijing.23 These systems emphasized coercion, mass ideological transformation, and the 
elimination of perceived remnants of the pre-revolutionary past, particularly through 
intensified indoctrination of young people. The UMAP thus formed part of a broader project of 
authoritarian social engineering grounded in discipline and fear rather than consent. 
 
In the name of a purported social project that was compelling in rhetoric but fraudulent in 
practice, the revolution that had promised Fulgencio Batista would be the last dictator in 
Cuban history devolved into yet another dictatorship, one that persists to this day.  24 
 

 
21 Lillian Guerra, "Gender Policing, Homosexuality and the New Patriarchy of the Cuban Revolution, 1965-70," Social History 
35, no. 3 (2010): 268, https://doi.org/10.1080/03071022.2010.487378; "ISSA Proceedings 2002 – Metaphor And Argument 
In: Ernesto Che Guevara's 'Socialism And The New Man In Cuba,'" https://rozenbergquarterly.com/issa-proceedings-2002-
metaphor-and-argument-in-ernesto-che-guevaras-socialism-and-the-new-man-in-cuba/. 

22 Abel Sierra Madero, "El Trabajo os hará hombres: Masculinazación nacional, trabajo forzado y control social en Cuba 
durante los años sesenta," Cuban Studies 44 (2016): 335, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44111921.  

23 Yinghong Cheng draws parallels between Cuba’s Revolutionary Offensive period from 1968 to 1970 and Mao Zedong’s Great 
Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution. Both Mao and Castro aspired to a direct path to communism, advocating moral rather 
than material incentives, mass mobilization, and heightened ideological commitment. Although the Revolutionary Offensive 
occurred beginning in 1968, after the establishment of the UMAP camps, broader parallels can nevertheless be observed across 
both contexts during the 1960s. Yinghong Cheng, "Fidel Castro and China's Lesson for Cuba: A Chinese Perspective," China 
Quarterly, no. 189 (March 2007), https://www.jstor.org/stable/20192734. For more specific testimony regarding Raúl Castro’s 
visits to several Eastern European countries during that decade, including Bulgaria, some commentators, such as the writer 
Heberto Padilla, corroborate these influences. See the documentary Improper Conduct, in which the exiled writer Heberto 
Padilla refers to Raúl Castro’s trip to Bulgaria and notes his imitation of a similar initiative implemented there. Néstor Almendros 
and Orlando Jiménez Leal, dirs., Improper Conduct (Mauvaise Conduite) (France: Antenne 2/Les Films du Losange, 1984), 
documentary, https://youtu.be/0W50JqHYwO8?si=l1x5Tmb1hhXSuDvq. 

24 "Ed Sullivan Interviews Fidel Castro," The Ed Sullivan Show, January 11, 1959, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjpnfDwWd7Y&t=65s. 

8

https://doi.org/10.1080/03071022.2010.487378
https://rozenbergquarterly.com/issa-proceedings-2002-metaphor-and-argument-in-ernesto-che-guevaras-socialism-and-the-new-man-in-cuba/
https://rozenbergquarterly.com/issa-proceedings-2002-metaphor-and-argument-in-ernesto-che-guevaras-socialism-and-the-new-man-in-cuba/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44111921
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20192734
https://youtu.be/0W50JqHYwO8?si=l1x5Tmb1hhXSuDvq
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjpnfDwWd7Y&t=65s


 

 

For the past six decades, Cubans have lacked the right to participate in free, pluralistic and 
multiparty elections, where they can decide between candidates with different viewpoints.25 
While Colombians, Chileans, Brazilians and other Latin Americans enjoy this freedom, Cubans 
lack the liberty to elect governments and platforms from varying political orientations.26 
 
Cuba’s electoral system is designed for the current regime to consolidate and maintain power.27 
While in the past decades there have been efforts by various pro-democratic organizations in 
Cuba to propose electoral candidates, these attempts were met with multiple forms of 
repression: in some cases, the regime involved them in fabricated court cases to disqualify 
them, in others they were arrested, imprisoned, and prevented from participating in the 
Nominating Assemblies, the meetings at which citizens are supposed to be able to propose 
candidates.28 For example, Oswaldo Payá and other members of the Christian Liberation 
Movement tried to run as independent candidates for Parliament but were prevented from 
doing so by State Security.29 After facing decades of violence and harassment in retaliation for 
his pro-democracy work, Payá was ultimately killed in 2012, alongside fellow activist Harold 
Cepero, in a car accident organized by the Cuban regime.30 His repression and eventual murder 
is one example forming part of the larger picture of human rights abuses carried out by the 
Cuban regime.   
 
Running for a seat in the National Assembly is a highly controlled process. Three fundamental 
problems with the Cuban electoral system are the following: first, “each candidate must be 
approved by a committee, called the Candidacy Commission, composed of a handful of 

 
25 Freedom House, "Cuba: Freedom in the World 2025 Country Report," https://freedomhouse.org/country/cuba/freedom-
world/2025. 

26 Freedom House, "Cuba: Freedom in the World 2025"; see also the speech delivered by Fidel Castro, Prime Minister of the 
Cuban Revolutionary Government at Civic Square on the occasion of International Workers Day on May 1, 1961, in which he 
says there will be no elections in Cuba because his government is based on direct support of the people: 
http://www.cuba.cu/gobierno/discursos/1961/esp/f010561e.html. In his speech, Castro also stated: “Elections like those, no; 
elections like those they will not have, because the Revolution has simply changed the concept of false democracy.”  

27 Freedom House, "Cuba: Freedom in the World 2025"; "Electoral Abstention as Activism in Cuba," Harvard International 
Review, July 31, 2023, https://hir.harvard.edu/electoral-abstention-as-activism-in-cuba/. 

28 "Cuba Holds Local Elections as Opposition Candidates Condemn Pressure," Agence France-Presse, November 27, 2022, 
https://www.voanews.com/a/cuba-holds-local-elections-as-opposition-candidates-condemn-pressure/6852674.html; Sandra 
Pellegrini and Ana Marco, "Political Repression in Cuba Ahead of the 2023 Parliamentary Elections," Armed Conflict Location 
& Event Data, March 23, 2023, https://acleddata.com/2023/03/23/political-repression-in-cuba-ahead-of-the-2023-
parliamentary-elections/; Amnesty International, "Cuba Revokes Conditional Release of José Daniel Ferrer and Félix 
Navarro," May 8, 2025, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2025/05/cuba-revocan-libertad-condicional-de-jose-
daniel-ferrer-y-felix-navarro/. 

29 Stephen Johnson, "Cuba Loses a Patriot," Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 25, 2012, 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/cuba-loses-patriot; David Hoffman, Give Me Liberty: The True Story of Oswaldo Payá and His 
Daring Quest for a Free Cuba (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2022), 835. 

30 "'Oswaldo Payá Way': Bill Would Rename Street Outside Cuban Regime's Embassy in Honor of the Slain Pro-Democracy 
Activist and Leader," press release, July 21, 2025, https://mariodiazbalart.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/oswaldo-
paya-way-bill-would-rename-street-outside-cuban-regimes-embassy; Robert F. Kennedy Human Rights, "Inter-American 
Commission Holds Cuba Responsible For The Assassination Of Pro-Democracy Leaders Oswaldo Payá And Harold Cepero," 
June 12, 2023, https://rfkhumanrights.org/our-voices/inter-american-commission-holds-cuba-responsible-for-the-killing-of-
pro-democracy-leaders-oswaldo-paya-and-harold-cepero/.  
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organizations loyal to the Communist Party of Cuba, which to date have never nominated 
someone from the opposition”; second, only one candidate is nominated for each National 
Assembly seat, meaning that people cannot choose between candidacies with different 
proposals or faces; and third, Cuba’s new electoral law prohibits campaigning, establishing that 
the system “excludes any type of individual electoral propaganda and any other action aimed 
at influencing voters’ decisions in favor of or against any candidate.” 31 One news article 
summarizes the consequences of this system–  

 
“By their nature they are non-competitive elections, which only serve to seek to 
legitimize the candidates previously selected by the mass organizations subordinated to 
the Communist Party of Cuba (PCC), and procedurally they are inscrutable, because 
there are no cross-checks, independent audits or national and / or international 
electoral observation.”32  

 
This system designed to protect the power of the ruling elite in Cuba is entrenched in the 
Constitution. For example, Article 5 of the Constitution of the Republic of Cuba declares the 
Communist Party of Cuba as the “only” party legally permitted to exist and Article 4 states that 
the socialist system “is irrevocable”.33  
 
Widespread Repression and Gross Violations of Human Rights  
 
The regime has further maintained its grip on power by engaging in persistent repression and 
gross violations of human rights against political adversaries and ordinary citizens alike. 
Former Americas director at Human Rights Watch José Miguel Vivanco has remarked that 
“Castro’s draconian rule and the harsh punishments he meted out to dissidents kept his 
repressive system rooted firmly in place for decades.” Amnesty International similarly 
summarized this legacy in a statement released following the death of Fidel Castro in 2016, 
stating–  
 

“Over more than five decades documenting the state of human rights in Cuba, Amnesty 
International has recorded a relentless campaign against those who dare to speak out 
against the Cuban government’s policies and practices. Over the years, the organization 
has documented hundreds of stories of “prisoners of conscience”, people detained by the 
government solely for peacefully exercising their right to freedom of expression, 
association and assembly.”34 
 

 
31 Manuel Cuesta Morúa and Erik Jennische, "Elecciones en Cuba: Votar sin elegir," Clarín, March 19, 2023, 
https://www.clarin.com/opinion/elecciones-cuba-votar-elegir_0_fe4H6Xnuwc.html. 

32 "Doce preguntas al Consejo Electoral Nacional sobre las votaciones en Cuba," 14ymedio, April 1, 2023, 
https://www.14ymedio.com/cuba/doce-consejo-electoral-nacional-cuba_1_1095622.html. 

33 Cuba's Constitution of 2019, https://faolex.fao.org/docs/pdf/cub184086E.pdf. 

34 Amnesty International, "Fidel Castro's Human Rights Legacy: A Tale of Two Worlds," November 26, 2016, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/11/fidel-castro-s-human-rights-legacy-a-tale-of-two-worlds/. 
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Throughout Castro’s rule, arbitrary detention and repression were commonplace, as 
“thousands of Cubans were incarcerated in abysmal prisons, thousands more were harassed 
and intimidated, and entire generations were denied basic political freedoms.”  35 While there 
is no exact data on the total number of political prisoners in Cuba from 1959 to the present, 
analysts estimated that by the mid-1960s there were approximately 60,000 political 
prisoners.36 Prisoners—including political detainees—were subjected to inhumane conditions 
and systematic ill-treatment, often amounting to both psychological and physical torture. 37 
Former detainees have reported being “forced to live in their own filth, starved, deprived of 
light,” subjected to stress positions, sexual assault, and beatings. 38 Some dissidents died in 
custody while protesting or enduring these inhumane conditions. 39 
 
While sources suggested that long-term politically motivated detentions had subsided in the 
mid-2010s, replaced instead by “the wide use of short-term arrests and ongoing harassment 
of people who dare to publish their opinions, defending human rights, or challenging the 
arbitrary arrest of a relative”40, a new wave of repression began in 2021 following the 
widespread pro-democracy protests of that year.41 The U.S. Department of State 2021 report on 
human rights in Cuba found that these violations included “unlawful or arbitrary killings, 
including extrajudicial killings, by the government; forced disappearance by the government; 
torture and cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment of political dissidents, detainees, and 
prisoners by security forces; harsh and life-threatening prison conditions; arbitrary arrests and 
detentions; political prisoners”, as well as severe restrictions on fundamental rights and freedoms, 
including freedom of expression, association, religious freedom and movement.42 

 
35 Human Rights Watch, "Cuba: Fidel Castro's Record of Repression," November 26, 2016, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/11/26/cuba-fidel-castros-record-repression.  

36 Rosa Berre, Repression in Cuba: A Battle Against the People (CubaNet), 43, 
https://www.cubanet.org/htdocs/ref/dis/repression_in_cuba.pdf.   

37 Robert Barr, "Torture a Frequent Companion in Cuba Prisons, Ex-Inmates Say," Los Angeles Times, August 24, 1986, 
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1986-08-24-mn-17397-story.html; Human Rights Watch, "VI. Treatment of 
Political Prisoners" (1999), https://www.hrw.org/reports/1999/cuba/Cuba996-06.htm; U.S. House of Representatives, 
Further Human Rights Violations In Castro's Cuba: The Continued Abuse Of Political Prisoners (February 16, 2012), 
https://chrissmith.house.gov/uploadedfiles/2012.02.16_further_human_rights_violations_in_castros_cuba_-
_the_continued_abuse_of_political_prisoners.pdf.  

38 U.S. House of Representatives, Further Human Rights Violations; Human Rights Watch, "VI. Treatment of Political 
Prisoners"; Prisoners Defenders, Report to the United Nations Committee against Torture, March 28, 2022, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/53e46e5ce4b0998605b69f6b/t/62431c9c74036743b5561e92/1648565406024/EN%2
020220328%20Report%20to%20the%20Committee%20against%20Torture%20UN%20OHCHR%20Prisoners%20Defenders
.pdf.     

39 John Suarez, "Denouncing Prison Conditions in Cuba Can Get You Killed," Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation, 
December 10, 2024, https://victimsofcommunism.org/denouncing-prison-conditions-in-cuba-can-get-you-killed/; 
Observatorio Cubano de Derechos Humanos, "Llamado urgente: Ya son 4 los manifestantes cubanos muertos en prisión," 
December 4, 2024, https://observacuba.org/llamado-urgente-ya-son-4-los-manifestantes-cubanos-muertos-en-prision/. 

40 Amnesty International, "Fidel Castro's Human Rights Legacy.” 

41 U.S. Department of State, 2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Cuba (2021), 
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/cuba/. 

42 U.S. Department of State, 2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Cuba. 
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This wave of abuse has continued, with numerous credible sources expressing ongoing concern 
regarding the suppression of dissent, in particular the scale of politically motivated arrests and 
detentions.43 In 2022, the General Secretariat of the Organization of American States (OAS) 
condemned the persecution and detention of underage political prisoners, dozens of whom were 
arrested and sentenced following the 2021 protests.44 In late-July 2025, the Special Rapporteur for 
Freedom of Expression of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights called for the 
“immediate release of all persons detained for the legitimate exercise of their rights to freedom of 
expression, political participation, association, and peaceful assembly, including journalists and 
media workers”, noting that according to reports from July 2024 to June 2025, nearly 550 
individuals remained detained for their participation in protests, more than 100 of whom had been 
handed sentences between 10 and 22 years’ imprisonment or corrective labour.45 In 2025, the 
Cuban Observatory of Human Rights documented nearly 200 repressive acts46 in a single 
month, and data verified by Prisoners Defenders based on findings of the UN Working Group 
on Arbitrary Detention showed that Cuba has recorded more confirmed arbitrary detentions 
than any other country in the world since 2019.47 The total number of political prisoners is 
estimated by Prisoners Defenders to be 1,192 as of December 2025.48 These figures demonstrate 
the scale of repression and human rights violations perpetrated by the Cuban regime against its 
own citizens to maintain its hold on power. Mass repression is no accident; it is the foreseeable 
consequence of a system in which judicial powerlessness is absolute. 
 
Impunity for Human Rights Violations 
 
These violations continue, in part, because perpetrators at the highest levels fail to face 
accountability. As documented by a group of 14 NGOs in a report to the United Nations 
Committee against Torture, officials of all branches of the Interior Ministry enjoy impunity in 

 
43 Amnesty International, "Cuba: Amnesty International Designates Four Persons as Prisoners of Conscience in the Midst of a 
New Wave of State Repression," October 23, 2024, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2024/10/cuba-cuatro-personas-
como-presas-conciencia-medio-nueva-ola-represion-estatal/; Organization of American States, "OAS General Secretariat 
Expresses Concern over Health of Political Prisoners in Cuba," May 3, 2022, 
https://www.oas.org/en/media_center/press_release.asp?sCodigo=E-024/22. 

44 Organization of American States, "OAS General Secretariat Expresses Concern.” 

45 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights, "Cuba: SRFOE Condemns State Repression and Calls for Respect and 
Guarantee of the Rights to Freedom of Expression, Association, and Peaceful Assembly," July 31, 2025, 
https://www.oas.org/en/IACHR/jsForm/?File=/en/iachr/expression/media_center/preleases/2025/151.asp. 

46 Including 29 arbitrary detentions and 169 other abuses, documented in Cuba in October amid epidemics, power outages, 
and a major hurricane. Observatorio Cubano de Derechos Humanos, "Informe Octubre: Casi 200 acciones represivas en Cuba 
en octubre, en medio de epidemias y un huracán," November 7, 2025, https://observacuba.org/informe-octubre-200-
acciones-represivas-cuba-epidemias-huracan. 

47 Prisoners Defenders, "WGAD-ONU condena detención arbitraria en Cuba," November 18, 2025, 
https://www.prisonersdefenders.org/2025/11/18/wgad-onu-condena-detencion-arbitraria-cuba/. 

48 Prisoners Defenders, "1,192 presos políticos en Cuba: récord que confirma la crisis social, política y humanitaria," December 
9, 2025, https://www.prisonersdefenders.org/2025/12/09/1192-presos-politicos-cuba-record-crisis-social-politica-
humanitaria. 
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their commission of gross human rights violations.49 Only military courts in Cuba are 
competent to adjudicate against military officers, and all Interior Ministry members are 
considered military officers. This means that any such official accused of committing any 
punishable act (even if the victim is a civilian) may only be prosecuted in military courts.50 In 
1999 Human Rights Watch regarded that “[t]he persistence of human rights violations in 
Cuba is undoubtedly due, in part, to the fact that Cuban officials have faced virtually 
no consequences for the thousands of human rights violations committed in the 
past forty years. [emphasis added]”51  
 
A quarter century later, the same cycle of impunity continues, with the White House publishing 
a statement on June 30, 2025, stating that “The Cuban people have long suffered under a 
Communist regime that suppresses their legitimate aspirations for freedom and 
prosperity, arbitrarily detains dissidents, and holds political prisoners in inhumane 
conditions. Violence and intimidation against dissidents occur with impunity, 
while families of political prisoners face retaliation for their advocacy  [emphasis added].”52 
In fact, in August 2025 the U.S. Embassy in Cuba republished the 2024 Country Report on 
Human Rights Practices-Cuba, asserting that “[t]here were no known cases of prosecution 
of government officials for any human rights abuses, including torture and other cruel, 
inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment.”53  
   
Institutionalized Repression  
 
This repression is not only enabled by impunity but is systematically sustained through 
repressive laws and state-controlled institutions. A wide range of restrictive, vague and broadly 
defined laws create a web of control over many aspects of the lives of ordinary Cubans and 
regime critics alike. For example, under Cuba’s New Penal Code, effective as of December 
2022, 32 ‘crimes’ violate freedom of expression, assembly, association, and peaceful 
demonstration, and criminalize independent journalism.54 The law, specifically articles 120, 
274.1, and 275.1, among others, violates freedom of assembly, association, and expression55 

 
49 Tortura en Cuba: Informe de Organizaciones de la Sociedad Civil al Comité contra la Tortura  (2022), 
https://cubalex.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/informe-Tortura.-Espanol.pdf.  

50 Tortura en Cuba. 

51 Human Rights Watch, Cuba's Repressive Machinery: Human Rights Forty Years After the Revolution (June 1999), 
https://www.hrw.org/reports/1999/cuba/Cuba996-01.htm.  

52 The White House, "Fact Sheet: President Donald J. Trump Strengthens the Policy of the United States Toward Cuba," June 
30, 2025, https://www.whitehouse.gov/fact-sheets/2025/06/fact-sheet-president-donald-j-trump-strengthens-the-policy-of-
the-united-states-toward-cuba/. 

53 U.S. Embassy Havana, 2024 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices-Cuba, September 5, 2025, 
https://cu.usembassy.gov/2024-country-reports-on-human-rights-practices-cuba/.  

54 "Cubalex alerta sobre 11 graves violaciones en nuevo Código Penal cubano," Martí Noticias, September 4, 2022, 
https://www.martinoticias.com/a/cubalex-alerta-sobre-11-graves-violaciones-en-nuevo-código-penal-cubano/333189.html.  

55 Gaceta Oficial de la República de Cuba, Código Penal, no. 93 (September 1, 2022), 
https://www.parlamentocubano.gob.cu/sites/default/files/documento/2022-09/goc-2022-o93_0.pdf; Lucía Alfonso Mirabal, 
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and has been regarded by human rights organizations as a weapon to suppress dissent and 
justify repression.56 Other laws are systematically used by state security to silence journalists; 
according to Freedom House “[a]uthorities continued to use Decree Law 370 to arbitrarily 
detain, fine, and threaten independent journalists and digital activists, while Decree Law 35 
was used for the first time to sanction activists.”57  
 
Additionally, the United Nations Committee against Torture has expressed concern about “the 
lack of independence from the executive and legislative branches within both the judiciary 
and the legal profession.”58 The judiciary is ‘directly subordinate’ to the Cuban Communist 
Party,59 a reality which president of the Supreme Court Rubén Remigio Ferro publicly 
confirmed in 2018, noting that “in practice, judges are required to issue rulings in line with 
PCC policies.”60 Additionally, it has been asserted that “in Cuba there is no freedom to practice 
law”;61 all defense lawyers must be registered in the National Organization of Collective Law 
Offices, which is closely controlled by the state, but not all lawyers are allowed in the 
organization.62  
 
The Cuban government maintains a monopoly on mass media and systematically blocks 
expression that favours democratic reforms or criticizes the Cuban regime.63 In fact, Freedom 
House, noting that “[t]he constitution prohibits privately owned media and restricts speech 
that does not ‘conform to the aims of a socialist society’, regards Cuba as “one of the most 
restrictive media environments in the world.”64  

 
"14 Articles in the Proposed Penal Code Subvert Cubans' Rights," DDC, February 10, 2022, 
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1644510068_37403.html. 

56 "Rights Groups Say New Cuba Penal Code Tougher on Dissent," AP News, May 16, 2022, 
https://apnews.com/article/government-and-politics-cuba-crime-caribbean-913fc14cbe19f65899ca7cf571413af0. 

57 Freedom House, "Freedom of the Net 2022: Cuba," https://freedomhouse.org/country/cuba/freedom-net/2022.  

58 Committee against Torture, Consideration of Reports Submitted by States Parties under Article 19 of the Convention: 
Cuba, June 25, 2012, para. 18, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/731501?ln=en&v=pdf.  

59 U.S. Department of State, Cuba 2023 Human Rights Report (2023), https://www.state.gov/reports/2023-country-reports-
on-human-rights-practices/cuba/. 

60 Freedom House, "Cuba: Freedom in the World 2023" (2023), https://freedomhouse.org/country/cuba/freedom-
world/2023.  

61 Yanelis Ramírez Cruz, "The Freedom to Practice Law in Cuba," Civil Rights Defenders, January 15, 2020, 
https://crd.org/2020/01/15/the-freedom-to-practice-law-in-cuba/. 

62 Ramírez Cruz, "The Freedom to Practice Law"; Amnesty International, "10 Ways Reforms to Cuba's Constitution Would 
Impact Human Rights," November 21, 2018, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2018/11/diez-formas-en-que-la-
reforma-de-la-constitucion-de-cuba-repercutira-en-los-derechos-humanos/.   

63 Amnesty International, "Cuba's Internet Paradox: How Controlled and Censored Internet Risks Cuba's Achievements in 
Education," August 2017, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/08/cubas-internet-paradox-how-controlled-and-
censored-internet-risks-cubas-achievements-in-education/; Amnesty International, "Six Facts About Censorship in Cuba," 
March 11, 2016, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/campaigns/2016/03/six-facts-about-censorship-in-cuba/. 

64 Freedom House, "Cuba: Freedom on the Net 2024 Country Report," https://freedomhouse.org/country/cuba/freedom-
net/2024.  
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The government also remains the primary employer and heavily regulates the limited self-
employment sector, thus depriving the average citizen of autonomy in dealing with the worst 
economic collapse in decades.65 A 2017 report by Amnesty International explains how this 
monopoly on employment silences dissent, as individuals who criticize the government may be 
fired or harassed until they quit their jobs.66 The lack of economic freedom subjects Cubans 
completely to potential political blackmail by the Cuban regime.67 
 
Self-employed workers in Cuba require government permission to initiate their own 
businesses.68 They face the highest taxes in Latin America (up to 50%, the highest in the 
hemisphere where the average taxation is 27%) and can be denied access to wholesale 
products, prevented from opening franchises, and prohibited from establishing businesses with 
their own legal identity.69 A list published in 2021 prohibits 124 private operating activities, 
encompassing key economic sectors and skilled professions.70  
 
According to economist Emilio Morales, before the COVID pandemic, there were over 600,000 
self-employed workers with licenses. However, once they became successful competitors in the 
tourism, transportation, and restaurant industries, challenging state-controlled businesses, the 
Cuban government abruptly halted the issuance of licenses and economic reforms. Further, 
successful entrepreneurs were vilified in official media and faced trials.71 This is not the first 
time that the state has restricted licenses in Cuba. In the mid-1990s, there were 240,000 
licensed entrepreneurs in restaurants, cafés, beauty parlours, and other businesses; by 2006, 

 
65 Amnesty International, "Cuba: Job Sector, a Tool of Repression as Perceived Critics Face Jobless Life," November 16, 2017, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2017/11/cuba-job-sector-a-tool-of-repression-as-perceived-critics-face-
jobless-life/. 

66 Amnesty International, "Cuba: Job Sector." 

67 Michael Lima, "Cuba and Citizen Defenselessness: Root of the Worst Human Rights Violations," Diario Las Américas, 
December 10, 2025, https://www.diariolasamericas.com/opinion/cuba-y-la-indefension-ciudadana-raiz-las-peores-
violaciones-derechos-humanos-n5387012.   

68 U.S. Department of State, 2021 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices: Cuba, https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-
country-reports-on-human-rights-practices/cuba/; CEDA, "August 2024: Cuban Government Approves New Regulations for 
the Private Sector," September 18, 2024, https://www.weareceda.org/ceda-publications/cuban-government-approves-new-
regulations-for-the-private-sector.  

69 Emilio Morales and Juan Antonio Blanco, Cuba y Estados Unidos: La Relación Bilateral (Havana Consulting Group, 
February 2021), 17, http://www.thehavanaconsultinggroup.com/en-US/Articles/Article/91?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1. 

70 Ed Agustini and Kirk Semple, "Cubans Study a Shrinking List of Banned Private Enterprises," New York Times, February 11, 
2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/11/world/americas/cuba-expands-private-enterprise.html. 

71 Miranda M. García, "Young Cubans with Businesses Consider Themselves Entrepreneurs and Not the 'Self-Employed,'" 
October 9, 2023, https://horizontecubano.law.columbia.edu/news/why-do-cuban-self-employed-workers-no-longer-want-be-
known-self-employed; "Locked Up Awaiting Trial in the Combinado del Este, the Owner of the 'Cuban Costco' Fears For His 
Life," Translating Cuba, May 29, 2025, https://translatingcuba.com/locked-up-awaiting-trial-in-the-combinado-del-este-the-
owner-of-the-cuban-costco-fears-for-his-life/.  
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their number had dwindled to 140,000.72 According to testimony provided by the Canadian 
Foundation for the Americas before the Canadian House of Commons Subcommittee on 
International Human Rights, that limitation of licenses, the “move away from market-based 
approaches [was] facilitated by a very lucrative economic alliance with Hugo Chavez, 
Venezuela’s president, who provide[d] cheap oil in exchange for Cuban expertise in areas such 
as health and security, and soft loans from China”.73 This collaboration with other 
authoritarian regimes has played a significant role in sustaining the Cuban regime’s grip on 
power, linking domestic economic control to broader patterns of authoritarian cooperation. 
 
Systemic Crisis, Health Collapse, and Mass Emigration 
 
Today, Cuba is undergoing the most profound crisis since the regime consolidated power in 
1959. Since at least 2020, the country has entered a phase of systemic breakdown characterized 
by the collapse of the electrical grid, persistent shortages of food and medicines, accelerating 
inflation, currency devaluation, and the sustained deterioration of the public health-care 
system. These failures are no longer episodic but structural. Hospitals increasingly operate 
without essential medicines, medical equipment, or even stable electricity, while the collapse of 
sanitation services has sharply elevated public-health risks.74 
 
The economic consequences of this breakdown have been severe. Over this period, Cuba’s GDP 
has contracted by approximately 11 percent, further eroding the state’s capacity to provide 
basic services.75 The crisis was compounded by Hurricane Melissa, which devastated the 
eastern part of the island, destroying an estimated 90,000 homes and 250,000 acres of 
farmland.76 At the same time, widespread unsanitary conditions in cities across the country, 
driven by the breakdown of garbage collection and basic municipal services, have fueled major 
outbreaks of dengue and other mosquito-borne diseases, reaching epidemic proportions. 
Official figures acknowledge more than 70,000 cases of arboviral infections and at least 47 
deaths, including children, though independent assessments indicate that the true toll is likely 
significantly higher.77 

 
72 Cristina Warren, testimony, Subcommittee on International Human Rights of the Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs 
and International Development, House of Commons, 39th Parliament, 1st Session, Number 004 (November 7, 2006), 
https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/39-1/SDIR/meeting-4/evidence. 

73 Warren, testimony. 

74 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2025: Cuba, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-chapters/cuba; 
Carmen Sesin and Orlando Matos, "Cubans Brace for Even More Economic Devastation Amid Threat of No Venezuelan Oil," 
NBC News, January 6, 2025, https://www.nbcnews.com/world/latin-america/cubans-brace-even-economic-devastation-
threat-no-venezuelan-oil-rcna252430. 

75 Andrei Netto, "'History Will Tell': As US Pressure Grows, Cuba Edges Closer to Collapse Amid Mass Exodus," The Guardian, 
January 10, 2026, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2026/jan/10/cuba-regime-polycrisis-collapse-exodus-
economy-migration-us-sanctions-trump.  

76 Michael J. Bustamante, "Cuba on the Brink," Foreign Affairs, January 1, 2026, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/cuba/cuba-
brink. 

77 "Cuba camufló ayuda para la epidemia de chikunguña en un pedido por el huracán Melissa," swissinfo.ch, December 17, 
2025, https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/cuba-camufló-ayuda-para-la-epidemia-de-chikunguña-en-un-pedido-por-el-huracán-
melissa/90655667. 
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This multidimensional crisis is not the result of external shocks alone. It is closely linked to 
chronic policy failures and distorted public investment priorities. According to official data 
from Cuba’s National Office of Statistics and Information (ONEI), in 2024 the government 
allocated 37.4 percent of total state investment to tourism and hospitality, an amount eleven 
times greater than what was directed to education and public health combined.78 This 
deliberate misallocation of resources helps explain why hospitals today lack medicines, basic 
supplies, qualified personnel, and even reliable electricity, despite the scale of the 
humanitarian emergency. 
 
The demographic consequences have been historic. Since 2020, more than 2.7 million people, 
nearly a quarter of Cuba’s population, have fled the island, many of them young and 
professionally trained.79 This mass emigration has further weakened social resilience inside the 
country, depleted critical sectors such as health care, and substantially reduced the 
population’s capacity for sustained and organized civic action. 
 
Refusal to Undertake Democratic and Economic Reforms and Structural 
Powerlessness 
 
The poverty and profound social collapse described above stem primarily from the persistence 
of a rigid, centralized economic system and the ruling elite’s deliberate refusal to enact reforms 
that would economically and politically empower citizens. While external factors, including 
U.S. sanctions, do impose real costs, their impact is vastly amplified by a totalitarian system of 
governance that suppresses private initiative and prohibits independent civil, social, and 
economic organizations. 
 
As a result, Cuban citizens are trapped in a condition of structural powerlessness. They are 
denied the right to freely choose their leaders through genuine elections, barred from forming 
independent NGOs capable of addressing the country’s deep social and economic crises, and 
stripped of the economic liberty required to establish their own businesses or live 
autonomously beyond state control. This enforced dependency leaves the population 
defenseless in the face of systemic failure and chronic deprivation.80 
 
Clandestine surveys conducted inside Cuba further illuminate the true roots of this crisis. More 
than 1,000 interviews carried out for the Cuban Human Rights Observatory’s 2025 Social 
Rights Report reveal that only 3 percent of respondents attribute their hardships to the U.S. 

 
78 Alfonso Hernández, "Cuba invirtió en 2024 mucho más en turismo y hostelería que en educación y sanidad," EFE, March 24, 
2025, https://efe.com/economia/2025-03-24/cuba-turismo-inversion-educacion-sanidad/. 

79 "La emigración cubana en 2025: redistribución global del éxodo y colapso demográfico," CiberCuba, December 30, 2025, 
https://www.cibercuba.com/noticias/2025-12-30-u2-e2-s27061-nid317552-emigracion-cubana-2025-redistribucion-global-
exod.  

80 Michael Lima Cuadra, "The Citizen's Powerlessness: The Gateway to the Worst Human Rights Violations in Cuba," 
Latinoamérica 21, December 21, 2025, https://latinoamerica21.com/en/the-citizens-powerlessness-the-gateway-to-the-worst-
human-rights-violations-in-cuba/. 
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embargo, while more than 92 percent express disapproval of the government.81 These findings 
underscore a critical reality: Cubans overwhelmingly identify internal authoritarian 
governance, and not external pressure, as the principal source of their suffering. 
 
This structural powerlessness is laid bare by the extreme concentration of wealth in the hands 
of the ruling military elite. While most Cubans live in conditions of extreme poverty, including 
enduring multi-day blackouts, empty pharmacies, and collapsing hospitals, the Cuban military 
conglomerate GAESA has amassed at least $18 billion in offshore accounts held in tax havens. 
Shielded from taxation and public oversight, these funds originate from the island’s most 
lucrative sources of foreign currency, including tourism, remittances, and export-related 
activities, as revealed by an investigation published by The Miami Herald.82 
 
Controlled by the family and inner circle of Raúl Castro, GAESA functions as a parallel state 
within Cuba.83 It operates as a closed financial empire beyond the reach of public 
accountability, embodying a form of governance best described as kleptocratic. In this respect, 
the Cuban regime mirrors those of Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Russia: systems characterized by 
the systematic fusion of political power, security apparatuses, and unaccountable wealth. By 
monopolizing strategic sectors of the economy while remaining entirely opaque, GAESA 
epitomizes the corruption and impunity intrinsic to entrenched authoritarianism.84 
 
In a country where ambulances are scarce, but police patrols are routinely stationed outside 
the homes of dissidents, this grotesque contrast between elite affluence and mass deprivation 
demands urgent international scrutiny. It also clarifies a point too often obscured in external 
debates: Cuba’s humanitarian crisis is not the result of an absolute lack of resources, but of 
deliberate political choices that concentrate wealth, insulate power, and deny citizens agency. 
 
Within this context, claims that the U.S. embargo constitutes the primary cause of Cuba’s 
collapse ring hollow. The regime’s demonstrated capacity to shelter billions of dollars offshore 
while denying the population basic services exposes the central role of governance. As Cuban 
citizens themselves attest, the decisive factor is authoritarian control that blocks reform, 
accountability, and citizen participation. 

 
81 Derechos Sociales – Cuba, States of Social Rights in Cuba: Report No. 8 (2025), https://derechossocialescuba.com/states-
social-rights-cuba-report-8-2025/. 

82 Nora Gámez Torres, "Where Is Cuba's Money? Secret Records Show the Military Has Massive Cash Hoard," Miami Herald, 
August 6, 2025, https://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-world/world/americas/cuba/article311488962.html. 

83 Gámez Torres, "Where Is Cuba's Money?" 

84 Michael Lima Cuadra, "Millones de GAESA serían la 'herencia' de Raúl Castro para perpetuar dictadura tras su muerte," 
Diario Las Américas, August 11, 2025, https://www.diariolasamericas.com/america-latina/millones-gaesa-serian-la-herencia-
raul-castro-perpetuar-dictadura-su-muerte-n5380582. 
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PART II: CUBA AND THE AUTHORITARIAN NEXUS  
 
The Cuban regime’s history of human rights abuse, repression, and impunity exist in the 
broader context of globally expanding authoritarianism. Freedom House has documented 19 
consecutive years of decline in global freedom, with 60 countries suffering declines in freedom 
and only 34 countries experiencing improvements in 2024 alone.85 This longstanding decline 
has been described as partly the result of a growing authoritarian nexus, as autocratic regimes 
“are actively collaborating with one another to spread new forms of repression and rebuff 
democratic pressure.”86 This collaboration includes economic, political, security, and 
intelligence dimensions.  
 
As the longest-lasting dictatorship in Latin America and one of the oldest in the world,  87 the 
Cuban regime plays a central role in this authoritarian network. Throughout its existence, it 
has sought to export its revolutionary model—beginning in the 1960s with support for guerrilla 
and insurgent movements across the Americas, Africa, and the Middle East. On 26 July 1960, 
Fidel Castro declared, “We promise to continue making Cuba the example that can convert the 
cordillera of the Andes into the Sierra Maestra of the American continent.”88 
 
In later decades, particularly from the late 1990s onward, the Cuban regime adapted this 
strategy by assisting left-wing movements in attaining power through electoral means and 
advising them on how to dismantle democratic institutions from within, as seen most clearly in 
Venezuela and Nicaragua. 89 This section examines Cuba’s role within the authoritarian nexus, 
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focusing on three case studies that illustrate its longstanding and evolving relationships with 
Russia, China, and Venezuela. 
 
Cuba and Russia Relations  
 
History of Cooperation– from the Soviet Union to Putin 
 
Among all the authoritarian regimes globally, the autocratic leaders of Cuba have historically 
had the closest affinity with Russia, as the relationship between the countries has spanned over 
60 years and has remained strong, with few exceptions.90 From 1960 until the disintegration of 
the Soviet Union in 1991, Cuba was an integral part of the socialist bloc, and the former Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics’ (USSR) investment in Cuba amounted to $100 billion.91 This level 
of trade and investment, as well as the geostrategic location of the island, ensured that the 
countries’ relationship survived the Cold War era.92 In fact, the relationship continued to grow, 
with Cuba engaging in joint operations with the Soviets in Africa from 1975.93  
 
Following their involvement in these joint operations, Cuba demanded payment for deploying 
personnel; this leverage resulted in continued and expanded Soviet aid, which manifested in 
the “Soviet Russian delivery of some of the most advanced military hardware in the early 
1980s”94 and the signing of an agreement on friendship and cooperation in November 1984, 
which “listed agriculture, minerals, fuel, and energy industries as the main areas of Soviet 
aid to Cuba.” 95 In turn, Russia kept the Lourdes Electronic Center in Havana, a base for 
eavesdropping with the capability to intercept data from American communications satellites, 
telephone conversations and messages from the NASA mission control centre in Florida, from 
1967 until October 2001;96 this intelligence-cooperation is discussed further below.   
 
The latter part of the 1980s was marked by temporarily tense relations between the countries 
due to Fidel Castro’s open rejection of Perestroika (referring to the restructuring of the Soviet 
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economy and political system through the loosening of central planning and the introduction 
of limited market mechanisms) and Glasnost (referring to open media) reforms97; this tension 
was highlighted when Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev visited Cuba and Fidel Castro outlined 
why his regime did not need to mirror the Soviet ‘restructuring process’ (in reference to 
Perestroika and Glasnost) in a speech in the National Congress of People’s Deputies on April 5, 
1989.98 With Russia’s abandonment of Marxism-Leninism and the perception held by many 
Russians in the early 1990s of socialist regimes like the one prevailing in Cuba as 
anachronistic, relations became antagonistic.99 During that time, Russia voted against the 
Cuban regime for two years between 1992 and 1994 in the United Nations Human Rights 
Council, and bilateral relations were reduced to historical lows.100  
 
In 1995, bilateral relations between Cuba and Russia slowly began to improve as Moscow 
prioritized nationalism, partly because Russia felt as though the West had not adequately 
supported Russia’s economic transition.101 However, it was not until Vladimir Putin came to 
power in 2000 that the close relationship with the Cuban regime truly reemerged. Russia’s 
“growing discontent with unipolarity”, as publicly voiced by Putin at the 2007 Munich 
Security Conference, alongside Cuba’s economic needs post 2008 financial crisis, led to the 
revitalization of the two countries’ relationship.102  
 
In October 2013, Cuba and Russia signed an agreement by which Russia agreed to forgive 90% 
of Cuba’s $35.2bn debt to the Soviet Union.103 While the deal was declared to be a 
demonstration of ‘brotherly love’, some commentators have questioned the charitable 
motivations, rather highlighting Russia’s strategic interests in expanding relations with the 
island.104 The modern partnership is one motivated by mutual benefit– marked by Cuba’s 
consumption of Russian oil and wheat to overcome energy and food shortages, Russia’s 

 
97 Olivia B. Waxman, "Mikhail Gorbachev Championed 'Glasnost' and 'Perestroika.' Here's How They Changed the World," 
TIME, August 30, 2022, https://time.com/5512665/mikhail-gorbachev-glasnost-perestroika/. 

98 "Fidel Castro Introduce Gorbachev to ANPP," Havana Domestic Radio and Television Services, April 4, 1989, 
http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/castro/db/1989/19890404.html; Fidel Castro Ruz, "Discurso pronunciado por Fidel Castro 
Ruz, Presidente de la República de Cuba, 4 de abril de 1989," versiones taquigráficas, Consejo de Estado, Cuba, 1989, 
http://www.cuba.cu/gobierno/discursos/1989/esp/f040489e.html. 

99 Mervyn Bain, "A New Era in Russian-Cuban Relations?," International Journal of Cuban Studies 2, nos. 1/2: 40-41, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41945880?seq=1. 

100 United Nations, Informe sobre el 48 Periodo de Sesiones, Comisión de Derechos Humanos (January 27 to March 6, 1992), 
Supplement 2; Carmelo Mesa Lago, "The Economic Effects on Cuba of the Downfall of Socialism in the USSR and Eastern 
Europe," in Carmelo Mesa Lago, ed., Cuba After the Cold War (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1993), 140-143; 
Mervyn J. Bain, "Moscow-Havana Relations. Continuities of the Past in an Asymmetric Triangle," International History 
Review 46, no. 2 (September 21, 2023), https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07075332.2023.2259921#abstract. 

101 Bain, "Moscow-Havana Relations."   

102 Jose Miguel Alonso-Trabanco, "Friends Reunited? The Renaissance in Russia-Cuba Strategic Ties," Geopolitical Monitor, 
July 11, 2024, https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/friends-reunited-a-renaissance-in-russia-cuba-strategies-ties/. 

103 "Russia Writes Off $32bn Cuban Debt in Show of Brotherly Love," The Guardian, July 10, 2014, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/10/russia-writes-off-cuban-debt.  

104 "Russia Writes Off $32bn Cuban Debt"; Alonso-Trabanco, "Friends Reunited?" 

21

https://time.com/5512665/mikhail-gorbachev-glasnost-perestroika/
http://lanic.utexas.edu/project/castro/db/1989/19890404.html
http://www.cuba.cu/gobierno/discursos/1989/esp/f040489e.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41945880?seq=1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07075332.2023.2259921#abstract
https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/friends-reunited-a-renaissance-in-russia-cuba-strategies-ties/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/10/russia-writes-off-cuban-debt


 

 

reliance on Cuba as a base for potential intelligence operations in the hemisphere, and 
reciprocal support in the international arena– rather than true ideological parity.105 As 
discussed below, the partnership spans intelligence, military, diplomatic, and economic 
cooperation, including in the context of the ongoing war in Ukraine.   
 
Cuba-Russia Intelligence Cooperation  
 
As noted above, Russia operated the Lourdes Electronic Center in Cuba from 1967 to 2001.106 
The number of Russian military and civilian personnel in this base was about 3,000 and 
represented an annual income of $200 million for the Cuban regime as rent for the base.107 In 
an article published in March 2023 on Cuba-Russia military relations, Mijail Myagkov, 
Scientific Director of the Russian Military Society, considered that “it was a mistake to close 
the Lourdes Radio Electronic Center in Havana, as it allowed Russia to eavesdrop all the 
southwestern United States.” He stated that “it was a decision taken at a time when we 
thought we did not have enemies, even though Washington never stopped thinking of us as a 
potential enemy.”108 
 
A 2023 investigative report by The Insider indicated that Russia planned to revive the Lourdes 
Radio Electronic Center in Cuba with a new state-of-the-art spy station, using 21st-century 
eavesdropping technology.109 Although both the Cuban and Russian governments deny the 
resumption of Lourdes REC’s operations, the report suggested that reopening the spy centre 
was part of a secret agreement between Russia and Cuba.110 Russia is believed to have offered 
financial support and forgiven a significant portion of Cuba’s debt from the Soviet period in 
exchange for the base’s revival. The base was reportedly expected to be staffed by specialists 
from Glavnoye Razvedyvatelnoye Upravlenie (GRU), Russia’s military intelligence agency, and 
graduates from universities specializing in missile defense, computer technology, and exact 
mathematics.111 
 
Further, according to The Insider’s investigation, Russian intelligence officers operate 
undercover in Cuba, posing as diplomats in the Russian embassy in Havana.112 Several 
individuals with technical backgrounds have children studying at the embassy school in Cuba, 
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raising suspicions of their connection to the Russian military or intelligence services.113 General 
Pyotr Kulikov, reportedly the main resident of the GRU in Cuba, heads the military attaché 
office at the embassy, along with Maxim Deltsov, Alexander Bykov, and Vitaly Prokhorov.114 
 
Some of the Russian military and intelligence specialists in Cuba have previous experience 
working in unit 47747 in Klimovsk, where part of the Lourdes Surveillance equipment was 
transferred after the Russians closed the base in Cuba in 2001.115 A base of these characteristics 
not only represents a threat to the security of the United States but, according to an 
anonymous individual who previously worked at a GRU Radio Direction Finding Center, also 
has the technological potential to extend its frequency listening range to Canada– 
 

“A few decades ago, the software and operational principles were entirely different, and 
there was no need to maintain a large presence of ‘eavesdroppers’ in Cuba to monitor 
every frequency. Nowadays, with only thirty individuals, one can effectively surveil the 
United States and even extend their reach to Canada.” 116   

 
Cuba-Russia Military Cooperation and the War in Ukraine 
 
The Cuban regime has historically aligned itself with Soviet—and later Russian—military and 
geopolitical objectives across multiple regions. Throughout the Cold War, Havana provided 
consistent political and operational support to Moscow’s interventions in Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia. This alignment was made explicit in August 1968, when Fidel Castro publicly 
endorsed the Soviet invasion and occupation of Czechoslovakia in a televised address to the 
Cuban nation.117 A similar stance was adopted in December 1979, when the Cuban government 
supported the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan. 118 These episodes illustrate that Cuba’s 
claim to non-alignment functioned largely as diplomatic rhetoric, while in practice the regime 
repeatedly sided with Moscow in wars of aggression. The continuity of this pattern underscores 
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a long-standing relationship of strategic cooperation and ideological loyalty between Havana 
and the Kremlin—one that persists into the present. 
 
That same authoritarian alignment is now most clearly visible in the international coalition 
supporting Vladimir Putin’s war of aggression against Ukraine. This conflict represents one of 
the most explicit contemporary examples of coordinated action among authoritarian regimes. 
Russia’s military campaign has been sustained not only by its own forces, but by essential 
political, military, and economic assistance from a network of allied autocracies. North Korea 
has supplied vast quantities of military equipment and ammunition, including millions of 
artillery shells and missiles, and has deployed thousands of troops to fight alongside Russian 
forces, significantly reinforcing Moscow’s war of attrition.119 Iran has provided thousands of 
Shahed-type attack drones and has cooperated in expanding domestic drone production, 
enabling sustained strikes across Ukrainian territory.120 China, while denying direct arms 
transfers, has offered diplomatic protection at the United Nations, maintained sanctions-
evasive trade, and facilitated the flow of dual-use technologies and critical materials that 
underpin Russia’s war economy.121 
 
Within this authoritarian coalition, Cuba has assumed a distinct and increasingly visible role, 
less through conventional battlefield deployments than through the facilitation and tacit 
tolerance of recruitment pipelines that channel Cuban nationals into Russian military 
contracts. This operational support is reinforced by explicit political alignment at the highest 
levels of the Cuban leadership. On June 3, 2023, during a phone call from Dmitry Medvedev, 
Deputy Chairman of Russia’s Security Council, marking Raúl Castro’s 92nd birthday, the 
Cuban leader expressed his “confidence in Russia’s victory in the armed conflict in Ukraine.” 
Medvedev publicly welcomed the statement, thanking Havana for its backing and affirming 
that Moscow “appreciates Cuba’s support in the face of the West’s hybrid war against 
Russia.”122 
 
This political alignment has unfolded alongside intensified security and military engagement at 
precisely the moment recruitment networks began surfacing. In early 2023, Russia’s Security 
Council Secretary Nikolai Patrushev visited Cuba and met with senior Cuban leaders.123 In 
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mid-2023, Cuban defense minister Álvaro López Miera traveled to Russia and Belarus.124 
Around the same period, Cuba pursued training cooperation with Belarus, Russia’s closest 
military partner and a key operational rear area for Moscow.125 These visits and agreements do 
not prove the contents of closed-door discussions, but they form a consistent operational 
backdrop to the emergence and persistence of Cuban recruitment into Russian units. 
 
On the ground, the first wave of evidence (2023–2024) established the core mechanics of the 
pipeline. Reports began to document Cuban recruits signing Russian contracts and appearing 
in Russian military facilities; additional cases described deception: young Cubans promised 
civilian work and then diverted into military service.126 In March 2024, Ukrainian forces 
captured a Cuban national who said he had been lured by a construction job offer and then 
coerced into service, providing direct confirmation that Cuban nationals were reaching the 
battlefield.127 At the time, Ukrainian officials publicly stated they could not yet confirm it was 
an official Cuban state program, but noted that recruitment activity faced no visible 
obstruction on the island – an assessment that would become sharper as further intelligence 
and 2025 disclosures accumulated. 
 
The 2025 record also includes documentary and digital indicators that push beyond “citizens 
acting independently.” Ukrainian parliamentarian Maryan Zablotskyy has publicly described 
evidence tied to compromised recruiter communications, including passport and contract 
documentation, supporting the claim that Russian recruitment structures have operated with 
effective freedom of action in Cuba.128 In addition, open reporting has repeatedly highlighted 
the structural implausibility of large-scale departures from a highly controlled state without at 
least tacit authorization: the recruitment surge coincided with resumed travel routes and 
sustained outbound flows that would be difficult to miss in a system that tightly monitors 
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mobility and internal security.129 
 
The recruitment pipeline also fits a broader Kremlin strategy: using foreign manpower to 
reduce domestic political costs and sustain force generation over time; in other words, 
continually replenish troops without triggering another politically risky mass mobilization at 
home. In the past, Putin has shown a willingness to escalate tensions, resembling the Cuban 
Missile Crisis by issuing severe warnings against the United States deploying missiles closer to 
Russia. In 2019, he even threatened to position nuclear-armed naval vehicles near Cuba and 
the United States.130 The mindset of a dictator should not be underestimated, and their 
potential actions in response to perceived threats to their dictatorship, such as a Ukrainian 
victory, should not be taken lightly. Within this logic, Cuba’s facilitation, whether through 
tolerance, logistics, or official ambiguity, helps Moscow sustain a manpower system that is 
politically safer for the Kremlin than another major mobilization. 
 
Evidence obtained through nontraditional channels further strengthened the case that 
recruitment was document-driven rather than anecdotal, relying on concrete records instead of 
isolated personal accounts. Hacktivist leaks associated with Russian contract-recruitment 
offices, including collections of passport scans, signed contracts, recruitment forms, and 
logistical documentation, point to coordinated processing of Cuban nationals into Russian 
enlistment structures. These materials closely align with recurring testimony describing 
deception at the point of recruitment, coercion during contract signing, and confinement 
within a bureaucratic system that makes exit difficult once official paperwork has been 
executed.131 
 
By 2025, Ukraine’s posture shifted from cautious attribution to formal diplomatic 
consequences. Kyiv publicly stated that “thousands” of Cubans had signed Russian army 
contracts and announced the closure of its embassy in Havana, explicitly framing Cuba’s failure 
to halt recruitment as complicity in Russia’s aggression.132 This escalation is best understood as 
the culmination of two parallel tracks: (1) an expanding evidentiary record that Cuban 
nationals were being recruited at scale into Russia’s war effort, and (2) a broader pattern of 
Cuba-Russia political and security alignment that made Havana’s denials progressively less 
credible. 
 
As of late 2025, it is estimated that Russia has recruited tens of thousands of foreign fighters 
from 128 countries, with thousands reportedly killed in combat.133 Cuba ranks among the 
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leading source countries supplying mercenaries, a conclusion highlighted during a National 
Security Briefing held in Washington, D.C., in September 2025, attended by members of 
Ukraine’s intelligence services, NGOs, and parliamentarians, which exposed the deployment of 
Cuban regime troops fighting on behalf of Russia.134 Since mid-2024, Russia has sharply 
intensified its recruitment of foreign nationals, relying heavily on targeted social-media 
campaigns disseminated through Russian platforms such as VKontakte.135 Data compiled by 
OpenMinds indicates that by mid-2025, one in every three Russian military contract 
announcements explicitly targeted foreign nationals. This escalation is further reflected in the 
volume of recruitment messaging, which increased from fewer than 100 posts per month in 
early 2024 to more than 4,500 per month by 2025, underscoring the Kremlin’s growing 
dependence on foreign manpower.136 
 
At the global level, the consistent patterns emerging from Russia’s recruitment of foreign 
fighters, both Cuban and non-Cuban, fit internationally recognized definitions of human 
trafficking. Recruitment tactics rely heavily on deception, with advertisements routinely 
promising “non-assault,” “easy,” or rear-line roles.137 Experts have repeatedly identified these 
claims as misleading, as recruits are frequently diverted to frontline combat units. Financial 
inducements are central to this strategy, including monthly salaries of approximately 210,000 
rubles (around $2,000 dollars), sign-on bonuses reportedly reaching 3.4 million rubles, debt 
forgiveness, and additional benefits.138  
 
In parallel, the promise of Russian citizenship is used as a powerful incentive, particularly 
targeting individuals from Central Asia, Africa, and economically vulnerable regions.139 Taken 
together, these elements reveal a deliberate system of deception, coercion, and exploitation 
designed to funnel foreign nationals into active combat roles under false pretenses.140 
 
In the Cuban case, the recruitment process exhibits all the core elements required to classify 
these practices as human trafficking under the definitions used by Public Safety Canada and 
the U.S. Department of State.141 According to the report ‘Cuba in the War in Ukraine’, 
approximately 60 percent of Cuban recruits are civilian workers deceived through false 
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promises of construction or other non-military employment, while an estimated 40 percent 
consist of Cuban military and intelligence personnel deliberately deployed to support Russia’s 
war effort.142 These two recruitment streams—one grounded in deception and coercion, the 
other in state-directed deployment—operate in parallel and point to the Cuban regime’s dual 
role as both an enabler of trafficking and an active participant in Russia’s military campaign. 
 
Upon arrival in Russia, many Cuban civilians, having been recruited under the guise of civilian 
employment, were pressured to sign Russian-language military contracts they did not 
understand and could not terminate, under threat of long-term imprisonment for refusal or 
alleged desertion.143 The coercive and non-terminable nature of these contracts is further 
underscored by Ukrainian intelligence assessments indicating that at least 250 Cuban 
nationals whose contracts have formally expired have not been discharged from the Russian 
armed forces, effectively trapping them in continued military service against their will.144 
Recruitment and logistics are reportedly coordinated through a network of recruiters operating 
in collaboration with Russian and Cuban intermediaries, overseeing recruitment, travel 
arrangements, housing, and contract execution.145  
 
Spanish-language job advertisements circulate widely on Facebook and VKontakte, particularly 
within the group “Cubans in Moscow”, promising salaries and benefits vastly exceeding wages 
in Cuba.146 In numerous cases, salaries were partially or entirely withheld, while travel costs 
were later deducted directly from recruits’ bank accounts, sometimes through alleged 
skimming by recruiters.147  
 
Firsthand testimonies from Cuban recruits further corroborate this pattern of coercion. Frank 
Darío Jarrosay Manfuga, a Cuban musician and engineer, believed he was traveling to Russia 
for construction work but was instead transferred directly to military bases, forced into 
combat, and later captured by Ukrainian forces. He has publicly stated that he prefers 
imprisonment in Ukraine to being returned to Cuba.148 Yordan M., now in refuge in Georgia, 
described how his identity documents were confiscated upon arrival and how Cuban consular 
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officials refused to assist him, claiming that responsibility ended once he had signed a Russian 
military contract despite his repeated insistence that he never intended to become a soldier.149 
 
To date, the Cuban Embassy in Moscow has provided no public explanation and has not 
facilitated the repatriation of wounded, detained, or deceased Cuban nationals. As a result, 
many Cuban citizens remain effectively abandoned within a system in which the average life 
expectancy of foreign recruits has been reported at between 140 and 150 days of signing the 
contract.150 
 
Scale of Cuban Participation in Russia’s War in Ukraine and Ukrainian Government Response 
 
Estimates of Cuban participation vary widely but consistently indicate large-scale, organized 
recruitment. The identities of at least 1,038 Cuban nationals who signed military contracts 
between June 2023 and February 2024 have been confirmed by Ukraine.151 Other estimates 
place the number at up to 5,000 fighters, according to U.S. Department of State data cited by 
Reuters.152 More significantly, during a national security briefing in Washington, D.C., on 
September 18, 2025, Ukrainian military intelligence spokesperson Andriy Yusov stated that 
preliminary intelligence suggests approximately 20,000 Cubans may have completed 
recruitment paperwork to fight for Russia. If confirmed, this figure would place Cuba among 
the largest foreign contingents deployed by Moscow, potentially surpassing even North 
Korea.153 
 
Given the scale of these figures, it is implausible that such deployments could have occurred 
without the knowledge, complicity, and active facilitation of the Cuban state. In a highly 
centralized and totalitarian system such as Cuba’s, the sustained movement of thousands of 
working-age men to Russia would be impossible without government authorization. This 
conclusion is reinforced by the resumption of direct flights from Varadero to Moscow in July 
2023, which coincided with the surge in recruitment.154 Numerous recruits reportedly received 
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newly issued passports that were not stamped upon departure, a practice that appears 
designed to provide the regime with plausible deniability.155  
 
Throughout 2025, the government of Ukraine, along with its intelligence services and 
independent media, has played a central role in exposing the presence of Cuban mercenaries 
and holding the Cuban government accountable. Ukraine’s Foreign Minister Andrii Sybiha 
stated that thousands of Cubans have signed contracts with the Russian army, directly 
reinforcing Russia’s combat capacity.156 In response, on October 29, 2025, Ukraine voted 
against the United Nations General Assembly resolution titled “Necessity of ending the 
economic, commercial and financial embargo imposed by the United States of America against 
Cuba,” citing Cuba’s complicity in Russia’s aggression.157 Sybiha further announced that 
Ukraine would close its embassy in Havana in 2025 and downgrade diplomatic relations with 
Cuba, arguing that Havana’s refusal to halt the mass deployment of its nationals in Russia’s 
war constitutes direct complicity.158 
 
Sybiha also recalled Cuban President Miguel Díaz-Canel’s public wish of “success” to Vladimir 
Putin in his war of aggression against Ukraine, underscoring Havana’s political alignment with 
the Kremlin. 159 
 
Cuban Foreign Fighters and Cuban Law 
 
This posture exposes a profound legal, moral, and political contradiction at the core of Cuba’s 
governance model. For decades, the regime has weaponized the charge of “mercenarism,” as 
codified in Articles 135.1 and 135.2 of the Penal Code, not to prevent genuine participation in 
foreign wars for material gain, but to criminalize peaceful civic activity—branding independent 
journalists as “mercenaries” for receiving transparent, non-violent international support that 
international human rights law explicitly recognizes as legitimate. 160 By contrast, when 
confronted with overwhelming evidence that Cuban nationals have been systematically 
recruited, transported, contracted, and deployed into an imperial war marked by widespread 
war crimes and crimes against humanity, the Cuban state has displayed not enforcement but 
willful blindness.161 It has neither applied its own laws to those organizing or facilitating 
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recruitment at scale nor taken credible steps to protect its citizens from deception, coercion, 
and forced participation in combat. 
 
Cuba's stance on the Ukrainian conflict has deliberately been kept vague. Despite maintaining 
diplomatic ties with Ukraine, it stands as Putin's main ally in the Western Hemisphere. 
Additionally, at the United Nations, Cuba sided with Belarus, Eritrea, Nicaragua, North Korea, 
Russia, and Syria in September 2022, opposing a video presentation by Volodymyr Zelensky.162 
In February 2023, Cuba abstained from supporting the call to end the war and demand 
Russia's withdrawal from Ukrainian territory.163 Similarly, in January 2022, the Cuban 
government remained silent on statements made by Sergei Ryabkov, the Deputy Foreign 
Minister of the Russian Federation, suggesting the potential deployment of Russian troops to 
Cuba and Venezuela.164 
 
This selective enforcement is not incidental; it reflects a deliberate political calculus rooted in 
Cuba’s long-standing strategic alignment with Moscow, in which silence, ambiguity, and 
procedural obstruction operate as tools of deniability while enabling material support to 
Russia’s war effort through manpower and logistics. At the international level, Cuba’s voting 
behavior, refusal to condemn the invasion, and political signaling in support of the Kremlin 
place it firmly within a broader authoritarian axis that normalizes wars of aggression and 
rejects accountability. The recruitment of Cubans to fight in Ukraine is therefore not an 
anomaly but a continuation of Havana’s historical practice of subordinating its population to 
the strategic needs of allied autocracies. Ultimately, the Cuban case demonstrates how 
authoritarian regimes hollow out the rule of law by inverting its meaning—denouncing peaceful 
dissent as “mercenarism” while tolerating or facilitating actual mercenary recruitment tied to 
an aggressive war—thereby undermining not only the rights and lives of Cuban citizens, but 
also the integrity of international norms governing sovereignty, human trafficking, and armed 
conflict. 
 
Cuban Civil Society Positioning 
  
Public discourse often conflates “Cuba” with the decisions of its ruling elite, a shortcut that 
obscures a critical reality: Cuba is not its government. The Cuban state does not speak for 
Cuban society, and the positions adopted by the regime—particularly its support for Vladimir 
Putin’s war of aggression against Ukraine—do not reflect the views of many Cuban citizens. 
Since the outset of Russia’s full-scale invasion on February 24, 2022, Cuban human-rights 
defenders, independent journalists, and opposition leaders, often at great personal risk, have 
openly opposed the invasion and expressed solidarity with the Ukrainian people. Their voices 
draw a clear line between an authoritarian power elite aligned with Moscow and a civil society 
that rejects war, imperialism, and authoritarian violence. 
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This distinction has been articulated forcefully by Manuel Cuesta Morúa, president of the 
Council for the Democratic Transition in Cuba (an organization comprising a broad opposition 
coalition of organizations based both inside Cuba and abroad) and a long-time political activist 
based in Havana. In an interview conducted by Michael Lima on October 4, 2023, Cuesta 
Morúa criticized the persistent tendency—particularly in international media and academic 
commentary—to treat the Cuban government as synonymous with Cuban society. He 
emphasized that this assumption is no longer credible: 
 

Cuba must be recognized—as Canada is—as a plural and diverse society, with many 
interests and many voices that are already articulated within the island. The time 
when the government could plausibly claim to speak for society has passed. Cuba 
today is demonstrably plural, as was made clear in 2021. The government no longer 
represents Cuba as a cultural, social, or political entity. That capacity belongs to the 
past. 165 

 
Cuesta Morúa underscored that Cuban society’s orientation is largely democratic and Western, 
while the government’s alliances with Russia and China run directly counter to the interests 
and values of the population. He described these alliances as “perverse,” arguing that they 
entangle Cuba in geopolitical conflicts that do not serve its people and ultimately leave the 
country more isolated and vulnerable. In his view, these authoritarian alignments also warrant 
a reassessment of foreign policy toward Cuba by democratic countries such as Canada. 
 
Concrete acts of solidarity with Ukraine inside Cuba emerged immediately after the invasion. 
In the early hours of February 24, 2022, activist Pablo Enrique Delgado Hernández attempted 
to place flowers at the Ukrainian Embassy in Havana. He was arrested and interrogated by 
State Security. At the time, Delgado stated: 
 

Those roses reached their destination and are now inside the diplomatic mission as a 
display of solidarity from the Cuban people with the brotherly Ukrainian people, who 
are suffering the loss of thousands of their sons as a result of the murderous invasion 
ordered by Russian President Vladimir Putin. The people of Cuba do not support the 
war.166 

 
Similarly, José Daniel Ferrer García, leader of the Patriotic Union of Cuba (UNPACU), then 
a prisoner of conscience and now exiled in the United States, condemned Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine from Mar Verde prison in Santiago de Cuba. In a March 2022 phone call with his 
wife, Dr. Nelva Ortega, Ferrer described Russia’s assault on Ukraine as a tragedy that should 
pain “every honest person and every supporter of freedom and democracy [translated]” while 

 
165 Manuel Cuesta Morúa, interview by Michael Lima on the Cuban regime's authoritarian alliances with Russia and China and 
Canada's role in the advancement of human rights in Cuba, October 4, 2023. 

166 "Un cubano lleva flores a la Embajada de Ucrania y le cuesta arresto e interrogatorio," Diario de Cuba, February 28, 2022, 
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1646051442_37774.html.  
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welcoming the firmness shown by democratic countries in responding to Moscow’s 
aggression.167 

 
That same day, the Council for the Democratic Transition in Cuba (CTDC)—issued a public 
statement categorically rejecting Russia’s invasion and affirming Ukraine’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. The statement warned that Cuba should not once again subordinate its 
international voice to the Kremlin or allow itself to be treated as a geopolitical outpost in great-
power conflicts. It denounced Russia’s attempt to legitimize the “right of the strongest to 
redraw borders” and called on democratic countries to defend international law, sovereignty, 
and peace.168 
 
In an interview Michael Lima conducted on November 6, 2023, Reinaldo Escobar, chief editor 
of 14ymedio, described the Cuban government’s position as a “political mistake and a 
nonsense.” He emphasized that official Cuban media avoided the word “invasion” and echoed 
Russian propaganda, while the war itself worsened Cuba’s economic crisis—raising food prices 
and reinforcing Cuba’s international isolation. Escobar argued that Havana could have adopted 
a neutral, pro-peace position without aligning itself with Putin’s war, and warned that 
supporting Russia only strengthens the case for keeping Cuba on international sanctions lists. 

169 
 
Other prominent voices echo this condemnation. Martha Beatriz Roque, a veteran pro-
democracy leader and former political prisoner, described Cuba’s pro-Russia propaganda as 
“disgusting,” accusing state media of portraying Ukraine as the aggressor and Russia as a 
victim.170 José Luis Tan Estrada, a journalist expelled from academia for his dissent, who at the 
time of the interview in 2023 was living in Camagüey and is now exiled in Mexico, harshly 
criticized the recruitment of Cubans to fight for Russia. He argued that those who exploit 
economic desperation to send young Cubans to die in a foreign war—and the authorities who 
permit it—should be held legally accountable. He further linked Cuba’s responsibility to the 
broader framework of international justice applied to Russia, including the International 
Criminal Court’s arrest warrant for Vladimir Putin.171 
 
These testimonies are not isolated. Because opinion polling is prohibited in Cuba, public 
dissent can only be measured through acts of courage, repression records, and exile testimony. 
Nevertheless, Cuban activists inside the island and throughout the diaspora, including in 

 
167 "José Daniel Ferrer celebra 'firmeza' de países occidentales ante invasión rusa a Ucrania," ADN Cuba, March 6, 2022, 
https://adncuba.com/en/noticias-de-cuba/actualidad/ferrer-celebra-accion-de-occidente-ante-rusia.  

168 "Sociedad civil cubana condena el respaldo del régimen a la invasión de Rusia a Ucrania," CubaNet, February 24, 2022, 
https://www.cubanet.org/sociedad-civil-cubana-condena-el-respaldo-del-regimen-a-la-invasion-de-rusia-a-ucrania/.   

169 Reinaldo Escobar, interview by Michael Lima on the Cuban regime's authoritarian alliances with Russia and China and 
Canada's role in the advancement of human rights in Cuba, November 6, 2023. 

170 Martha Beatriz Roque, interview by Michael Lima on the Cuban regime's authoritarian alliances with Russia and China and 
Canada's role in the advancement of human rights in Cuba, November 10, 2023. 

171 José Luis Tan Estrada, interview by Michael Lima on the Cuban regime's authoritarian alliances with Russia and China and 
Canada's role in the advancement of human rights in Cuba, November 29, 2023. 
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Canada, the United States, Spain, France, and elsewhere, have consistently expressed solidarity 
with Ukraine and rejection of Russia’s invasion. 
 
Taken together, these voices demonstrate a fundamental divide: Cuban civil society 
overwhelmingly views Russia’s war as a violent assault on sovereignty and democracy, while 
the Cuban regime aligns itself diplomatically, propagandistically, and materially with the 
Kremlin. This distinction matters for democratic states. The solidarity shown by Cuban civil 
society with Ukraine underscores why international engagement should prioritize democratic 
forces, not authoritarian elites. There is every indication that a democratic Cuba, governed by 
leaders chosen in free, fair, multiparty elections, would reject authoritarian alliances, align 
with liberal democratic values, and contribute to regional and global peace rather than 
transnational repression and war. 
 
Cuba-Russia Diplomatic Cooperation and the Anti-Ukraine Coalition in Latin America 
 
The Center for Strategic and International Studies aptly summarized the likely motivations 
behind Russia’s activities in the region– “They appear primarily designed to intimidate the 
U.S. and to offset Russia’s international political and economic isolation brought about by its 
unprovoked invasion of the Ukraine, including reactions to its associated brutality in Russia ’s 
targeting of civilian populations in the Ukraine and its likely human rights violations against 
the Ukrainian people.”172  
 
The Cuban regime has actively become part of the global diplomatic campaign against Ukraine. 
On September 16, 2022, along with Nicaragua, Belarus, North Korea, Russia, Eritrea, and 
Syria, Cuba voted against the presentation of a video by Ukrainian President Volodymyr 
Zelensky to world leaders at the United Nations.173 With the support of their vast propaganda 
apparatus and influence over left-wing parties and affiliated movements belonging to the São 
Paulo Forum, the Cuban regime has contributed to advancing a pro-Russian and anti-
Ukrainian coalition in Latin America and the Caribbean. For example, at the XXVI Meeting of 
the Forum of São Paulo held in Brasilia from June 29 to July 2, 2023, their final declaration 
parroted Kremlin propaganda points on Ukraine; it referred to NATO expansion to Russia’s 
borders and called for a “peaceful” and “diplomatic” resolution to the conflict, demanding an 
end to sanctions on Russia and the cessation of military aid to Ukraine.174 
 
Likewise, Cuba, Venezuela, Nicaragua, and other authoritarian nations in the hemisphere 
blocked an invitation from Spanish President Pedro Sanchez to Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky to participate in the III European Union and the Community of Latin 

 
172 Evan Ellis, "Russia in the Western Hemisphere: Assessing Putin's Malign Influence in Latin America and the Caribbean," 
Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 20, 2022, https://www.csis.org/analysis/russia-western-hemisphere-
assessing-putins-malign-influence-latin-america-and-caribbean. 

173 "Ukrainian President Outlines Peace Formula."  

174 "Final Declaration of the XXVI Meeting of the Sao Paulo Forum," The Left Chapter: Socialism, July 4, 2023, 
https://www.theleftchapter.com/post/final-declaration-of-the-xxvi-meeting-of-the-são-paulo-forum.  
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American and Caribbean States (CELAC) Summit on July 17-18, 2023.175 Drafting the final 
declaration of the EU-CELAC summit on July 18 became a significant diplomatic challenge for 
European countries, as they sought to convince Latin American nations to agree on an article 
concerning the war in Ukraine.176 Nicaragua refused to sign the final declaration altogether, as 
autocrat Daniel Ortega criticized the invitation the European Union made to the Ukrainian 
president, whom he called a “Nazi,” and a “fascist,”177 echoing Kremlin hate speech and 
propaganda about the Ukrainian leader.178 Other nations, including Cuba and Venezuela, 
agreed on a vague and broad final statement that expressed a general concern for the war in 
Ukraine without condemning Russia’s aggression.179  
 
These positions can be explained in part by the region’s prevalence of anti-U.S. authoritarian 
governments. In addition to the open support for Russia by such regimes, such as Cuba, 
Venezuela, and Nicaragua, several presidents of democratic governments in the hemisphere 
share an ambiguous stance on the war in Ukraine.180 The effect of Russian propaganda and 
information warfare assisted by these regimes has likely influenced the perception of Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine in the Americas.181  
 
Likely further influencing these positions are weapons trades. Besides the Cuba-Russia military 
collaborations described above, Venezuela had purchased $11.4 billion worth of arms from 

 
175 Ariela Ruiz Caro, "Celac-European Union Summit: Latin America and the Caribbean Reject Conditional Friendship," 
Americas.org, August 15, 2023, https://www.americas.org/celac-european-union-summit-latin-america-and-the-caribbean-
reject-conditional-friendship/.  

176 "Nicaragua Fails to Back Censure of Russia at End of EU-Latin America Summit," The Guardian, July 18, 2023, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/jul/18/nicaragua-fails-to-back-censure-of-russia-at-end-of-eu-latin-america-
summit; Sarah Anne Aarup and Antonia Zimmermann, "Why Latin America Still Won't Condemn Putin's War in Ukraine," 
Politico, July 18, 2023, https://www.politico.eu/article/colonial-past-invades-eus-latin-american-summit/.  

177 "Nicaraguan President Rejects Nazi Zelensky," RT, July 22, 2023, https://www.rt.com/news/580127-nicaragua-zelensky-
fascist-celac-gaddafi/; "Ortega calificó de 'nazi' y 'fascista' al presidente Zelensky y acusó a la UE de generar 'cizaña' en la 
Celac," CNN Chile, July 21, 2023, https://www.cnnchile.com/mundo/daniel-ortega-nazi-fascista-presidente-zelensky-
ucrania_20230721/. 

178 Anton Troianovski, "Why Vladimir Putin Invokes Nazis to Justify His Invasion of Ukraine," New York Times, March 17, 
2022, https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/17/world/europe/ukraine-putin-nazis.html; Melinda Haring, "Putin Calls 
Ukrainians 'Fascists.' They're About to Swear in a Jewish President," Washington Post, May 13, 2019, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2019/05/13/putin-calls-ukrainians-fascists-theyre-about-swear-jewish-
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179 Council of the European Union, Declaration of the EU-CELAC Summit 2023 (Brussels, July 18, 2023), 
https://eulacfoundation.org/sites/default/files/attachments/2023-07/st12000.en23.pdf.  

180 In addition to dictatorships in Cuba, Venezuela and Nicaragua, many of the countries in Latin America ruled by presidents 
whose political parties are affiliated to the Sao Paulo Forum have followed a particular authoritarian philosophy of governance 
based on concentration of political, administrative, military, economic power in the executive, a constitutional reform aiming 
to guarantee re-election without limits and coercion of the electoral body. Ricardo Manuel Rojas, "A 30 años de la creación del 
Foro de Sao Paulo," Infobae, June 30, 2020, https://www.infobae.com/america/opinion/2020/07/01/a-30-anos-de-la-
creacion-del-foro-de-sao-paulo/.  
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Russia between 2006 and 2015.182 Russia sent nuclear-capable Tu-160 Backfire bombers to 
Venezuela on at least three occasions: in 2008, 2013, and 2018.183 They deployed a fleet of four 
warships, with the nuclear-powered cruiser Peter the Great at the helm, to Venezuela in 2008 
to conduct military exercises.184 Russia has sent 100 military trainers and technicians as well as 
Wagner mercenaries to the country.185 They have threatened on several occasions, namely in 
January and February 2022, to deploy Russian troops to Venezuela and Cuba.186 Similarly, 
from July to December 2022, Nicaragua “authorized 180-230 Russian troops, aircraft, ships 
and weapons to operate on Nicaraguan soil from July to December 2022.”187 
 
Propaganda and Networks of Influence  
 
Both in the Soviet era and today, the Cuban regime has played a key propagandistic role for the 
Kremlin throughout Latin America.188  
 
Today, Cuba actively participates in the Kremlin’s disinformation war and exerts influence in 
the Americas to seek support for Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.189 Through regional 
blocs, such as the São Paulo Forum created by Brazilian President Luis Ignacio Lula da Silva in 
alliance with Fidel Castro in July 1990, the Cuban regime strengthened alliances and 
influenced over 120 left-wing parties and movements in the Americas and the Caribbean, 
spanning 27 countries.190 The forum emerged as the Soviet Union was disintegrating, leaving 

 
182 Ellis, "Russia in the Western Hemisphere." 

183 Ellis, "Russia in the Western Hemisphere"; "Satellite Photos Reveal Russian Bombers in Venezuela," Defense News, 
December 10, 2018, https://www.defensenews.com/global/the-americas/2018/12/12/satellite-photos-reveal-russian-
bombers-in-venezuela/. 

184 Ellis, "Russia in the Western Hemisphere"; "Nuclear Powered 'Peter the Great' en Route to Venezuela," Merco Press, 
September 22, 2008, https://en.mercopress.com/2008/09/22/nuclear-powered-peter-the-great-en-route-to-venezuela. 
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left-wing parties without external support from the former USSR; this led the left in Latin 
America to seek alternative sources of financial support.191 Today, the forum is recognized by 
experts, including Venezuelan author, analyst, and political consultant Alejandro Peña Esclusa, 
as “a tool of Russia, China, and organized crime that exists to destroy [the] continent.”192 
 
Furthermore, Cuba has expanded its global presence, currently having more embassies 
worldwide than many developed countries, including Canada.193 Cuba also has 95 solidarity 
associations in 45 countries in Africa and the Middle East.194 These outposts have historically 
been used to export revolution around the world; according to a ‘Paper Prepared for the 
National Security Council by an Interagency Task Force on Cuba’ in 1961, “there is no doubt 
that Cuba is being used as a base for export of the communist-fidelista revolution. This is 
done through the supply of funds, counsel to subversive activities, and propaganda—mainly 
through the embassies.”195 It also uses these diplomatic relations to advance the regime’s 
geopolitical and economic interests, call for an end to the U.S. embargo, and whitewash their 
acts of repression and gross human rights violations.196 
 
The Cuban regime uses various channels for disseminating pro-Kremlin disinformation in the 
Americas, such as radio, press, and television systems, including Cubavision Internacional, 
which is satellite-broadcasted to over 60 million subscribers in 54 countries in South America, 
North America, Africa, and the Middle East.197 This is complemented by a network of Russian-
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language channels broadcasting in Latin America, such as Russia Today and Sputnik Mundo. 
All these media outlets, along with a network of pro-Kremlin social media influencers, 
collectively serve as mechanisms to promote Russian interests in the region and beyond.198  
 
Cuba-Russia Economic Cooperation   
 
Today, Russia’s pressing need for allies against the backdrop of the war in Ukraine is one of the 
major driving factors for growing collaboration with fellow autocracies, including the Cuban 
regime. However, this is not the only factor driving the two countries’ cooperation.  
 
In July 2014, before Vladimir Putin visited Cuba, the Russian Parliament voted to ratify an 
agreement forgiving 90 percent of Cuba’s $35.2 billion debt to the former Soviet Union.  

199 That decision laid the groundwork for further strategic convergence: in February 2022, 
Russia extended the repayment deadline until 2027 for the Cuban regime’s remaining $2.3 
billion debt, and in 2023 the two governments signed over 30 commercial, strategic, and 
military agreements.200 
 
One of the most important agreements for the Cuban regime is related to the steady shipment 
of Russian oil to Cuba. This assistance is vital for the regime, given that Cuba was facing “its 
most dire fuel shortages in years” which over the past several years have resulted in long 
queues at gas stations across Cuba, with car owners waiting for days to refuel.201 The Cuban 
government is desperate to address this scarcity, as food and medicine shortages and power 
cuts have previously led to widespread anti-government demonstrations.202 
 
According to senior research fellow at the University of Texas at Austin Energy Institute Jorge 
R. Piñon in July 2023, since the start of the war in Ukraine “Russia has sent Cuba more oil 
than at any time since the fall of the USSR.”203 Between January and July 2023 alone, Russia 
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supplied approximately $167 million worth of oil to Cuba.204 Further cooperation on this front 
was solidified during a meeting between Cuban Prime Minister Manuel Marrero and his 
Russian counterpart Mikhail Mishustin in Russia in May 2023, where it was announced that 
the Russian oil company, Rosneft, agreed to supply a yearly shipment of 1.64 million tons of oil 
and hydrocarbons to Cuba annually, valuing roughly $676 million a year.205 The agreement 
aims to ensure a stable oil supply to Cuba, “cover[ing] Cuba’s deficit of 90,000 barrels per 
day, assuming that Venezuela continues to deliver 57,000 barrels per day.”206 Shipments did 
not commence until March 2024.207  
 
Through the sale of oil to Cuba, the Russian state generates revenues that help offset the 
Western sanctions imposed in response to Russia’s aggression in Ukraine. Some experts in the 
energy sector have posited that the sale of oil to Cuba involves a triangular relationship, with 
the Venezuelan regime likely financing the shipments of Russian oil to Cuba.208 In addition, 
Cuba offered Russia various ‘perks’ to encourage Russian investment; according to the head of 
the Russian delegation of the Cuban-Russian Business Committee, Boris Titov, these benefits 
were to include import tariff exemptions on specified goods and the right to lease lands for a 
30-year period.209 Russia also recommended that Cuba create a ‘digital peso’; this digital 
currency would enable Russia to launder capital, facilitate cash flows to Cuba, streamline 
business transactions, and protect the financial system from external sanctions.210  
 
While oil remains the most significant element in Cuba-Russia economic collaboration, the 
relationship has extended beyond the energy sector. In 2024, Russia’s export of agricultural 
products to Cuba increased by 20% and in 2025 a Russian auto-manufacturer established an 
assembly plant at a factory in Havana, regarded as a “significant milestone in the development 
of Cuba’s national industry”.211  
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Further, in May 2025, Russia announced ‘Plan 30’, by which Russian businesses would invest 
more than $1 billion in the Cuban economy, namely “electricity production, agriculture, and 
public lighting” by 2030.212  
 
Beyond the figures, Russia’s perception of its relationship with the Cuban regime is instructive. 
As the United States and the democratic world come together to provide economic, military, 
and diplomatic support to Ukraine, the Cuban regime has positioned itself, in the words of 
Russia’s Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu, as “Russia’s most important ally in the region”213 as a 
regime, among other things, “demonstrating understanding of the goals of the special 
military operation in Ukraine.”214  
 
Cuba and China Relations 
 
History of Cooperation– Cold War to the New Era  
 
From the outset of the Cuban revolution in January 1959, the founder and former President of 
the PRC, Mao Zedong, understood its significance.215 Even before the countries established 
official diplomatic channels, China and Cuba began making strategic deals with one another. In 
1959, Cuba approved China’s application to establish a branch of the government news agency 
(XHNA) in Havana, making it the first country in the Western Hemisphere to do so.216 The 
same year, Cuba expressed concrete intentions to develop a relationship with the PRC, with 
Cuban Armed Forces Minister Raúl Castro requesting that China send an envoy to Cuba in a 
July 1959 meeting with the leader of the Chinese journalists’ delegation, Yao Zhen; China 
fulfilled this request in January 1960, making Cuba the first country in Latin America to host a 
representative of the PRC.217    
 
Cuba then became the first country in Latin America to officially establish diplomatic ties with 
the PRC, on September 28, 1960.218 Cooperation increased accordingly, and the PRC provided 
Cuba with considerable economic and military support during the first half of the 1960s. In 
November 1960, a treaty signed by Ernesto Guevara, President of the National Bank of Cuba, 
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and Li Xiannian, China’s Deputy Minister, offered Cuba a “long-term interest-free loan of the 
equivalent of 60 million dollars over five years (1961-65).”219 By 1965, China was Cuba’s 
second largest trading partner, surpassed only by the Soviet Union, with trade between the 
countries constituting 14% of Cuba’s total foreign trade.220 China also benefited economically 
from this relationship. In 1959, Cuba possessed one of the most advanced oil refineries in the 
world, constructed with United States’ technology a year prior. China requested the blueprints 
of the refinery from Cuba, resulting in the first large-scale refinery established in China being 
accomplished with the use of Cuban, and consequently, American technology.221 During this 
time, Cuba also received military assistance from China; according to Wang Youpin, the second 
ambassador to Cuba serving from 1964 to 1969, China provided Cuba with its most advanced 
anti-aircraft military hardware, the multi-barrel ground-to-air machine guns, and trained 
Cuba’s first hundred pilots.222 
 
Even though Cuba’s Revolutionary Offensive from 1968 to 1970, in which the government 
sought to produce 10 million tons of sugar while simultaneously achieving a complete 
ideological transformation, was heavily influenced by Mao Zedong’s Great Leap Forward and 
the Cultural Revolution in China, ultimately the relations between the countries during this 
time were defined by the Sino-Soviet Conflict.223 While the Soviet Union and the PRC 
competed for leadership in the international communist movement and influence in various 
regions of the world, Cuba was forced to choose sides, a task which was not made easier by 
internal ideological debates among Cuban leadership.224 Within Cuba, a debate arose between 
the socialists of the Popular Socialist Party and members of the 26th of July Movement 
regarding whether to adopt the economic incentive model of the Soviet Union or the 
ideological transformation and emphasis on consciousness-raising akin to Marxist China. 
 
Both China and the Soviet Union extensively disseminated propaganda throughout the island, 
though China engaged more aggressively, “often [sending] such materials directly to the 
homes of Cuban party officials and military officers.”225 Castro remained undecided from 
1960 to 1965, until a  sequence of events caused him to lean towards emulating the Soviet 
system rather than that of the Chinese.226 Up until that point, Castro reportedly harboured 
animosity towards Nikita Khrushchev for how he withdrew Soviet missiles from Cuba during 
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the missile crisis without consulting the Cuban regime.227 Following Khrushchev’s ousting in 
October 1964, Castro gravitated toward the Soviet Union, primarily because its economic aid, 
including oil shipments, energy and weaponry, significantly surpassed that of China.228 
Additionally, during a visit of delegations from the Latin American communist parties to China 
in 1965, Mao Zedong allegedly “accused Castro of being so afraid of the ‘two demons’—
’imperialism’ and the ‘atomic bomb’—that he accepted the third demon, ‘revisionism,’ 
referring to Cuba’s alignment with Moscow.”229  
 
The Cuban regime tried to convince China to compromise with the Soviet Union, but these 
efforts were unsuccessful.230 When annual economic negotiations between Cuba and China 
broke down in 1966, Castro openly attacked China, accusing them of breaking a promise to 
maintain the level of rice exports to Cuba and participating in the blockade by the United 
States.231 China, in turn, believed that Cuba had joined the anti-Chinese group led by Moscow 
and Washington. Castro’s anti-China rhetoric only increased from that point on, and the 
relationship between the two countries deteriorated in turn. Cuba served the global interests of 
the Soviet Union “by sending troops to many countries while China entered into 
rapprochement with the United States.”232 Relations reached their lowest point when China 
invaded Vietnam in 1979, a country that Castro had praised as the greatest anti-American hero 
since the 1960s, and he called Deng Xiaoping a “caricature of Hitler.”233 
 
Paradoxically, renewed amicable relations between Cuba and China, which continue today, 
have their starting point in the final years of the Cold War. The visit of Qian Qichen, the 
Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, to Cuba on June 7, 1989, marked the beginning of a new 
era in the relations between the two nations. Fidel Castro warmly received Qian Qichen and 
publicly expressed his unconditional support to the Communist Party of China’s decision to 
order the massive repression unleashed against the demonstrators in Tiananmen Square.234 
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At a time when countries in Latin America, like Mexico and others, condemned the Tiananmen 
Square massacre and even cancelled meetings with the Chinese Foreign Minister in June 1989, 
China’s post-Tiananmen communist leaders decided to strengthen relations with Cuba.235  
 
Today, Chinese-Cuban relations are defined by shared values, ideologies, and geopolitical 
interests.236 Among other things, it is significant that “[b]oth countries are left-wing 
authoritarian regimes, regard the United States as their primary security threat and 
are ruled by communist parties.”237 These shared values, ideologies, and interests serve 
as an important foundation for their cooperation in diplomatic, economic, and military 
arenas. As a spokesperson for the Chinese Embassy to the United States has stated, “[t]he 
essence of China-Latin America cooperation is mutual benefit, win-win results, and common 
development. We will continue to respect Latin American countries ’ independent choice of 
development paths that suit their own national conditions…. China will continue to firmly 
support the Cuban people’s efforts to oppose external interference and blockade and defend 
sovereignty and national dignity.”238 Given the depth of their historical and ideological ties, 
China frequently refers to Cuba as a “good brother, good comrade, and good friend”—a 
politically and ideologically charged designation that China does not apply to any other 
country. 239 
 
Cuba-China Diplomatic Cooperation 
 
In July 2021, at a ceremony commemorating 100 years of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), 
Chen Xi, the Chinese chargé d’affaires to Cuba, remarked that “[r]elations between China and 
Cuba are at the best moment in their history, and are characterized by full maturity and 
confidence.”240  
 
While China demonstrably seeks to challenge the current, Western-led world order prioritizing 
democracy and human rights,241 the Cuban regime defends China’s worldview in the global 
arena. For example, on October 6, 2020, Cuba delivered a joint statement on behalf of 45 
countries “in firm support of China ’s counter-terrorism and deradicalization measures 
in Xinjiang” during the General Debate at the Third Committee of the 75th session of the 
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United Nations General Assembly.242 During the subsequent session, the Cuban regime once 
again expressed support for China’s human rights record in Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and Tibet, 
despite ample evidence of grave human rights violations and heinous crimes, including 
genocide perpetrated by the CCP.243 In a joint statement with 61 other countries, Cuba’s 
position read–  

 
“We commend the people-center philosophy that the Chinese government pursues and 
achievements that have been made in its human rights cause. Xinjiang is an inseparable 
part of China. We urge the relevant sides to abide by the purposes and principles of the 
United Nations Charter, stop interfering in China’s internal affairs by manipulating 
Xinjiang related issues, refrain from making unfounded allegations against China out of 
political motivations and curbing the development of developing countries under the 
pretext of human rights.”244  

 
These instances of diplomatic support are unsurprising, as this vision regarding state 
sovereignty in relation to human rights issues proves convenient for any and all authoritarian 
regimes that bear responsibility for grave human rights violations.245 A report by the 
organization CADAL analyzing the voting behaviour of the Cuban government in the United 
Nations Human Rights Council between 2008 and 2020 highlights the mutual complicity 
among authoritarian states, including Cuba.246 According to the report, of the 205 resolutions 
addressing problematic human rights situations in specific countries and territories such as 
North Korea, Syria, Iran, Belarus, Sri Lanka, Sudan, and others, Cuba voted 74 times against 
adoption.247 Of those, 73 times it has done so alongside China, the country it has voted with 
most frequently, followed by Russia and Venezuela, whose governments have voted together 42 
times.248 The study concludes, in part– 
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“Cuba is an authoritarian regime, and the first behavioral pattern in the HRC forum, 
and across all instances in which it decided not to support the resolutions, is that it 
basically refused to support resolutions reporting situations and defining specific 
measures to address human rights violations committed by dictatorial or authoritarian 
governments… What links Cuba to other dictatorships and autocracies is their very 
nature. They second each other with their votes, they cover each other and have 
common interests. And this certainly includes geopolitical and economic interests.”249  

 
Another key foreign policy priority for China in Latin America and the Caribbean is the 
advancement of the One China Principle, since seven out of the 12 countries worldwide that 
diplomatically recognize Taiwan are located in this region.250 According to the Chinese 
government’s summary of the One China Principle, “there is but one China in the world, 
Taiwan is an inalienable part of China, and the Government of the People ’s Republic of China 
is the sole legal government representing the whole of China.”251 For the Chinese regime, 
Taiwan is part of China and will be reunified in the near future under the rule of the CCP. 252 
 
Cuba has wholeheartedly supported this position for decades and actively promotes it among 
partners in the region.253 China sees the Cuban regime as a strategic intermediary between 
China and the region, helping foster the Asian country’s relations with nations in Latin 
America and the Caribbean through regional organizations such as the China-CELAC 
(Community of Latin American and Caribbean States) forum.254 Notably, since 2017 five 
member countries of CELAC have shifted their recognition stance from Taiwan to the PRC.255 
China has achieved this through diplomatic and economic leverage, as “Beijing refuses 
diplomatic relations with countries that recognize Taiwan ’s sovereignty”, as well as 
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ideological affinity among leadership.256 For example, under the leadership of President 
Xiomara Castro, Honduras recognized the PRC in 2023 and maintains strong relations with 
the Cuban government, to such an extent that it requests Cuban teachers to instruct in the 
country.257 Other presidents in the region who share ideological affinities with the Cuban 
regime and who have aligned with the CCP’s interests in recent years include Daniel Ortega of 
Nicaragua (2021), Danilo Medina of the Dominican Republic (2018), and Salvador Sanchez of 
El Salvador’s Farabundo Marti Liberation Front.258 
 
Diplomatic ties between Cuba and China are only deepening, with the heads of state of both 
countries meeting in China and declaring that the “ties between Cuba and China are at their 
best historical moment” in September 2025.259 At this meeting, the parties concluded the 
‘Joint Declaration between the Republic of Cuba and the People’s Republic of China on 
accelerating the construction of a Community of Shared Future between Cuba and China’, in 
which Cuba reaffirmed commitment to the One-China principle and declared that it “strongly 
supports the position of the Chinese side on the issues of Xinjiang, Xizang, Hong Kong and 
human rights,  and resolutely rejects attempts to interfere in China’s internal affairs”, while 
China affirmed “support for the Cuban people in their struggle to defend their national 
sovereignty against the economic, commercial and financial blockade imposed by the United 
States.”260 These strong statements of mutual support demonstrate the closeness of the 
partnership in 2025.  
 
Cuba-China Economic Cooperation 
 
Economically, China has over the years become Cuba’s biggest trading partner, as well as its 
primary provider of critical technology.261 Economic cooperation between the regimes is slated 
to expand long-term. In 2018, the two nations concluded their memorandum of understanding 
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to jointly advance the PRC’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Of course, China’s global BRI goes 
beyond expansion of economic cooperation; in the words of Sigmar Gabriel, the Federal 
Minister of Foreign Affairs of Germany in a press conference in 2018, the BRI “is an attempt to 
establish a comprehensive system for reshaping the world to reflect Chinese interests. It is no 
longer about economics. China is developing a comprehensive alternative to the Western 
system, one that is not based on freedom, democracy, and human rights.”262 
 
Cuba and China signed another agreement in furtherance of their economic partnership in 
2021.263 Reports from late 2022 note that Chinese companies have worked on several projects 
in Cuba, “many of which are related to the development and modernization of the country ’s 
infrastructure, telecommunications, renewable energy sources, the tourism industry, and 
other key areas”.264 Bilateral relations between the two countries reportedly amounted by that 
point to roughly $1 billion per year.265 Then, according to the 2025 ‘Joint Declaration between 
the Republic of Cuba and the People’s Republic of China on accelerating the construction of a 
Community of Shared Future between Cuba and China’, Cuba and China agreed “to expand 
practical economic, commercial, financial and investment cooperation, assistance projects 
and scientific opportunities arising from high-quality development in China and Cuba’s 
National Economic and Social Development Plan to 2030.”266  
 
Critically, Cuba has been the recipient of the largest debt cancellation extended by China to any 
country worldwide in recent decades.267 According to a 2019 report, out of the $9.8 trillion in 
debt cancellation and relief that China provided to other countries globally between 2000 and 
2018, $6 billion were forgiven for Cuba.268 If this debt cancellation were treated as a loan, the 
$6 billion waived by China for Cuba “would [have amounted] to China’s fifth-largest loan”.269  
 
The deep economic partnership between Cuba and China is particularly relevant as tensions 
with the United States over Taiwan persist; in the event of a war with the United States, China 
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could give dual purpose to commercial facilities.270 Commander of U.S. Southern Command, 
Laura Richardson, testified before the United States House Service Committee in March 2023, 
stating, “The PRC is investing in critical infrastructure, including deep-water ports, cyber, 
and space facilities which can have a potential dual use for malign commercial and military 
activities in any potential global conflict.”271 
 
Similarly, the implications of China’s increasing presence in the region’s digital infrastructure 
raise questions regarding the risk of intelligence collection and exploitation of sensitive 
information to advance China’s interests. Chinese companies such as Huawei, ZTE, Xiaomi, 
Oppo, and others central to the telecommunications infrastructure of various countries in Latin 
America may be exploitable against government officials and political entities in the 
hemisphere.272 China’s 2017 National Security Law requires Chinese companies, including 
those operating in Latin America, to cooperate with Chinese security services on matters 
relevant to the PRC’s national security.273 In the article ‘China’s Digital Advance in Latin 
America’, Evan Ellis, research professor of Latin American studies at the United States Army 
War College Strategic Studies Institute, has articulated that China’s National Security Law may 
allow “a lever for the PRC to access the data on companies or individuals that may pass 
through the architectures of telecommunications companies such as Huawei and ZTE, 
eCommerce companies such as Alibaba, rideshare companies like DiDi, fintech firms like 
NuBank, and Chinese companies operating data centers, whose ‘clouds’ may contain a vast 
quantity of sensitive, exploitable personal data, intellectual property, and/or government 
information.”274 
 
Cuba-China Military and Intelligence Cooperation 
 
Cuba and China have held various high-level meetings regarding military cooperation over the 
years.275 For example, on November 23, 2018, Wei Fenghe, the Chinese State Councillor and 
Minister of Defense, met with Leopoldo Cintra Frias, the then Cuban Minister of the Armed 
Forces, during which Cuba expressed gratitude to China for its “selfless assistance over the 
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years” and willingness to “continue elevating bilateral ties and military relations through 
enhanced solidarity and cooperation with China”.276 In September 2019, General Xu Qiliang, 
Vice Chairman of China’s Central Military Commission, met with Lieutenant General Alvaro 
Lopez Miera, Cuba’s Chief of the General Staff and First Deputy Minister of the Cuban Ministry 
of the Revolutionary Armed Forces, on the 59th anniversary of the establishment of relations 
between China and Cuba; the Chinese press highlighted that “relations between the two armed 
forces have achieved rapid development in recent years”.277 Both parties reportedly 
committed to continuing the collaboration between their armies and Lt. Gen. Lopez Miera 
expressed gratitude to China for its support of the Cuban state and army.278  
 
Specific instances of military collaboration have likely included arms transfers as well as 
ongoing intelligence cooperation. The information publicly available likely only represents the 
tip of the iceberg. For example, in March 2015, various media outlets reported that the cargo 
ship Da Dan Xia, operated by Chinese state-owned shipping company COSCO Shipping, was 
carrying a large cache of arms to Cuba.279 The ship, originating from the port of Tianjin in 
China and destined for TecnoImport, a Cuban company reported to be a procurement branch 
of the Cuban armed forces, was inspected at the port of Cartagena, where Colombian customs 
agents discovered that it was carrying 100 tons of gunpowder, 2.6 million detonators, 99 
projectile cores, and around 3,000 shell casings used in the construction of artillery cannons, 
despite documentation indicating it was transporting grains.280  
 
In 2023, the Biden Administration revealed that the PRC has access to facilities for collecting 
signals intelligence located in Cuba.281 The Center for Strategic and International Studies 
analyzed satellite imagery and other unclassified information related to roughly one dozen sites 
rumoured to be connected to Chinese surveillance and determined four locations “most likely 
to be supporting Chinese intelligence efforts in the region”, finding “observable SIGINT 
instrumentation, clear physical security infrastructure (guard posts, perimeter fencing, 
military insignia, etc.), and other characteristics that suggested intelligence collection.”282 
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The equipment identified at each location suggests that they have varying capabilities, such as 
intercepting satellite communications, “collect[ing] data on U.S. rocket launches from 
Kennedy Space Center and Cape Canaveral Space Force Station in Florida”, and “pinpointing 
the origin of incoming radio signals”, including potentially tracking military or naval 
operations in the Caribbean and the South Atlantic Ocean. The article concludes that “SIGINT 
collection and cooperation may represent only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to China-
Cuba cooperation”, noting that the U.S. Office of the Director of National Intelligence 
2024 Annual Threat Assessment of the U.S. Intelligence Community “lists Cuba as one of 
several countries where China is looking to establish military facilities.”283 In 2023, the Wall 
Street Journal reported on the negotiations “to establish a new joint military training facility 
on the island”, which at the time were alleged to be at ‘an advanced stage’.284 According to the 
report, these plans raised concern in the United States that the creation of the facility could 
result in “the stationing of Chinese troops and other security and intelligence operations just 
100 miles off Florida’s coast.”285  
 
Experts have warned about the significant security implications of a Chinese intelligence 
gathering and military training facility in Cuba. According to the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, the surveillance facilities in Cuba give China “SIGINT coverage of 
around 20 key [U.S.] bases and installations on the peninsula”, including most significantly 
Naval Air Station Pensacola, Tyndall Air Force Base, MacDill Air Force Base, Naval Air Station 
Key West, King’s Bay Submarine Base, Cape Canaveral, and the United States Southern 
Command.286 Professor Evan Ellis has likewise expressed concern that Cuba could now act “as 
a key staging area from which the Chinese could observe and disrupt” the activities of nearby 
countries.287 
 
Gordon Chang, a senior fellow at the Gatestone Institute, has warned of a more bellicose 
scenario concerning the military and strategic consequences of a Chinese facility in Cuba. 
Specifically, he cautioned against a scenario where adding nuclear missile silos in Cuba would 
give China’s People’s Liberation Army an advantage of ‘shorter flight times’ and accordingly 
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less warning time.288 Such scenarios are particularly worrying as China and Cuba have only 
doubled-down on this security partnership in the face of the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies’ report and accompanying criticism.289 In fact, in May 2025, President Xi 
Jinping and Cuban leader Miguel Diaz-Canel reached an agreement to enhance cooperation in 
this regard. The Chinese Minister of State Security Chen Yixin reportedly confirmed this 
enhanced partnership on social media in August 2025, stating–  

 
“China is ready to work with Cuba to follow on the important mutual understandings 
reached by [the two leaders], further strengthen cooperation in the field of intelligence 
and security, safeguard the national security and social stability of the two countries and 
make new progress in building a China-Cuba community with a shared future.”290  

 
Cuba and China: Repressive Policing  
 
Another avenue for the exchange of repressive tactics to maintain each regime’s grip on power 
are the high-level meetings between the Cuban Ministry of the Interior and the Chinese 
Ministry of Public Security. For example, in May 2023, Lazaro Alvarez Casas, the Cuban 
Minister of the Interior, met with his Chinese counterpart, Wang Xiaohong, the Minister of 
Public Security, agreeing to strengthen cooperation law enforcement and security cooperation 
to prevent “color revolutions.”291  
 
The partnership formalized in such high-level meetings is practically demonstrated in 
cooperation between the two countries’ security forces, the Chinese People Armed Police (PAP) 
and Cuba’s Special National Brigade. The PAP has a long history of repression dating back to 
its role in the Tiananmen Square massacre on June 4, 1989 and the six months of martial law 
that followed.292 Since then, they have played a key role in suppressing numerous protests 
throughout China, including the protests in Tibet in 2008, the 2011 “Jasmine Revolution,” and 
the 2019-2020 Hong Kong protests.293 Similarly, Cuba’s Special National Brigade, also known 

 
288 Gordon G. Chang, "China in Cuba: Nuclear Confrontation on the Warpath," Gatestone Institute, June 23, 2023, 
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months-after-us-jitters.  

291 "China's Police Chief Meets Cuban Interior Minister," Xinhua, May 20, 2023, 
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as the Black Berets, was created in 1980 as part of the National Revolutionary Police 
subordinated to the Ministry of the Interior.294 The highly specialized unit focuses on 
suppressing counter-revolutionary, antisocial, and criminal activities, which in practice refers 
to citizen protests and various forms of popular rebellion.295 On July 22, 2021, the United 
States sanctioned Cuba’s Special National Brigade pursuant to Executive Order (E.O.) 13818, 
which implements the Global Magnitsky Human Rights Accountability Act, for its role in the 
brutal repression of the July 11, 2021 protests.296 
 
The Special National Brigade’s repressive tactics have likely been influenced by the PAP. 
Photos that circulated in ADN Cuba, a Cuban independent media news site, showed the PAP 
training the Special National Brigade.297 According to the news publication, the training began 
six years before the July 2021 pro-democratic protests during which the Special National 
Brigade was deployed to contain and punish protestors. 298 This training forms part of a 
broader pattern by which China exports repressive law enforcement techniques; for example, 
through the Global Security Initiative, China committed to train thousands of foreign law 
enforcement officers, including by sending “police consultants to countries in need to conduct 
training to help them quickly and effectively improve their law enforcement capabilities.”299 
It could be deduced that the training of the Special National Brigade by the PAP provided the 
Cuban repressive forces with crucial know-how in repressive tactics and suppression of pro-
democracy movements.  
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Cuba and Venezuela Relations  
 
History of Cooperation  
 
Political and military relations between Cuba and Venezuela during the Cold War were shaped 
by Fidel Castro’s ambition to exert influence over the oil-rich country. Shortly after the triumph 
of the Cuban Revolution, Castro traveled to Caracas in January 1959 and requested 300,000 
barrels of oil per day from President Rómulo Betancourt.300 Betancourt’s response was 
unequivocal: “If they want oil, they will have to pay for it.”301 Frustrated by this refusal, the 
Cuban regime soon began supporting subversive movements in Venezuela, training and 
arming leftist guerrillas and organizing armed incursions, including two clandestine landings 
of Cuban fighters on Venezuelan shores—in 1966 and in May 1967, the latter known as the 
Machurucuto landing.302 That 1967 expedition—composed of roughly a dozen Cuban and 
Venezuelan guerrillas sent to spread the revolution promoted by Castro—was swiftly 
neutralized by Venezuelan security forces.303 These failed attempts to seize power by force 
severely strained bilateral relations, leading Venezuela to sever diplomatic ties with Cuba in 
1961 and further isolate the Castro regime.304 Nevertheless, Fidel Castro never lost sight of 
Venezuela’s oil wealth; he came to regard the country as the “crown jewel” of his revolutionary 
ambitions and, having failed militarily, began seeking a political route to eventually install an 
allied government in Caracas. 
 
In subsequent decades, Cuban influence in Venezuela continued in a more indirect and 
discreet manner. Diplomatic relations were restored in 1974 under President Carlos Andrés 
Pérez, including an agreement for a modest supply of Venezuelan oil to Cuba—approximately 
20,000 barrels per day, financed by the Soviet Union.305 Despite enduring ideological 
differences, Havana continued cultivating ties with sectors of the Venezuelan left, including 
nationalist military officers, laying the groundwork for a future strategic alignment that would 
only fully materialize decades later. 
 
It was only after decades of frustrated coercion, cautious rapprochement, and discreet political 
courtship that Havana finally achieved the strategic breakthrough it had long pursued. The 
creation of the São Paulo Forum in 1990—a transnational network of left-wing parties and 
movements initiated by Fidel Castro and Brazil’s Workers’ Party under Luiz Inácio Lula da 
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Silva—helped consolidate a new regional strategy centered on gaining power through electoral 
means.306 This strategy explicitly supported the rise of leftist parties and coalitions aligned with 
Havana, which, once in government, systematically proceeded to weaken the rule of law and 
replace liberal democratic institutions with a model that became known as Socialism of the 21st 
Century.307 Beginning in the early 2000s, this model took hold under successive governments 
in Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador, Chile, Nicaragua, Mexico, and other countries across the 
region.308 
 
Although Socialism of the 21st Century presents itself as a progressive ideology, in practice it 
has frequently produced authoritarian governance, institutional erosion, and economic 
dependency, all justified through anti-neoliberal rhetoric.309 This strategic transformation 
reached its clearest and most consequential expression with Hugo Chávez’s ascent to power in 
Venezuela in 1999, which converted a relationship once defined by hostility and distance into a 
sustained and institutionalized alliance—one increasingly marked by Venezuela’s ideological 
subordination and strategic alignment with Cuba. 
 
Since 1994, shortly after his release from prison—where he had served more than two years for 
leading the failed February 1992 military coup that resulted in 32 deaths and sought to 
assassinate President Carlos Andrés Pérez and his family and to seize political power by 
force310—Hugo Chávez began a close and enduring relationship with Cuba. That year, he made 
his first visit to the island, which was followed by 24 further official visits during his first 
decade in power.311 Throughout this period, Chávez openly and repeatedly expressed his 
admiration for Fidel Castro and the Cuban Revolution.312 In 2007, the Venezuelan leader 
declared that Cuba and Venezuela were ‘one nation’ and that ‘at heart, we are one 
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government.”313 Castro and Chavez’s similar ideologies set the stage for a strategic, mutually 
beneficial relationship,314 which quickly developed into one described as ‘interdependent’.315  
 
According to former Caracas mayor Antonio Ledezma, one of the key leaders of the Venezuelan 
opposition, during their respective periods in power Hugo Chávez and Nicolás Maduro 
delivered more than 700 million barrels of oil to the Cuban regime, which is equivalent to over 
US$47 billion.316 By 2012, Venezuela was trading goods and services amounting to 20.8 
percent of Cuba’s GDP and delivering up to 100,000 barrels of oil per day to the island.317 At 
the same time, Venezuela relied on Cuba’s supply of healthcare and education professionals, 
and intelligence and military advisors.318 The years between 2006 and 2013 were considered 
the ‘golden age of Venezuelan-Cuban relations’,319 with the countries’ relationship held 
together by mutual-benefit and the close friendship and shared ideology of their leaders. Upon 
Chavez’ death in 2013, Nicolás Maduro came to power in Venezuela; the partnership has 
continued, though, according to the Center for Strategic and International Studies, it has 
“sustained itself more through a mutual need for self-preservation than through any sort of 
personal relationship between Maduro and the Cuban regime.”320 Nonetheless, the countries 
have continued to collaborate, including economically, politically, and defensively.     
 
Cuba-Venezuela Economic Cooperation  
 
While Cuba has continued to rely on Venezuela economically, the latter’s support has 
decreased with the decline of its own economy. In 2017, Reuters reported that Cuba’s trade 
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with Venezuela had decreased 70 percent since 2014.321 Trade recovered slightly through 2018 
but has continued to dip since.322 In particular, Venezuelan oil trade has declined significantly; 
the Hill reported that oil shipments to Cuba slipped “from roughly 56,000 barrels per day in 
2023 to as few as 8,000 in June 2025.”323 Now, as the majority of Venezuela’s tanker fleet is 
subject to U.S. sanctions, both countries rely on imported oil, including from Mexico and 
Panama.324  
 
Cuba-Venezuela Security Cooperation  
 
Some commentators have regarded Cuban security support as one of the primary reasons that 
Maduro has managed to maintain power in Venezuela the past decades.325 After Hugo Chavez 
suffered his first electoral defeat in 2007, when a constitutional reform referendum aimed at 
expanding presidential powers and eliminating presidential term limits was rejected following 
nationwide mobilization by university students, he turned to the Cuban regime seeking 
mechanisms to entrench himself in power.326 The regime, in turn, provided him with advisers 
and agents drawn from Cuba’s armed forces and its security, intelligence, and 
counterintelligence apparatus. In 2008, Cuba and Venezuela signed two agreements that 
granted Cuba the authority to spy on and ‘revamp’ Venezuela’s military, including by 
authorizing Cuba’s armed forces to “[t]rain soldiers in Venezuela”, “[r]eview and restructure 
parts of the Venezuelan military”, “[t]rain Venezuelan intelligence agents in Havana”, and 
“change the intelligence service’s mission from spying on foreign rivals to surveilling the 
country’s own soldiers, officers, and even senior commanders.”327 According to Reuters, these 
agreements resulted in the surveillance of Venezuelan military through the Directorate General 
of Military Counterintelligence (DGCIM), a Venezuelan intelligence service. Specifically, after 
Cuba began training the DGCIM, the DGCIM stationed intelligence officers in military barracks 
to spy and began tapping the phones of military personnel, leading to hundreds of arrests.328  
 

 
321 "Cuban Trade with Venezuela Plunges Over Two Years," Reuters, August 15, 2017, 
https://www.reuters.com/article/business/cuban-trade-with-venezuela-plunges-over-two-years-idUSKCN1AV23B/. 

322 Trading Economics, "Cuba Imports from Venezuela" (2022), https://tradingeconomics.com/cuba/imports/venezuela.  

323 Daniel Allott, "Venezuela Is Collapsing — and Don't Look Now, but So Is Cuba," The Hill, October 13, 2025, 
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/5545470-venezuela-is-collapsing-and-dont-look-now-but-so-is-cuba/. 

324 Šerić, "Cuba And Venezuela." 

325 Rendon and Fernandez, The Fabulous Five; Jorge G. Castañeda, "The Cuban Contingent Protecting Maduro," Project 
Syndicate, October 11, 2024, https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cuban-agents-secure-nicolas-maduro-
venezuelan-regime-by-jorge-g-castaneda-2024-10; Angus Berwick, "Special Report: How Cuba Taught Venezuela to Quash 
Military Dissent," Reuters, August 22, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/world/special-report-how-cuba-taught-
venezuela-to-quash-military-dissent-idUSKCN1VC1BU/.  

326 Berwick, "Special Report." 

327 Berwick, "Special Report." 

328 Berwick, "Special Report." 

56

https://www.reuters.com/article/business/cuban-trade-with-venezuela-plunges-over-two-years-idUSKCN1AV23B/
https://tradingeconomics.com/cuba/imports/venezuela
https://thehill.com/opinion/international/5545470-venezuela-is-collapsing-and-dont-look-now-but-so-is-cuba/
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cuban-agents-secure-nicolas-maduro-venezuelan-regime-by-jorge-g-castaneda-2024-10
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cuban-agents-secure-nicolas-maduro-venezuelan-regime-by-jorge-g-castaneda-2024-10
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/special-report-how-cuba-taught-venezuela-to-quash-military-dissent-idUSKCN1VC1BU/
https://www.reuters.com/article/world/special-report-how-cuba-taught-venezuela-to-quash-military-dissent-idUSKCN1VC1BU/


 

 

The Center for Security and International Studies has reported that “[t]o protect the regime, 
these security forces imprison and torture political dissidents and civilians protesters,” citing 
Human Rights Watch documentation of “more than 380 cases of cruel, inhuman, or 
degrading treatment against government opponents or perceived opponents, including at 
least 31 cases of torture in Venezuela” between 2014 and January 2019.329 In 2022, the UN 
Independent International Fact-Finding Mission on the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 
echoed these reports, documenting 77 cases of victims “subjected to torture, sexual violence 
and/or other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment” while detained by the DGCIM.330 
Cuba’s role in this repression and abuse cannot be understated, as the country has reportedly 
“train[ed] Venezuelan officials in interrogation techniques, including torture 
methodology.”331 Accordingly, the United States sanctioned Raúl Castro in part due to his role 
in “prop[ping] up the former Maduro regime in Venezuela through violence, intimidation, 
and repression”, citing that “[i]n concert with Maduro’s military and intelligence officers, 
members of the Cuban security forces have been involved in gross human rights violations 
and abuses in Venezuela, including torture.”332   
 
The Cubans Who Died Defending Maduro and the Repressive Axis They Exposed 
 
For years, the Cuban regime has insisted that its presence in Venezuela was benign, limited to 
doctors, nurses, and sports trainers offering humanitarian solidarity. The deaths of 32 Cuban 
military and intelligence personnel while defending Venezuelan dictator Nicolás Maduro have 
now shattered that fiction.333 
 
As early as March 2019, Cuba’s ambassador to Canada, Josefina Vidal, appeared on CBC News 
to denounce Canadian reporting on Cuba’s security intervention in Venezuela.334 She 
dismissed the claims outright: “The assertion that thousands of Cubans would allegedly be 
inserted into the structures of the armed and security forces of Venezuela, supporting the 
government of (legitimate) President Nicolás Maduro, is a scandalous slander,” she said, 
demanding proof.335 

 
329 Human Rights Watch, "Venezuela: Suspected Plotters Tortured," January 9, 2019, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/09/venezuela-suspected-plotters-tortured.  

330 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, "Venezuela: New UN Report Details Responsibilities for Crimes 
Against Humanity to Repress Dissent and Highlights Situation in Remote Mining Areas," September 20, 2022, 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/09/venezuela-new-un-report-details-responsibilities-crimes-against-
humanity. 

331 Rendon and Fernandez, The Fabulous Five. 

332 U.S. Department of State, "Public Designation of Raul Castro, Due to Involvement in Gross Violations of Human Rights," 
September 26, 2019, https://2017-2021.state.gov/public-designation-of-raul-castro-due-to-involvement-in-gross-violations-
of-human-rights/.  

333 Will Grant, "Cuba Counts Cost of Alliance After 32 Troops Killed in Venezuela," BBC, January 15, 2026, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/c0q4l3g183jo.  

334 Evan Dyer, "Canada, Venezuela and Cuba: How Ottawa Views Havana's Role in Caracas," CBC News, February 18, 2019, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/venezuela-canada-cuba-1.5040857. 
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CBC News," Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores de Cuba, March 4, 2019, 
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Today, that proof is unmistakable. These men did not die treating patients or coaching athletes. 
They were killed as part of Maduro’s inner security ring, exposing Cuba’s central role in 
exporting its intelligence and repression model to keep authoritarian allies in power. 
 
That architecture of control became fully visible on January 3, 2026, during Operation 
Absolute Resolve, a U.S. military operation carried out by Delta Force and the 160th Special 
Operations Aviation Regiment that resulted in the capture of Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, 
and their transfer to the United States. On January 5, Maduro appeared in federal court in New 
York to face a four-count indictment accusing him of leading a 25-year narco-terrorism 
conspiracy.336 
 
During the operation, 32 Cuban operatives from the Revolutionary Armed Forces and the 
Ministry of the Interior were killed while defending Maduro.337 Their deaths were not denied 
by Havana. On the contrary, the Cuban government confirmed both the casualties and their 
military ranks in Presidential Decree No. 1147, signed by Miguel Díaz-Canel, which also 
declared two days of national mourning. The decree amounted to an extraordinary 
admission: Cuban state forces were embedded at the highest levels of Venezuela’s security 
apparatus.338 
 
However, mounting independent evidence suggests that the official casualty figures 
significantly understate both the number of Cuban deaths and the scale of Havana’s military 
deployment in Venezuela. 
 
Data based on testimonies from Cuban opposition figures, as published by Libertad Digital, a 
Madrid-based newspaper, suggest that the number of Cuban fatalities may have been at least 
double the figure officially acknowledged by Havana—allegedly as part of an effort to conceal 
the operational failure of the Avispas Negras unit. “These would include the 32 who were 
sleeping in a shed at the Ayala Battalion, incinerated by a missile, and another 32 who were 
on guard duty in Maduro’s bunker and were eliminated by Delta Force gunfire [translated]” 
the newspaper reported.339 
 

 
https://misiones.cubaminrex.cu/en/articulo/ambassador-cuba-canada-responds-tendentious-and-manipulative-article-cbc-
news. 

336 Karen DeYoung, "Maduro in Brooklyn Detention Center After U.S. Capture," Washington Post, January 3, 2026, 
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January 6, 2026, https://www.plenglish.com/news/2026/01/05/cuba-wakes-up-in-national-mourning-after-presidential-
decree-1147. 
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dictadura," Libertad Digital, January 8, 2026, https://www.libertaddigital.com/internacional/latinoamerica/2026-01-08/los-
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Libertad Digital also cites casualty figures announced by the Venezuelan government, which 
place total losses at 100, and references information provided by Venezuelan investigative 
journalist Casto Ocando, who—citing U.S. intelligence sources—states that the contingent sent 
by the Castro dictatorship to Venezuela numbered around 250 military personnel, and 
that Cuban fatalities among those guarding Maduro exceeded 60.340 
 
Several of those killed were linked to the Interior Ministry’s Personal Security 
Directorate and State Security, including operatives deployed in Caracas and assigned to the 
Venezuelan president’s direct protection detail, while others appeared to belong to the Avispas 
Negras (Black Wasps),341 an Interior Ministry unit sanctioned by the U.S. Treasury for violently 
suppressing the July 11, 2021 pro-democracy protests.342 At least one of those killed was 
identified as a cryptographer. Another group belonged to the Revolutionary Armed Forces.343 
 
The extent of this penetration was underscored days later by U.S. Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio, who stated that Maduro’s entire security structure was effectively controlled by Cubans: 
those who guarded him, those who monitored loyalty within the regime, and those who kept 
him insulated from his own people. 344 The implication was unmistakable: Venezuela had not 
merely allied with Cuba; it had been colonized by Cuban intelligence. 
 
This model of exported repression is not unique to Venezuela. A similar pattern has taken root 
in Nicaragua. Since the mass protests of April 2018, credible accounts from retired Nicaraguan 
military officers—including Major Roberto Samcam—indicate that dictator Daniel Ortega has 
increasingly surrounded himself with Cuban advisers embedded in his security apparatus, 
displacing Nicaraguan personnel who once formed his inner circle.345 Independent reporting 
suggests that roughly 60 Cuban advisers operate within Nicaragua’s military and security 
structures, overseeing surveillance, loyalty screening, and repression.346 During Operation 
Clean-Up in April 2018, Cuban special forces reportedly operated alongside paramilitary units 
during mass arrests and the violent dismantling of civilian resistance—an archetypal case of 
the “Cubanization” of repression.347 
 

 
340 Sánchez, "Los 'Avispas negras' cubanos." 

341 14ymedio, "¿Qué se sabe hasta ahora de los 32 muertos cubanos en Venezuela?" January 5, 2026, 
https://www.14ymedio.com/cuba/ahora-32-muertos-cubanos-venezuela_1_1122332.html. 

342 Rebecca Beitsch, "Biden Administration Sanctioning Cuban Officials over Response to Protests," The Hill, July 22, 2021, 
https://thehill.com/policy/national-security/564325-biden-administration-sanctioning-cuban-officials-over-response-to/. 
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The military operation that led to Maduro’s capture signals a shift in U.S. policy. For years, 
costs faced by autocrats were limited to statements and sanctions. Now, potential 
consequences are much more severe. It would be a strategic mistake for the United States not 
to now pair it with a coherent political strategy to promote a democratic transition in 
Venezuela. 
 
A democratic Venezuela that respects electoral results and the popular will, especially that of 
the more than 70% of Venezuelans who voted for Edmundo González in the July 28, 2024 
elections—would halt the export of authoritarianism, dismantle state-sponsored 
narcotrafficking networks, help reverse the refugee exodus, and reemerge as a reliable energy 
partner.348 Sustained oil production growth is unrealistic under a corrupt criminal regime; by 
contrast, JP Morgan estimates that a political transition could raise output to 1.3–1.4 million 
barrels per day within two years, and potentially to 2.5 million over the next decade.349 History 
shows that democratic transitions fail when senior power brokers and regime institutions 
escape accountability. Figures such as Diosdado Cabello, Delcy Rodríguez, Jorge Rodríguez, 
and Vladimir Padrino López must face justice or mafia-like structures will persist. 
 
The eventual fall of the regime would have far-reaching regional consequences: deepening 
Cuba’s isolation, fracturing the authoritarian axis with Russia, curbing the influence of China 
and Iran, weakening ELN and FARC groups in Colombia linked to drug trafficking, and helping 
stem the largest mass exodus in Latin American history. 
 
Despite the deaths of the 32 Cuban operatives, as long as the Venezuelan regime remains in 
power, many other Cuban intelligence advisers will continue to be embedded across multiple 
spheres of influence. These deaths reveal how authoritarian regimes sustain one another 
through intelligence sharing and the export of repression—regardless of the human cost. 
 
Repressive regimes do not stand alone; they sustain one another. The Cubans who died 
defending Nicolás Maduro did so not in defense of Venezuela, but in defense of a repressive 
system responsible for crimes against humanity, torture, political imprisonment, enforced 
disappearances, and extrajudicial killings—a system built on surveillance, fear, and impunity. 
Their deaths mark not only the collapse of a security ring, but the unmasking of an entire axis 
of repression in the Americas. 
 
Transnational Smear Campaigns and Authoritarian Information Warfare 
 
Cuba’s support for Maduro extends beyond training Venezuela’s military and intelligence 
services to suppress dissent and maintain power. An often-overlooked dimension of the 
alliance between the autocratic regimes in Havana and Caracas is the Cuban regime’s use of its 
entire state-controlled media ecosystem, working in tandem with Venezuelan outlets to 

 
348 Tom Phillips, "Venezuela Election: US Recognises Opposition Candidate Edmundo González as Winner," The Guardian, 
August 1, 2024, https://www.theguardian.com/world/article/2024/aug/02/venezuela-election-us-edmundo-gonzalez-
maduro-results-disputed. 

349 Florence Tan and Anjana Anil, "Venezuela's Oil Supply to Rise in Years Ahead and Depress Prices, Say Analysts," Reuters, 
January 5, 2026, https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/us-sanctions-policy-determine-venezuelas-oil-production-
outlook-goldman-says-2026-01-04/. 
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conduct coordinated smear campaigns against Venezuelan opposition leaders María Corina 
Machado and Edmundo González, particularly in the period before and after Venezuela’s July 
28, 2024 elections.350 In previous years, other Venezuelan opposition leaders—notably Juan 
Guaidó—were similarly targeted for character assassination in Cuba’s state media.351 
 
Between 2024 and 2025, however, the Cuban regime devoted more space in its official media 
to character-assassination campaigns against Machado and González than against its own 
domestic opponents. During this period, Granma, Juventud Rebelde, Cubadebate, Mesa 
Redonda, and Prensa Latina published dozens of articles constructing a narrative that accused 
them of manipulating electoral tallies and portrayed them as coup plotters, traitors to the 
homeland, anti-Venezuelan actors, instigators of violence, and representatives of a so-called 
“fascist opposition.”352 Some pieces even questioned Machado’s Nobel nomination and 
absurdly framed her as a pro-Netanyahu operative, explicitly linking her to the Israeli prime 
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Venezuela, where the Public Prosecutor’s Office operates under the effective control of the executive branch.  
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minister. 353 All of this stood in stark contrast to the international recognition of the July 28 
electoral results, in which more than 70 percent of Venezuelans voted for Edmundo 
González.354 
 
These campaigns were clearly aimed at damaging María Corina Machado’s reputation among 
certain audiences in Latin America and Europe. However, the electoral outcome suggests that 
the effort largely failed. Symbolically, the vote also functioned as a moral endorsement of 
Machado herself, despite her formal disqualification from the race. As Autocracy, 
Inc. documents, such smear campaigns are a standard instrument of contemporary 
authoritarian systems.355 They are not necessarily designed to persuade broad electorates, but 
rather to confuse, intimidate, and polarize—often targeting sympathetic ideological audiences 
abroad while simultaneously reinforcing regime narratives at home. In this case, the messaging 
appears to have been directed less at Venezuelan voters than at left-wing political networks and 
opinion-makers in Latin America and Europe, where Cuban and Venezuelan state media have 
long invested in shaping permissive narratives toward authoritarian rule. 
 
These campaigns were driven largely by fear that the collapse of the Venezuelan regime—
Cuba’s principal political and economic patron—could open the door to a democratic 
transition. In particular, the attacks intensified after Edmundo González stated in an interview 
with Voice of America in May 2024 that, if elected, his government would “review relations 
with Cuba,” especially regarding the Cuban regime’s access to Venezuela’s SAIME 
(Administrative Service of Identification, Migration, and Foreign Affairs), as well as Cuban 
presence in ports and airports, national identification systems, and intelligence services.356 For 
her part, when María Corina Machado won the opposition primary in October 2023, she 
declared that without Chavismo in power, “there will be no way or area in which the Cuban 
regime interferes in the affairs of the Venezuelan state, nor Venezuela in the affairs of the 
Cuban state.”357 
 
Similarly, the Venezuelan regime has conducted its own smear campaigns through state-
aligned outlets such as teleSUR, VTV (Venezolana de Televisión) and others, targeting 
prominent Cuban figures in exile in the United States. These efforts have been particularly 
aggressive against U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, dating back to his time as a senator, as 

 
353 Character assassination is defined as the deliberate destruction of an individual’s reputation or credibility—See, for 
example, a sample of smear-campaign articles drawn from a subset of the 25 pieces published in Cuba’s state-run media 
outlets: Giráldez, "Réquiem por un Nobel de la guerra"; Pérez, "What Is a Branch for Subversion?"; Atilio Borón, "María Corina 
Machado y la traición a la patria," teleSUR (blog), February 11, 2024, https://www.telesurtv.net/blogs/maria-corina-machado-
y-la-traicion-a-la-patria/; Atilio Borón, "María Corina Machado y la traición a la patria," Cubadebate (opinion), February 11, 
2024, https://www.cubadebate.cu/opinion/2024/02/11/maria-corina-machado-y-la-traicion-a-la-patria/.  

354 Phillips, "Venezuela Election." 

355 Anne Applebaum, Autocracy, Inc.: The Dictators Who Want to Run the World (New York: Doubleday, 2024), 122-151. 

356 Adriana Núñez Rabascall and Nicole Kolster, "Candidato presidencial de la oposición venezolana: La puerta está abierta 
para el chavismo," Voz de América, May 22, 2024, https://www.vozdeamerica.com/a/candidato-presidencial-de-la-oposicion-
venezolana-la-puerta-esta-abierta-para-el-chavismo/7622377.html. 

357 Muñoz and Medina Orama, “The Footprints of Cuban Intelligence.” 
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well as Cuban American members of Congress such as María Elvira Salazar. 358 Such 
defamation circulates within the integrated information ecosystem shared by both regimes. 
 
At a global level, this practice reflects a broader pattern: autocracies from Havana and Caracas 
to Moscow and Beijing routinely deploy coordinated smear campaigns against pro-democracy 
leaders. By flooding the information space with excessive volumes of content, often riddled 
with inaccuracies, distortions, half-truths, and outright falsehoods, these regimes seek to 
overwhelm audiences, erode credibility, and replace factual debate with manufactured 
narratives. 
 
Cuba-Venezuela Diplomatic Cooperation 
 
Beyond information warfare and coordinated smear campaigns, Cuba’s support for Nicolás 
Maduro is reinforced through overt diplomatic action, particularly in moments of electoral 
crisis and international scrutiny. In fact, Cuba has repeatedly expressed support for the 
Venezuelan leader in the face of election controversies. First, while the 2018 Presidential 
Elections were condemned as failing to meet international standards and lacking credibility by 
numerous democratic countries,359 the European Union,360 and the G7,361 Cuban President 
Miguel Diaz-Canel traveled to Venezuela in a show of solidarity and support, stating– “[w]e felt 
(Maduro’s) victory as our own.”362 Maduro had similarly been the first foreign leader to meet 
with Diaz-Canel just weeks prior when he had succeeded Raul Castro.363 
 
The 2024 Venezuelan elections, which were again criticized as fraudulent,364 sparked nine 
countries to call for an emergency meeting of the Organization of American States permanent 

 
358 "Cabello critica duramente a Marco Rubio y lo tilda de 'imbécil' durante un evento público," La Silla Rota, November 26, 
2025, https://lasillarota.com/mundo/2025/11/26/cabello-critica-duramente-marco-rubio-lo-tilda-de-imbecil-durante-un-
evento-publico-570788.html; "Venezuela. 'Ninguna potencia debe amenazar la paz regional': ALBA-TCP condena agresiones 
de EE. UU.," Resumen Latinoamericano, November 14, 2025, 
https://www.resumenlatinoamericano.org/2025/11/14/venezuela-ninguna-potencia-debe-amenazar-la-paz-regional-alba-tcp-
condena-agresiones-de-ee-uu. 

359 Šerić, "Cuba And Venezuela"; Reuters, "Latin American Leaders React to Venezuela Election Results," July 29, 2024, 
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/latin-american-leaders-react-venezuela-election-results-2024-07-29/. 

360 Council of the EU, "Declaration by the High Representative on Behalf of the EU on the Presidential and Regional Elections 
in Venezuela," May 22, 2018, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/05/22/declaration-by-the-
high-representative-on-behalf-of-the-eu-on-the-presidential-and-regional-elections-in-venezuela/. 

361 G7, "G7 Leaders' Statement on Venezuela," May 23, 2018, https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/statements/2018/05/23/g7-
leaders-statement-venezuela.  

362 Deisy Buitrago and Andreina Aponte, "Cuba's New Leader Praises Maduro in 'Solidarity' Visit to Venezuela," Reuters, May 
30, 2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/world/cubas-new-leader-praises-maduro-in-solidarity-visit-to-venezuela-
idUSKCN1IV1ZU/.  

363 Buitrago and Aponte, "Cuba's New Leader Praises Maduro."   

364 Šerić, "Cuba And Venezuela." 
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council due to “profound concern” over the election.365 Cuba did not join this call, with Diaz-
Canel instead posting a statement of support on X (formerly Twitter)–  
 

“Nicolas Maduro, my brother, your victory, which is that of the Bolivarian and Chavista 
people, has cleanly and unequivocally defeated the pro-imperialist opposition. They also 
defeated the regional, interventionist and Monroist right. The people spoke and the 
Revolution won.”366 

 
Most recently, in response to escalating tensions between the United States and Venezuela, 
with the Trump administration building a military presence in the region, Cuba has made 
efforts to counter this influence in support of the Maduro regime. Namely, as reported by The 
Nation on November 26, 2025, Cuba has “organized a meeting of the left regional block ALBA, 
and raised the issue at various international events.”367  

 
365 Šerić, "Cuba And Venezuela"; "Nine Latin American Governments Call for Emergency OAS Meeting," Reuters, July 29, 
2024, https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/nine-latin-american-governments-call-emergency-oas-meeting-2024-07-
29/.  

366 "US Expresses 'Concerns', Cuba Hails Maduro's 'Victory': Leaders React to Venezuela Election," France24, July 29, 2024, 
https://www.france24.com/en/americas/20240729-leaders-across-americas-react-to-venezuela-s-maduro-disputed-re-
election.  

367 Marc Frank, "Cubans Watch the Escalating US-Venezuelan Crisis," The Nation, November 26, 2025, 
https://www.thenation.com/article/world/cuba-venezuela-trump-war/. 
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PART III: IMPLICATIONS OF AUTHORITARIAN COLLABORATION 
 
Democratic Repression  
 
Decades ago, the autocrats of Russia and China concluded that if “the liberal order succeeded 
globally it would pose an existential threat to their regimes.”368 Consequently, autocracies 
have banded together to exchange ideas, techniques, and laws aimed at suppressing pro-
democracy movements within their respective nations; the International Foundation for 
Electoral Systems has summarized this growing cooperation–  
 

“Autocrats face common threats, including: pro-democracy groups and dissenters at 
home; stigmatization and illegitimacy of their authoritarian governance tactics abroad; 
conditionalities on critically needed aid or loans that prioritize democratic governance 
structures and policies; and evolving and increased security threats. In response, 
authoritarian regimes are sharing information; working to legitimate (or de-stigmatize) 
repressive practices; supporting one another as they weather shocks and crises resulting 
from international integration (economic or political); and even lending resources for 
co-opting and managing critical constituencies. These and other tactics allow them to 
entrench authoritarian practices.”369  
 

These alliances between dictatorships pose a danger to the flourishing of democracy 
globally.370 Over the last decade and a half, dictators have formed transnational links, shared 
methods, and sought effective ways to suppress freedom of expression and independent 
journalism, eliminate NGOs, and silence dissent.371 According to Stephen G.F. Hall in his book 
‘The Authoritarian International: Tracing How Authoritarian Regimes Learn in the Post-Soviet 
Space,’ dictators copy each other’s repressive methods, emulating each other through trial and 
error and sharing results through their own networks and exchanges among security 
services.372 
 
For example, following the pro-democracy demonstrations in Cuba on July 11, 2021, when 
hundreds of thousands of Cubans took to the streets in peaceful protests to demand economic 

 
368 Thomas Wright, "The Return to Great Power Rivalry Was Inevitable," Brookings, September 12, 2018, 
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/the-return-to-great-power-rivalry-was-inevitable/.  

369 Dr. Christina Cottiero and Dr. Cassandra Emmons, Understanding and Interrupting Authoritarian Collaboration 
(International Foundation for Electoral Systems, May 2, 2024), https://www.ifes.org/publications/authoritarian-
collaboration. 

370 Michael Lima and Sarah Teich, "Cuba's Authoritarian Alliances Are a Threat to Democracy," The Hub, July 14, 2023, 
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/cubas-authoritarian-alliances-are-a-threat-to-democracy-sarah-teich-michael-lima-in-the-hub/.  

371 Repucci and Slipowitz, The Global Expansion of Authoritarian Rule, 10.  

372 Stephen G.F. Hall, The Authoritarian International: Tracing How Authoritarian Regimes Learn in the Post-Soviet Space 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, May 2023), 48-127. 
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reform and democratic change,373 the Cuban government cracked down and transformed Cuba 
into the largest jailer of prisoners of conscience in the hemisphere.374 In May 2023, the number 
of political prisoners reached approximately 1,048, of which around 700 participated in the 
2021 pro-democracy protests.375 Journalists, activists, and members of civil society faced 
numerous repressive actions, including enforced house arrests and arbitrary detentions.376 
Most pro-democracy leaders remain imprisoned or have been forced into exile.377 The 
footprints of Russia and China are evident in the specifics of the Cuban regime’s response. The 
adoption of legal measures used to suppress dissent is reminiscent of Russia’s gag laws378 and 
the use of China’s imported technology was apparent as the Cuban regime effectively 
orchestrated widespread internet shutdowns, hindering the coordination of activists within 
Cuba and obscuring the world’s view of the widespread police repression unfolding across the 
island.379 China’s military training of Cuba’s National Special Brigade—a key force responsible 
for suppressing the pro-democracy demonstrators—significantly and demonstrably 
contributed to their effectiveness.380 In this way, Cuba’s collaboration with Russia and China 
has not only provided vital economic support to sustain the regime’s control but has also 
imparted specific repressive tactics that further enable the suppression, surveillance, and 
fragmentation of human rights defenders and pro-democracy activists on the island. 
 
 

 
373 Michael Lima and Sarah Teich, "Canada Should Not Be So Tolerant of Cuba's Repressive Regime," The Hub, July 11, 2022, 
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/canada-should-not-be-so-tolerant-of-cubas-repressive-regime-michael-lima-and-sarah-teich-in-
the-hub/. 

374 Michael Lima and Sarah Teich, "An Island Prison: Cubans Still Suffer as the Free World Looks Away," Globe and Mail, July 
12, 2023, https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/an-island-prison-cubans-still-suffer-as-the-free-world-looks-away-michael-lima-and-
sarah-teich-in-the-globe-and-mail/.  

375 "Prisoners Defenders: Political Prisoners in Cuba Rise to 1,048," The LA News, May 11, 2023, https://latin-
american.news/prisoners-defenders-political-prisoners-in-cuba-rise-to-1048/; Congressional Record S-2314, July 11, 2023, 
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CREC-2023-07-11/pdf/CREC-2023-07-11-pt1-PgS2314.pdf.  

376 Observatorio Cubano de Derechos Humanos, "OCDH: En julio se registraron en Cuba al menos 338 acciones represivas 
contra la población civil," August 8, 2023, https://observacuba.org/ocdh-julio-cuba-338-acciones-represivas-contra-
poblacion-civil/.  

377 Dave Sherwood and Marc Frank, "In Exile or Prison, Cuban Activism Gutted on Year After Mass Protests," Reuters, July 6, 
2022, https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/exile-or-prison-cuban-activism-gutted-one-year-after-mass-protests-2022-
07-06/.  

378NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence, Russia's Strategy in Cyberspace (June 2021), 12, 15, 
https://stratcomcoe.org/cuploads/pfiles/Nato-Cyber-Report_11-06-2021-4f4ce.pdf; Human Rights Watch, "Russia: 
Repressive Laws Used to Crush Civic Freedoms," August 7, 2024, https://www.hrw.org/news/2024/08/07/russia-repressive-
laws-used-crush-civic-freedoms; "Gag Laws in Cuba: The Cuban Regime Threatens Confiscation and Imprisonment for Social 
Media Posts," CiberCuba, March 13, 2025, https://en.cibercuba.com/noticias/2025-03-13-u1-e197721-s27061-nid298821-
leyes-mordaza-cuba-regimen-cubano-amenaza-decomisos.  

379 Leland Lazarus and Evan Ellis, "How China Helps the Cuban Regime Stay Afloat and Shut Down Protests," The Diplomat, 
August 3, 2021, https://thediplomat.com/2021/08/how-china-helps-the-cuban-regime-stay-afloat-and-shut-down-protests/.  

380 Dominguez and Martinez Fregela, "A 90 millas de EEUU"; Neil Campbell, "Chinese Paramilitary Unit That Helped 
Suppress Hong Kong Protesters Also Trained Cuba's 'Black Berets,'" Vision Times, August 4, 2021, 
https://www.visiontimes.com/2021/08/04/ccp-trains-cuba-black-berets.html.  
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Repressive Legislation  
 
History has shown that dictatorships cooperate to survive, sharing techniques that help adapt 
authoritarian methods to a changing world and maintain power.381 One of the most significant 
techniques that repressive regimes have learned from each other is the use of the law as a 
means of repression.382 Cuba is no exception. As early as the late 1970s, Cuba already had a 
penal code modeled after the Soviet Union, considered one of the most repressive and human 
rights-violating legislations in the socialist bloc.383 The regime has continued to adapt its legal 
framework over the years to adapt to changing circumstances based on examples set by other 
autocracies. 
 
For example, Putin by the beginning of his third term in 2012 became fearful of pro-democratic 
movements, which led to the toppling of several dictators between 2003 and 2014, as 
witnessed in Georgia, Ukraine, and the Middle East.384 Therefore, by the end of 2012, Putin 
had begun to implement a series of gag laws in Russia, including the NGO Laws on Foreign 
Agents, and other policies to restrict and criminalize NGOs, journalists, bloggers, and activists. 
Under Russia’s Foreign Agents Law, NGOs would be forced to include a label on all their 
published material identifying their work as that of “foreign agents.” Eventually, in 2015 the 
law was amended to ban any organization that the Russian government considers a threat to 
national security.385 
 
Similar gag laws were passed in Cuba thereafter.386 For instance, Cuba’s Article 68 of Decree 
Law 370/2018 makes it illegal for Cubans to have their content hosted on websites or 
platforms that are not mirror copies of locally hosted websites.387 Decree Law 35 of August 
2021 mandates that telecommunications providers interrupt, suspend, or cancel their services 
when a user publishes “false” information or information that affects “public morality” and 

 
381 Cottiero and Emmons, Understanding And Interrupting Authoritarian Collaboration.  

382 Cottiero and Emmons, Understanding And Interrupting Authoritarian Collaboration. 

383 Human Rights Watch, Repressive Machinery; Lopez-Rey y Arrollo, "Los codigos penales de Cuba y China."  

384 Anthony H. Cordesman, Russia and the Color Revolutions: A Russian Military View of a World Destabilized by the US 
and the West (Center for Strategic and International Studies, May 28, 2014), 3, 12, https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/legacy_files/files/publication/140529_Russia_Color_Revolution_Full.pdf. 

385 Katherine Machalek, "Factsheet: Russia's NGO Laws," Freedom House, 
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Organizations Law," Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, June 9, 2021, https://www.rferl.org/a/russian-lawmakers-bill-
undesirable-organizations/31298911.html; Human Rights Watch, "Nicaragua: Government Dismantles Civil Society. Arbitrary 
Closure of Groups Impede Rights, Humanitarian Work," June 19, 2022, https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/07/19/nicaragua-
government-dismantles-civil-society; "Annals of Autocracy: Dictators' Dark Secret: They're Learning from Each Other," 
Washington Post, June 22, 2023, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/06/22/dictators-trade-toolkits-cling-
power/. 
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“respect for public order.” 388 Article 143 of Cuba’s December 2022 Penal Code constrains the 
ability of civil society organizations, activists, and independent journalists to operate in the 
country by prohibiting the receipt or utilization of funds that are deemed to support activities 
against the Cuban state and its constitutional order; any individual found guilty of possessing 
funds intended for such purposes may face imprisonment ranging from 4 to 10 years.389 
Finally, Article 391.1 of Cuba’s December 2022 Penal Code punishes any person who 
disseminates “false information” with six months to two years of imprisonment or fines, and 
even harsher penalties if the information is disseminated on social networks or in social media 
spaces.390  
 
These repressive laws in Cuba bear similarities as well to domestic legislation in China. 
Censorship laws in China, like Cuba, prohibit any content that is deemed to be “spreading 
rumors, disturbing social order or disrupting social stability.”391 Furthermore, China’s 
Criminal Code allows dissidents to be sentenced for “picking quarrels and provoking trouble,” 
which is very similar to Cuba’s Penal Code article on public disorder, one of the most 
commonly used tools against political opponents on the island.392 Additionally, both China and 
Cuba have implemented regulations to hold internet providers and consumers responsible for 
the content they post.393 
 
Digital Authoritarianism 
 
Just as Russian-style repressive legislation has been emulated to suppress opposition around 
the globe, many dictatorships, including Cuba, seek to emulate China’s model of internet 
control and digital authoritarianism. Digital authoritarianism refers to “the use of information 
technology by authoritarian regimes to surveil, repress, and manipulate domestic and 
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foreign populations.”394 Through internet control, censorship, and restrictive laws that violate 
freedom of expression and association, digital authoritarianism aims to silence dissent and 
prevent protests.395 In line with this concept, the PRC has established an Orwellian, highly 
technological, and totalitarian society. Data centers across the country gather information on 
all citizens, and all conduct is under state control.396  
 
The internet and social media are strictly controlled under what has been dubbed the Great 
Firewall of China.397 The Great Firewall prevents Chinese users from accessing many 
international news websites, search engines, and social media platforms, from Google to X 
(formerly Twitter) to the New York Times.398 The Chinese government is also capable of 
monitoring internet traffic in real time and turning off or on access to certain websites.399 
Freedom House has detailed China’s internet censorship practice, stating–  
 

“The authorities apply pressure to Chinese internet companies to tightly enforce 
censorship regulations or risk suspensions, fines, blacklisting, closure, or even criminal 
prosecution of relevant personnel… Censored topics often involve breaking news related 
to the reputation of the party or officials, official wrongdoing, foreign affairs, health and 
safety, and civil society activism… There is also consistent and systematic censorship of 
content that violates long-standing taboos on subjects such as the June 4, 1989, 
Tiananmen massacre; Taiwanese independence; and repression of ethnic minorities in 
Xinjiang and Tibet or of banned religious groups like Falun Gong in other parts of 
China. The CCP’s Propaganda Department and its local subsidiaries issue almost daily 
instructions to news websites and social media platforms on what content to restrict.”400  

 
As of 2021, only 3 to 15% of China’s over 900 million internet users managed to bypass the 
Great Firewall, primarily utilizing VPNs.401 In 2024, it was reported that VPN usage to 
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circumvent the Great Firewall had doubled in the previous year, while at the same time 
censorship became “more strategic and more surgical.”402 This means that the Chinese people 
are essentially blinded to the worst atrocity crimes ordered by the PRC.  
 
The amount of data collected by the Chinese regime from its citizens and the monitoring of 
their everyday lives is unprecedented. During the Cold War the former German Democratic 
Republic was considered the most surveilled society in history, with the Ministry of State 
Security or STASI fielding 92,000 officers and 200,000 informants for a population of 17 
million people; China’s surveillance system far surpasses this, with its high degree of 
technological sophistication and data centers gathering real-time information from artificial 
intelligence facial recognition cameras on its citizens’ daily mobility, purchases, and 
behaviour.403 
 
Traces of China’s ‘digital authoritarianism’ can be observed in Cuba.404 In Cuba, China 
dominates the telecommunications sector; China partially financed and constructed the Alba-1 
submarine cable, connecting the island’s telecommunications infrastructure to South America 
through Venezuela, and various Chinese telecommunications companies have helped develop 
the island’s communication infrastructure.405 In fact, all major technology providers for 
ETECSA, Cuba’s only state telecommunications company, are Chinese companies like Huawei, 
TP-Link, and ZTE.406 Additionally, a 2017 report from the Open Observatory of Network 
Interference found traces of Chinese codes in interfaces for Cuban Wi-Fi portals.407 The 
Swedish company Qurium detected that Cuba uses Huawei Management software, eSight, to 
help filter web searches.408 This raises concerns about the future of internet freedom in Cuba. 
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Since the backbone of the internet infrastructure in Cuba is completely controlled by the 
government, it has been able to harness Chinese technology to restrict internet access and 
block communications platforms, including WhatsApp, Telegram, and Signal, particularly 
during “times of heightened political sensitivity.”409 For example, the Cuban regime imposed 
nationwide connectivity restrictions following the November 2020 San Isidro protests and 
during the nationwide July 2021 pro-democracy demonstrations.410 In addition to general 
outages, activists and dissidents have reported that their mobile and fixed-line connections 
have been selectively targeted for disruption.411 
 
Through website censorship, social media control, internet outages, and blocking of VPN 
access, the Cuban regime systematically restricts free spaces in Cuba for civil society to 
coordinate actions and organize mobilization for democratic change. Actions such as general 
internet shutdowns and targeted internet cuts directed at specific pro-democracy leaders, 
along with deliberate reduction of internet bandwidth to significantly impede and prevent the 
uploading of videos, have resulted in the restriction of the few online spaces that had enabled 
civil society coordination for democratic change in Cuba.412 
 
Propaganda 
 
The consequences of this widespread censorship are exacerbated by coordinated 
misinformation campaigns. The International Foundation for Electoral Systems has detailed 
how authoritarian regimes engage in “collective legitimation: collaboration not only to de-
stigmatize authoritarian rule, but to promote the belief that their exercise of power is 
appropriate” and also “collaborate to cast suspicions on dissident and minority groups 
capable of threatening collective action.”413 In fact, the Atlantic Council has regarded the 
spread of disinformation and propaganda as Russia’s most prominent activity in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, noting that “Russia’s messaging apparatus is among the region’s most 
formidable, leveraging social media platforms including Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and 
WhatsApp, bot technologies, and state disinformation outlets such as RT and Sputnik to 
spread narratives favorable to Moscow, undermine democratic institutions, and foment 
discord.”414 The U.S. Embassy in Panama has also documented Russia’s propaganda machine 
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in Latin America, noting that the region is easily exploited due to its open information 
environment.415   
      
The Cuban regime plays a significant role in perpetuating this propaganda. For example, 
Cubavision Internacional, a Cuban free-to-air television channel operated by Cuba’s national 
broadcaster, the Cuban Institute of Radio and Television,416 rebroadcasts RT programming, 
including in relation to human rights violations and the war in Ukraine.417 While the Canadian 
Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission has prohibited RT and RT France from 
distribution in Canada,418 Cubavision Internacional remains authorized to distribute content in 
Canada and continues to rebroadcast RT programming. This example demonstrates how 
authoritarian collaboration is strategically utilized to circumvent democracies’ efforts to 
combat disinformation and propaganda.   
 
Advancement of Territorial Aggression: Ukraine and Taiwan 
 
Cuba’s authoritarian alliances transcend internal issues of Cuba and have repercussions that 
undermine democracy, justice, and human rights globally. The Cuban regime is a strategic and 
key military ally of China and Russia, and therefore its alliances with these regimes affect 
Ukraine and pose a significant regional challenge to the United States in the event of a war over 
Taiwan.  
 
With support from the Cuban regime, both China and Russia have been able to extend their 
influence across the rest of the hemisphere and advance their diplomatic, political, and 
strategic interests. In exchange for the postponement of the remaining portion of its external 
debt to Russia, along with the supply of oil to the island and other economic privileges 
extended by Russia to the power elite in Cuba, the Cuban regime supports Russia’s aggressive 
war in Ukraine and, as discussed above, has played a crucial role in creating an anti-Ukraine 
coalition in Latin America.  
 
Similarly, Cuba’s strategic relationship with China would pose significant challenges to the 
United States in the event of a conflict between China and the United States over the forced 
unification of Taiwan. China is Cuba’s largest trading partner, and Chinese state-linked 
companies have invested heavily in critical infrastructure projects on the island.419 
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This relationship has implications that extend well beyond commerce. As the Center for 
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) has noted, Cuba is capable of collecting even 
seemingly mundane data from high-frequency radio transmissions.420 While modern military 
communications are highly encrypted, metadata, such as the frequency, origin, direction, and 
volume of communications traffic, can still yield significant intelligence value by helping to 
construct a detailed picture of U.S. and allied military activity in the Caribbean and 
southeastern United States.421 
 
In this context, military experts have warned that China could assign dual-use functions to 
ostensibly commercial facilities across Latin America and the Caribbean, including deep-water 
ports, telecommunications infrastructure, and space-related installations, in the event of a 
conflict with the United States. 422 Reports of a Chinese espionage facility in Cuba capable of 
intercepting communications from U.S. military bases in Florida underscore the seriousness of 
this threat, constituting a risk to U.S. national security in both peacetime and wartime 
scenarios.423 
 
Cuba as an Intelligence Broker: Trading HUMINT with Authoritarian Allies 
 
While considerable attention has focused on reports of Russian and Chinese signals-
intelligence facilities in Cuba, this emphasis risks obscuring a more enduring and strategically 
significant reality: Cuba’s core value to allied authoritarian regimes lies in its long-standing 
expertise in human intelligence (HUMINT) and its systematic practice of trading stolen U.S. 
secrets with hostile powers, most notably Russia, China, and Iran.424 
 
Cuba’s intelligence apparatus was established in 1961 with the creation of the Directorate of 
General Intelligence, described above.425 From its inception, the service was designed not as a 
high-technology intelligence agency, but as a professionally disciplined HUMINT service 
modeled on Soviet tradecraft. Over time, it evolved into a highly effective intelligence 
organization specializing in deep infiltration, ideological recruitment, and long-term agent 
cultivation, frequently underestimated by U.S. counterintelligence.426 
 
Unlike intelligence services that rely heavily on advanced technology, Cuban intelligence has 
long favored low-tech, high-discipline methods that have proven resilient against modern 
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counterintelligence systems. This operational model has allowed Cuban intelligence to operate 
securely for decades while focusing overwhelmingly on penetrating U.S. government 
institutions from within.427 
 
Crucially, Havana has demonstrated no hesitation in sharing or bartering the intelligence it 
collects inside the United States. American counterintelligence experts have repeatedly noted 
that Cuba’s most valuable export is not commodities but classified U.S. information—military, 
diplomatic, and technological secrets that are exchanged with aligned authoritarian regimes.428 
In this sense, Cuba functions less as a consumer of intelligence and more as an intelligence 
broker, marketing stolen information to states seeking insight into U.S. decision-making, 
military capabilities, and strategic intentions.429  
 
Cuban spy networks have penetrated multiple layers of the U.S. national security and foreign-
policy establishment, including the Department of Defense, the intelligence community, and 
the State Department.430 Analysts highlight the Cuban service’s success in recruiting agents 
for ideological rather than financial motives, often identifying sympathetic individuals early in 
their careers and patiently guiding them into positions requiring security clearances.431 This 
long-term strategy has produced one of the most persistent foreign HUMINT penetrations of 
the U.S. government since the Cold War.  
 
One of the most illustrative cases is that of Ana Belén Montes, who secretly worked for Cuban 
intelligence for 17 years while serving as the Pentagon’s top Cuba analyst at the Defense 
Intelligence Agency.432 According to U.S. officials and analysts, including journalist and author 
Jim Popkin, much of the intelligence Montes supplied was of far greater strategic value to 
Russia and China than to Cuba itself.433 Information related to stealth satellite capabilities, 
U.S. surveillance coverage, and analytical blind spots would have been invaluable to Moscow 
and Beijing in developing countermeasures, concealing military assets, improving denial and 
deception techniques, and recalibrating their own intelligence and space programs. Montes’ 

 
427 Cecilia Vega, "Spies for Cuba a Danger to U.S. National Security as American Secrets Are Sold Around the World," CBS 
News, June 1, 2025, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/spies-for-cuba-a-danger-to-us-national-security-as-american-secrets-
sold-around-the-world-60-minutes-transcript/. 

428 Vega, "Spies for Cuba."  

429 Vega, "Spies for Cuba."  

430 Ian Allen, "United States Consistently Underestimates Cuban Intelligence, Sources Say," IntelNews.org, March 18, 2024, 
https://intelnews.org/2024/03/18/01-3337/. 

431 Allen, "United States Consistently Underestimates." 

432 Lara Seligman and Nat O'Leary, "How Cuba Recruits Spies to Penetrate Inner Circles of the U.S. Government," Wall Street 
Journal, January 9, 2026, https://www.wsj.com/politics/national-security/how-cuba-recruits-spies-to-penetrate-inner-
circles-of-the-u-s-government-d277b931. 

433 Seligman and O'Leary, "How Cuba Recruits Spies." 
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case underscores Havana’s role not merely as a collector, but as a conduit through which high-
value U.S. secrets flowed to other authoritarian powers.434 
 
This pattern is reinforced by other long-term penetrations of the U.S. foreign-policy 
establishment. U.S. authorities have described Manuel Rocha, who served for nearly four 
decades as a U.S. diplomat and in senior State Department roles, as one of the “highest-
reaching and longest-lasting infiltrations of the U.S. government by a foreign agent.”435 
Throughout his career, Rocha had access to classified diplomatic cables, internal policy 
debates, intelligence-informed reporting, and strategic assessments of Latin America, 
including U.S. positions on authoritarian governments, sanctions policy, regional security 
cooperation, and democracy-promotion efforts. Intelligence obtained through Rocha’s 
positions would have provided Havana, and by extension its allies, with early insight into U.S. 
diplomatic priorities, internal disagreements, red lines, and policy sequencing. Such 
information is particularly valuable to Russia, China, and Iran, as it allows authoritarian 
regimes to anticipate U.S. responses, exploit divisions within U.S. policymaking circles, 
counter U.S. diplomatic initiatives, and coordinate narratives and actions across regions such 
as Latin America, the Middle East, and the Global South.  
 
Rocha and Montes were not anomalies. Since the 1970s, Cuban intelligence has embedded 
multiple long-term agents within the U.S. foreign-policy apparatus, including State 
Department analyst Walter Kendall Myers, who was sentenced alongside and his wife 
Gwendolyn Myers for their respective roles in a decades-long conspiracy to provide Cuba with 
classified U.S. national defense information.436 These cases reflect a deliberate Cuban strategy 
of placing ideologically aligned operatives inside U.S. institutions where intelligence value is 
highest and exposure risk is lowest. 
 
Defectors from Cuban intelligence have confirmed that sharing intelligence with allied regimes 
has been standard practice for decades. Former Cuban intelligence officer José Cohen has 
stated that Havana routinely transferred U.S. defense and security secrets to the Soviet Union 
during the Cold War and later expanded this cooperation to China, North Korea, and Iran. As 
he summarized bluntly, Cuba “was at the service of all the enemies of the United States.”437 
 
Taken together, the evidence demonstrates that Cuba’s alliances with authoritarian powers—
through the systematic sharing of HUMINT gathered inside U.S. institutions and the 
facilitation of foreign intelligence infrastructure on its territory—constitute a persistent threat 
to the national security of the United States and its democratic allies. By acting as an 
intelligence broker for Russia, China, and Iran, Havana amplifies their ability to anticipate 
Western policies, counter military and technological advantages, and coordinate hostile actions 

 
434 Seligman and O'Leary, "How Cuba Recruits Spies."  

435 Seligman and O'Leary, "How Cuba Recruits Spies."   

436 United States Department of Justice, "Wife of Official Sentenced to Nearly Seven Years in Prison for Her Role," 
https://www.justice.gov/archives/opa/pr/former-state-department-official-sentenced-life-prison-nearly-30-year-espionage-
conspiracy.  

437 Vega, "Spies for Cuba." 
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across regions. Cuba’s geographic proximity to the United States, combined with its proven 
expertise in long-term human infiltration and intelligence tradecraft, makes it a uniquely 
effective platform for sustained espionage. Far from being a Cold War relic, Cuba remains an 
active node in transnational authoritarian intelligence networks, with direct consequences for 
U.S., Canadian, and allied security interests. 
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PART IV: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
As this report demonstrates, the Cuban regime’s sustained entrenchment in power as a 
dictatorship cannot be explained solely by domestic repression. It rests instead on a dense and 
resilient network of authoritarian alliances, most notably with Russia, China, Venezuela, and 
other aligned regimes, that provide economic lifelines, intelligence cooperation, diplomatic 
shielding, and technological tools of control without demanding political reform or respect for 
human rights. Through these partnerships, the Cuban regime has transformed internal 
repression into a transnational asset, exporting surveillance practices, legal frameworks, and 
security expertise while leveraging its strategic geography, opaque military-controlled financial 
structures such as GAESA, and unwavering diplomatic loyalty in multilateral forums. The 
result is not only the preservation of authoritarian rule on the island, but also a broader 
contribution to a global order in which democracy is weakened, accountability is eroded, and 
national security risks for democratic states are amplified. 
 
This reality marks a sharp departure from the post-1989 global context. In the aftermath of the 
Cold War, as communism collapsed across Eastern Europe, authoritarian regimes became 
increasingly untenable. International isolation, multilateral sanctions, and normative 
condemnation made the long-term survival of dictatorships politically and economically costly. 
Democratic transitions proliferated precisely because authoritarian governments lacked 
external patrons willing and able to absorb the costs of repression on their behalf. By contrast, 
today’s authoritarian ecosystem—anchored by Russia and China and reinforced by regimes 
such as Venezuela—has fundamentally altered that equation. Through coordinated economic 
support, sanctions evasion, financial assistance, and diplomatic protection, these alliances 
reduce the costs of repression and render the continuity of dictatorships like Cuba not only 
possible, but sustainable. 
 
Within this transformed environment, Russia and China along with their authoritarian 
partners are united by a declared ambition to weaken the post-World War II liberal order and 
replace it with a rules-by-power system that shields dictatorships from scrutiny and 
consequence. Cuba’s ruling elite has positioned the island as an active participant in this 
project. Through its diplomatic machinery, Havana has consistently aligned with Moscow, 
Beijing, and Caracas in international institutions, particularly at the UN Human Rights 
Council, helping to block investigations and resolutions addressing grave abuses in countries 
such as North Korea, Iran, Syria, and Belarus. In doing so, Cuba has played a material role in 
normalizing impunity for some of the world’s most repressive governments. 
 
These alliances, however, are not merely rhetorical or symbolic. Cuba’s partnerships with 
Russia and China extend deeply into military, intelligence, and propaganda domains, granting 
authoritarian powers strategic advantages in the Western Hemisphere. Havana’s role in 
legitimizing and amplifying Kremlin narratives surrounding Russia’s war of aggression against 
Ukraine reinforces authoritarian coordination at a moment when the outcome of Ukraine’s 
defense is widely understood to affect the credibility of democratic deterrence worldwide. At 
the same time, China’s expanding economic, political, and intelligence footprint across Latin 
America, combined with surveillance and strategic capabilities linked to Cuba, deepens the 
security challenge facing the United States and its allies, particularly under scenarios of 
heightened confrontation in the Indo-Pacific. 
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The external projection of authoritarian cooperation is most clearly illustrated in Cuba’s 
relationship with Venezuela. Cuba’s alliances also function as a conduit for authoritarian 
durability beyond its borders, and the Cuba-Venezuela partnership, anchored in security 
cooperation and the transfer of methods of surveillance, coercion, and political control, 
demonstrates how Havana has exported its repressive model. Unlike the military dictatorships 
of Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and Chile during the 1970s and 1980s, all of which ultimately 
succumbed to sustained popular mobilization and international pressure, the Venezuelan 
regime has remained in power despite unprecedented levels of social unrest. Between 2000 
and 2020, Venezuela experienced over 100,000 protests, some involving more than one 
million demonstrators, according to the Venezuelan Observatory of Violence.438 Under 
traditional authoritarian dynamics, such sustained pressure would likely have produced regime 
collapse. Instead, Venezuela’s alliance with Cuba proved decisive: Havana helped construct a 
sophisticated apparatus of surveillance, intelligence penetration, and centralized social 
control—modeled directly on the Cuban system—enabling the Maduro regime to withstand 
pressures that would have toppled less externally supported dictatorships. 
 
Even under current conditions in which the U.S. military operation of January 3, 2026, led to 
the capture and extraction of Nicolás Maduro and his wife, Cilia Flores, and their transfer to 
the United States, the Venezuelan regime itself has not collapsed and continues to exercise 
power domestically. This outcome reinforces the central argument of this report: Cuba’s 
foreign alignments are not merely defensive mechanisms to ensure its own authoritarian 
survival; they are instruments for projecting repression outward, reinforcing allied 
dictatorships even under extraordinary levels of internal and external pressure. 
 
At the same time, this moment raises an unresolved question about the future of the Cuba-
Venezuela axis. It remains uncertain whether the long-standing dynamics of this authoritarian 
alliance will be fundamentally altered in the aftermath of the U.S. military intervention, an 
event that has dramatically reshaped the regional geopolitical landscape. Following the 
operation, U.S. officials asserted control over Venezuela’s oil exports, framing the move as part 
of a broader strategy aimed at restructuring the country’s governance and energy sector. These 
developments signal a shift away from traditional U.S. calls for outright regime change toward 
a model of regime management, in which Washington seeks to influence authoritarian 
behavior through leverage rather than prolonged military occupation.439 
 
Under this emerging approach, the United States employs sanctions, control over energy 
revenues, and diplomatic pressure to compel compliance on key issues, most notably 
restricting oil shipments to allied regimes such as Cuba and curbing cooperation with Russia 

 
438 Observatorio de Violencia, "Dos Décadas de Protestas en Venezuela," August 28, 2020, 
https://observatoriodeviolencia.org.ve/news/dos-decadas-de-protestas-en-venezuela/. 

439 David Luhnow, "U.S. Tries a New Playbook: Regime Management, Not Regime Change," Wall Street Journal, January 12, 
2026, https://www.wsj.com/world/americas/venezuela-trump-maduro-regime-change-
9433883d?mod=Searchresults&pos=1&page=1. 
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and China, which Washington views as direct threats to U.S. national security interests.440 This 
strategy could have profound economic and political repercussions for Cuba. While the Cuban 
regime has demonstrated resilience in the face of previous systemic crises—most notably the 
Special Period of the 1990s—the convergence of sustained external pressure and the emergence 
of future nationwide, pro-democracy protests could alter the internal balance of power on the 
island and open a credible path toward democratic transition. 
 
Nevertheless, authoritarian resilience should not be underestimated. While regime 
management may yield short-term policy gains for the United States, entrenched dictatorships 
have repeatedly demonstrated their ability to adapt, delay, and exploit international political 
cycles. In Venezuela’s case, unless a democratic transition occurs in the near term, future 
inflection points—particularly the U.S. midterm elections and, ultimately, the 2028 
presidential election—could once again provide opportunities for regime consolidation if U.S. 
priorities shift or bipartisan support for sustained pressure erodes. It is precisely this capacity 
to endure uncertainty and wait out democratic cycles that gives strategic depth to Cuba’s 
system of alliances. 
 
In this sense, Cuba’s foreign alignments amplify domestic repression beyond its borders: the 
regime trades expertise in population control and disciplined diplomatic support in exchange 
for economic resources, protection from accountability, and the means to sustain its grip on 
power—precisely the kind of external backing that was largely absent for dictatorships in the 
immediate post-Cold War era. 
 
Crucially, portraying these alliances as an unavoidable response to the U.S. embargo obscures a 
fundamental reality: Cuba is not synonymous with its governing elite. No external force 
compelled a small circle of rulers to retain power for more than six decades while denying 
citizens free elections, an independent judiciary, and a free press. These alliances are political 
choices made without popular consent and sustained by a system deliberately designed to 
exclude national self-determination. A democratic Cuba anchored in the rule of law, human 
rights, transparent institutions, and accountable governance would possess both the legitimacy 
and the incentive to pursue international relationships aligned with its genuine national 
interests, rather than serving as a platform for authoritarian competitors of the democratic 
world. 
 
For democratic states, the implication is clear. Cuba’s authoritarian alliances are not an 
internal Cuban matter: they shape regional stability, enable repression across borders, and 
sustain a global network that undermines democracy and international security. In a world 
where authoritarian regimes increasingly cooperate to neutralize sanctions and blunt 
international pressure, raising the political and economic costs of repression through 
coordinated diplomacy, accountability mechanisms, and targeted measures is no longer 
optional: it is essential. Doing so serves not only the cause of Cuban freedom, but also the 
defense of democratic interests and the resilience of the rules-based international order. 
 

 
440 Pablo Porciuncula and Maryorin Méndez, "Trump insta a Cuba a llegar a un acuerdo 'antes de que sea tarde' tras advertir 
que 'no habrá más petróleo ni dinero' provenientes de Venezuela," BBC News Mundo, January 12, 2026, 
https://www.bbc.com/mundo/articles/cvgx5d1wgnno. 
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Canada’s Foreign Policy Toward Cuba: Why a Strategic Reset Is Urgent 
 
It is both morally and strategically unjustifiable for the Canadian government to continue 
treating Cuba as a benign partner while promoting tourism and investment on an island 
governed by a regime actively collaborating with Russia in its war of aggression against 
Ukraine. With a Ukrainian diaspora of approximately 1.3 million people, Canada’s strategic 
and moral responsibility is clear: to stand unequivocally with Ukraine and to enforce 
accountability not only against the Russian regime, but also against its allies.441 
 
In this context, the Cuban regime cannot be exempt from scrutiny. Canada’s global 
partnerships, international legal obligations, and stated commitment to the defense of human 
rights require not merely rhetorical concern, but a fundamental reassessment and 
reformulation of Canadian foreign policy toward Cuba, especially in light of the Cuba-Russia 
authoritarian alliance and its direct implications for international security, democratic norms, 
and the rules-based international order. 
 
This strategic reality renders Canada’s long-standing policy of silence and accommodation 
toward Havana increasingly untenable. Any credible Canadian foreign policy that condemns 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, supports accountability for war crimes, and defends democracy 
abroad must also address the role played by authoritarian enablers, including Cuba, in 
sustaining Russia’s war effort and undermining global security. 
 
A significant global double standard continues to distort democratic policy toward Cuba. Even 
policymakers who rightly condemn dictatorships in China, Russia, and Iran persist in treating 
Cuba as a supposed special case—a benign, touristic, medical, or cultural partner rather than 
one of the three longest-lasting dictatorships in the world.442 This misperception is not 
accidental. After nearly 67 years in the business of authoritarianism, the Cuban regime has 
perfected intelligence, influence, and deception as tools of statecraft.  
 
Beyond its own propaganda, this narrative has been actively nurtured by some of the regime’s 
most notorious foreign intelligence assets, including Ana Belén Montes, a former U.S. Defense 
Intelligence Agency analyst who spied for Havana for more than 16 years, and Manuel Rocha, a 
former U.S. diplomat who publicly admitted to decades of covert service to the Cuban regime. 
Their influence alongside that of other lobbyists and enablers helped shape foreign-policy 
debates in the United States, Canada, and parts of Europe by downplaying Cuba’s authoritarian 
alliances with Russia and China as mere “Cold War rhetoric.” The result has been policy 
paralysis: no accountability, no deterrence, and no cost imposed on a regime that actively 
undermines democratic security in the Western Hemisphere. 
 

 
441 Leyland Cecco, "In Canada, World's Second Largest Ukrainian Diaspora Grieves Invasion," The Guardian, March 3, 2022, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/mar/03/canada-ukraine-diaspora-relief-efforts-russia-attack.  

442 Government of Canada, "Canada–Cuba Relations," Global Affairs Canada, last modified June 11, 2025, 
https://www.international.gc.ca/country-pays/cuba/relations.aspx?lang=eng. This source provides an example where despite 
the Cuban regime’s crumbling infrastructure, extreme poverty, and systematic repression, the Government of Canada 
continues to echo elements of the regime’s narrative by recognizing “Cuba’s strong commitment to economic and social rights, 
with its particularly important achievements in the areas of education and health.”  
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Canada’s long-standing policy toward Cuba—rooted in non-interference and so-called 
constructive engagement—is increasingly misaligned with Canada’s core interests 
in democracy, human rights, and national security. While Ottawa has rightly condemned 
authoritarian regimes in Venezuela, Nicaragua, Russia, and Iran, it has continued to shield the 
Cuban regime from meaningful accountability despite overwhelming evidence of systematic 
repression at home and active collaboration with hostile authoritarian powers abroad.443 
 
By 2025, credible Ukrainian, U.S., and international reporting has established that Cuban 
nationals have been systematically recruited, often through deception, coercion, or false 
pretenses, into the Russian armed forces, contributing manpower to Russia’s war of 
aggression. Ukraine has explicitly framed this recruitment as state-enabled human 
trafficking and has downgraded diplomatic relations with Havana as a result. At the same time, 
Cuba has deepened its military and intelligence cooperation with Russia, Belarus, and China, 
amplified Kremlin propaganda, and worked diplomatically to obstruct international 
condemnation of Russian war crimes. These actions place Cuba firmly within an authoritarian 
bloc whose stated objective is to erode the rules-based international order upon which Canada 
depends. 
 
As described in detail throughout this report, Cuba’s alliances with Russia, China, and 
Venezuela are not incidental or transactional; they are ideological and strategic. Havana openly 
supports Moscow’s war narrative, facilitates manpower recruitment for Russia, and 
collaborates militarily with regimes hostile to Canada and its allies. Ignoring this reality risks 
undermining Canada’s leadership on Ukraine, normalizing state-enabled human trafficking, 
enabling authoritarian coordination in the Western Hemisphere, and weakening Canada’s 
stance against foreign interference and transnational repression. 
 
Continuing to treat Cuba as a benign or exceptional case directly contradicts Canada’s stated 
commitment to defending democracy and human rights—and undermines Canada’s credibility 
with its allies, including Ukraine. 
 
Economically, Canada holds significant leverage: it is a major trading partner, investor, and 
source of tourists to Cuba.444 Yet Ottawa has never meaningfully utilized its leverage to 
promote human rights in Cuba, and has continued to allow Canadian economic activity to flow 
into military-controlled conglomerates such as GAESA, which finance repression at home and 

 
443 Government of Canada, "Current Canadian Sanctions," Global Affairs Canada, last modified January 2026, 
https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/international_relations-relations_internationales/sanctions/current-
actuelles.aspx?lang=eng; Steven Chase, "Canada Asked to Hit Cuba with Sanctions for Repressing Thousands After Major 
Protests," Globe and Mail, November 14, 2022, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-canada-cuba-sanctions-
protests/; Lima and Teich, "An Island Prison." Despite Canada’s extensive use of targeted sanctions against officials from 
numerous authoritarian regimes worldwide, including Russia, China, Venezuela, Iran, and Nicaragua, Global Affairs Canada has 
declined to apply comparable measures against Cuban regime officials. This position has been maintained notwithstanding 
repeated and documented requests by civil society organizations, such as Democratic Spaces and Cubadecide, for the imposition 
of targeted sanctions on Cuban perpetrators of gross human rights violations, raised during meetings with Global Affairs Canada 
in 2022 and 2025. This discrepancy underscores a persistent lack of coherence in Canada’s sanctions policy toward Cuba.   

444 ParlAmericas, Report of the Canadian Parliamentary Delegation Respecting Its Bilateral Visit to Havana, Cuba (March 
13-15, 2017), https://www.parl.ca/Content/Diplomacy/Publications/Visits/9210483/Report/VR(8708878)-E.PDF.  
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authoritarian influence abroad. In short, current Canadian policies regarding Cuba and 
engagement with Cuba has stabilized the regime—not Cuban society. 
 
Recommendations 
 
Canada has long considered “[t]he promotion and protection of human rights” to be “an 
integral part of Canadian efforts abroad”.445 Consistent with these values, as noted, Canada 
has taken numerous actions in support of several populations living under foreign 
dictatorships: targeted sanctions have been implemented against numerous public officials 
responsible for gross human rights violations or significant corruption, including from Russia, 
China and Venezuela; refugee streams have been made available to resettle human rights 
defenders and others requiring urgent protection; and Canada has dedicated resources to 
combating mis- and disinformation, including propaganda efforts by foreign dictatorships. 
However, Canadian foreign policy regarding human rights and authoritarianism has not been 
consistently applied, and Cuba clearly illustrates this phenomenon. For example, while Canada 
has publicly condemned the Maduro regime in Venezuela446 –with then Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Chrystia Freeland referring to it as “despicable”447– former Prime Minister Trudeau has 
considered the Cuban regime an “ally”.448 Critics have not been shy to point out this double-
standard in Canada’s foreign policy,449 and foreign autocrats can and do exploit our 
inconsistency. As Cuba’s longest-standing Western development partner and the largest source 
of tourists to Cuba,450 Canada is uniquely well placed to address this gap and support human 
rights on the island by setting clear and consistent foreign policy, harnessing legal and 
regulatory frameworks to disrupt authoritarian cooperation, and engaging in dialogue to 
promote international norms. 
 

1. Develop a Latin America strategy  
 
As noted above, authoritarian cooperation presents a significant threat to the democratic world 
order. According to the Democracy Index, an annual ranking of the democratic health of 
nations conducted by the Economist Intelligence Unit, Latin America has experienced the 

 
445 Government of Canada, "Canada's Approach to Advancing Human Rights," https://www.international.gc.ca/world-
monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/advancing_rights-
promouvoir_droits.aspx?lang=eng.  

446 Global Affairs Canada, "Address by Foreign Affairs Minister to Open 10th Lima Group Meeting," February 4, 2019, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2019/02/address-by-foreign-affairs-minister-to-open-10th-lima-group-
meeting.html.  

447 Mike Blanchfield, "Canada Decries Venezuelan Rights Violations Outlined in Amnesty International Report," The Canadian 
Press, February 20, 2019, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-canada-decries-venezuelan-rights-violations-
outlined-in-amnesty/. 

448 Evan Dyer, “Canada at Odds with Cuban ‘Ally’ Over Maduro’s Fate,” CBC News, March 3, 2019, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/venezuela-canada-cuba-1.5040857.   

449 Grenier, "Cuba, sí, Venezuela, no?"  

450 ParlAmericas, Report of the Canadian Parliamentary Delegation.  
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greatest democratic regression of any region in the world over the past 20 years.451 Cuba, as a 
co-founder and key participant in the São Paulo Forum, has contributed to this democratic 
decline in Latin America over the last two decades.  
 
To ensure a consistent and principled foreign policy, Canada should develop a Latin American 
strategy similar to its policy in the Indo-Pacific, where security and human rights interests 
dictate the government’s strategic approach towards countries in the region.452 Canada should 
consider the Cuban regime’s role as the primary driver of authoritarianism in the hemisphere 
and as a key ally of China and Russia in the region. Just as Canada has taken action to address 
the humanitarian crisis and facilitate a return to democracy in Venezuela, including through 
the convening of the Lima Group,453 similar initiatives should be pursued to advance human 
rights and democracy in Cuba.  
 
This strategy should include clear policy positions on important issues relevant to the region, 
such as policies on the imposition of targeted sanctions to deter human rights violations and 
hold perpetrators accountable, the consistent use of regulatory measures, including by the 
Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC), and engagement 
with human rights defenders and civil society organizations in the region, particularly in 
authoritarian states.  
 

2. Condemn violations both bilaterally and multilaterally  
 
Canada should denounce the Cuban regime’s acts of repression, both in bilateral meetings with 
Cuban counterparts and in multilateral venues at every available opportunity. Such 
expressions of disapproval are the first step to exerting leverage and influencing positive 
changes towards democracy, the rule of law, and respect for human rights.  
 
To some extent, Canada already makes such statements. In response to the pro-democracy 
protests in Cuba, political parties in Canada expressed their positions on the protests and in 
defense of the fundamental rights of freedom of expression and assembly. For example, the 
Conservative Party condemned the repression by the Cuban regime and defended the Cuban 
people’s right to live in a democracy.454 Global Affairs condemned the lack of due process in the 
trials of the July 11 protesters in Cuba and reaffirmed the right of Cubans to protest.455  

 
451 "Latin America Is Under Authoritarian Threat," The Economist, February 15, 2023, https://www.economist.com/graphic-
detail/2023/02/15/latin-america-is-under-authoritarian-threat.  

452 Government of Canada, "Canada's Indo-Pacific Strategy," https://www.international.gc.ca/transparency-
transparence/indo-pacific-indo-pacifique/index.aspx?lang=eng.  

453 Steve Lalla, "Canada's Involvement in the Lima Group: Let's Break It Down," The Media Co-op, October 30, 2020, 
https://mediacoop.ca/story/canadas-involvement-lima-group-lets-break-it-dow/37029.   

454 Erin O'Toole, "Conservative Leader Erin O'Toole Stands in Solidarity with People in Cuba," July 13, 2021, 
https://x.com/erinotoole/status/1415028819103305734?s=20. 

455 Global Affairs Canada, "Minister Garneau Speaks with Michelle Bachelet, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights," July 
16, 2021, https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2021/07/minister-garneau-speaks-with-michelle-bachelet-un-high-
commissioner-for-human-rights.html.  
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While these unilateral statements are a step in the right direction, the government has not 
consistently followed up on these assertions in multilateral forums. As a country that states 
that it prioritizes the promotion and protection of human rights at the global level,456 Canada 
should consistently cooperate with like-minded democracies to challenge autocracies and 
advance accountability for human rights violations and repression at international forums. For 
example, states can raise human rights issues of particular concern under Human Rights 
Council agenda item 4, which relates to “[h]uman rights situations that require the Council’s 
attention, like country-specific abuses”457; Canada should use this procedure to raise the 
abuses by Cuba described herein, as well as those of similar countries operating within the 
authoritarian nexus.  
 
Instead of taking proactive steps to promote accountability for these violations at the 
international level, Canada has repeatedly voted against resolutions aimed at holding the 
government of Cuba accountable for its extensive human rights abuses. For example, on 
November 1, 2018, Canada voted “no” on eight amendments proposed by the US to its embargo 
which concerned Cuban violations of fundamental rights, such as free expression, the 
formation of independent unions, and freedom of assembly and expression. Canada’s vote was 
a marked departure from the position of other democracies, such as Britain, France, Germany, 
Sweden, Australia, Switzerland, and Japan, which all choose to abstain.458 According to 
anonymous Canadian diplomats interviewed by The Globe and Mail in 2018, this decision was 
considered “important to maintain a comparatively close relationship with Cuba’s 
Communist regime, for trade and political reasons,” as the Canadian government was afraid 
“of upsetting Cuba because of Canada’s bid for a UN Security Council seat.”459  
 
Beyond voting in favor of rights-respecting resolutions, democracies must ensure that 
autocracies are not placed in positions of power in human rights bodies. The current Canadian 
government and future administrations should seek to mobilize a global coalition of 
democracies to vote against the election of regimes like Cuba, Russia, China, and Iran to the 
Human Rights Council. In 2023, “[f]ive of the 17 countries running for Council seats [were] 
dictatorships, including China, Russia and Cuba. And [] 70% of the Council’s current 
members either [were] dictatorships or have poor human-rights records”, according to U.N 
Watch.460 Since the establishment of the United Nations Human Rights Council in March 

 
456 Government of Canada, "International Human Rights," https://www.international.gc.ca/world-
monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/rights-droits.aspx?lang=eng. 

457 United Nations Human Rights Council, "Year-Round Activities of the Human Rights Council," 
https://www.ohchr.org/en/hr-bodies/hrc/year-round-activities.  

458 UN Watch, "Canada Breaks with Free World, Sides with Cuba 8 Times at UN," November 28, 2018, 
https://unwatch.org/canada-breaks-free-world-sides-cuba-8-times-un/.  

459 Doug Sanders, "Canada's Brain-Injured Cuba Diplomats Speak Out About Ottawa's Silence," Globe and Mail, November 18, 
2018, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/world/article-canadas-brain-injured-cuba-diplomats-speak-out-about-ottawas-
silence/.  

460 Andres Oppenheimer, "Believe It or Not, Cuba Is Campaigning for a Seat at the U.N. Human Rights Council," Miami 
Herald, September 6, 2023, https://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/andres-
oppenheimer/article279011014.html. 
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2006, the Cuban regime has never lost a vote for a seat on the council.461 This is in part because 
dictatorships, including Cuba, “go out of their way to win seats at the U.N. Human Rights 
Council in order to protect themselves against criticism for their human-rights abuses.”462 
For example, the Cuban regime rallies its Latin American, African and the Middle Eastern 
allies to vote for other states on U.N. economic or trade commissions in return for their votes at 
the U.N. Human Rights Council.463 This authoritarian diplomacy can only be countered if 
democratic nations like Canada mobilize to vote against dictatorships seeking seats on the 
Human Rights Council. As dictatorships historically vote in coalition to obstruct human rights 
investigations, strong opposition is necessary to ensure that a culture of impunity does not 
corrupt the Human Rights Council. Preserving the integrity of international human rights 
bodies is essential to ensuring that the condemnation of violations carries weight. Of course, 
such condemnation must be followed up by concrete actions, including those detailed below.  
 

3. Request that the CRTC remove Cubavision Internacional from authorized 
distribution  

 
Canadian agencies should take steps to prevent Cuban media from spreading disinformation 
via Canadian programming. The Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications 
Commission (CRTC) is an independent quasi-judicial tribunal responsible for regulating the 
communications sector, including broadcasters and telecommunications service providers.464 
Under the CRTC rules, most programming services are Canadian, and any non-Canadian 
services must be specifically authorized before they can be distributed in Canada; these 
authorized non-Canadian services are added to the “Revised list of non-Canadian 
programming services and stations authorized for distribution.”465  
 
Stations can subsequently be removed from the authorized list if in the public interest. For 
example, following public consultation, CRTC formally removed RT and RT France from the 
authorized distribution list as it was “concerned with programming from a foreign country 
that seeks to undermine the sovereignty of another country, demean Canadians of a 
particular ethnic background and undermine democratic institutions within Canada.”466 
 
However, Cubavision Internacional remains authorized as non-Canadian satellite 
programming in Canada. Cubavision Internacional continues to rebroadcast RT programming 
in Canada, including “episodes blaming the West for fabricating the Bucha massacre in 

 
461 Oppenheimer, "Believe It or Not." 

462 Oppenheimer, "Believe It or Not." 

463 Oppenheimer, "Believe It or Not." 

464 Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission, "Our Mandate, Our Vision and What We Do," 
https://crtc.gc.ca/eng/acrtc/acrtc.htm.  

465 Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission, "Access to Programs on TV That Are Not Canadian," 
https://crtc.gc.ca/eng/info_sht/b311.htm; Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission, "Revised List."  

466 Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission, "RT and RT France Can No Longer Be Distributed."  
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March 2022, and linking the Ukraine war to NATO’s expansion.”467 Considering the Cuban 
regime’s direct role in echoing the Kremlin’s propaganda to justify its invasion of Ukraine 
through Cubavision Internacional, the CRTC should cease authorization for the distribution of 
programming and services from Cubavision Internacional in Canada.  
 
Canada should request that the CRTC remove Cubavision Internacional from the authorized 
distribution list. Critically, this is only one example of how authoritarian regimes cooperate to 
spread propaganda demonizing western democracies and justifying international law 
violations. Canada should take steps to ensure that autocrats cannot circumvent regulation by 
rebroadcasting banned programming through allies’ services.  
 

4. Implement targeted sanctions on Cuban perpetrators of gross human rights 
violations 

 
Targeted sanctions are a mechanism used by states to impose consequences, namely by 
freezing assets, prohibiting certain financial transactions, and issuing visa restrictions, on 
perpetrators of gross human rights violations and/or significant corruption. Targeted 
sanctions, especially when leveraged alongside other accountability processes and coordinated 
amongst international partners, are an effective mechanism to deter and ensure accountability 
for violations of human rights. Amid the growing expansion of authoritarianism, Canada 
should work with like-minded partners, such as the United States, the European Union, and 
the United Kingdom, to implement a comprehensive diplomatic, legal, and political response 
to Cuban repression and democratic backsliding; such a response should include the 
imposition of targeted sanctions against perpetrators of gross human rights violations and 
repression within Cuba and within other authoritarian regimes cooperating with the Cuban 
government to undermine global peace, democracy and security, such as Russia, Belarus, 
China, Venezuela, and Nicaragua.468 
 
In this context, Canada should consider implementing targeted sanctions against senior 
military officers and high-ranking officials of the Cuban regime who are complicit in 
facilitating the recruitment of Cuban mercenaries to fight alongside Russia in its war of 
aggression against Ukraine. This approach would be consistent with Canada’s own sanctions 
practice. In November 2022, Canada imposed sanctions on 22 Belarusian officials who were 
complicit in the stationing and transportation of Russian military personnel and equipment 
involved in the invasion of Ukraine.469 A similar standard should apply to Cuban officials who 
have enabled, coordinated, or otherwise allowed the Cuban regime to benefit from the 
recruitment and deployment of Cuban nationals for Russia’s military campaign, in violation of 
international law and fundamental human rights norms. 
 

 
467 Teich and Lima, "Canada Must Close Broadcast Loophole."  

468 Michael Lima and Sarah Teich, "It's Time for Canada to Rethink Its Cuba Policy," Hamilton Spectator, June 12, 2025, 
https://macdonaldlaurier.ca/its-time-for-canada-to-rethink-its-cuba-policy-sarah-teich-and-michael-lima-in-the-hamilton-
spectator/; Lima and Teich, "Canada Should Not Be So Tolerant." 

469 Government of Canada, "Canada Imposes Additional Sanctions on Belarusian Regime," November 15, 2022, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2022/11/canada-imposes-additional-sanctions-on-belarusian-regime.html. 
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While Canada has historically used targeted sanctions more conservatively than the United 
States,470 it has nonetheless deployed the tool against dozens of officials of foreign 
dictatorships worldwide, including in Venezuela and Nicaragua. The same measures have not 
been imposed on officials of the Cuban dictatorship. Given the extent of persecution in Cuba, 
and the total impunity enjoyed by Cuban perpetrators, Canada should impose targeted 
sanctions on Cuban officials responsible for gross human rights violations, using the Justice for 
Victims of Corrupt Foreign Officials Act (Sergei Magnitsky Law) or the Special Economic 
Measures Act. Civil society organizations have urged Canada to take such action for several 
years471 and some Canadian politicians have supported these calls. For example, in an 
interview on CBC Radio’s ‘The House’ in July 2021, Conservative MP Michael Chong expressed 
his party’s support for the imposition of targeted sanctions against members of the Cuban 
regime responsible for human rights violations.472    
 

5. Investigate and condemn the trafficking of Cuban nationals for Russia’s war 
against Ukraine 
 

Canada should further commit to a comprehensive investigation into the recruitment, transfer, 
and deployment of Cuban nationals to fight alongside Russian forces, assessing whether these 
practices constitute human trafficking under international and domestic law. According to 
Ukrainian intelligence, Cuban nationals now constitute one of the main identifiable groups of 
foreign combatants deployed in support of Russia’s war effort.473 Credible reporting by 
international media, human rights organizations, and Ukrainian authorities indicates that 
Cuban recruits may have been deceived, coerced, or economically compelled into military 
service abroad474: hallmarks of trafficking for the purpose of forced labour and exploitation 
under the UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons. 
 
Canada has clear legal and policy obligations to address such conduct. Under the Criminal 
Code of Canada, the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act, and the National Strategy to 
Combat Human Trafficking, Canada has committed to preventing trafficking, protecting 
victims, and holding perpetrators accountable, including when abuses occur transnationally.  
 
In line with this commitment, and with Canada’s longstanding leadership in condemning and 
sanctioning state-sponsored trafficking and forced labour elsewhere, Ottawa should publicly 

 
470 Human Rights First, Open Society Foundations, Raoul Wallenberg Centre for Human Rights, and REDRESS, Multilateral 
Magnitsky Sanctions at Five Years (November 2022), https://humanrightsfirst.org/wp-
content/uploads/2022/11/Multilateral-Magnitsky-Sanctions-at-Five-Years_November-2022.pdf.  

471 Lima and Teich, "It's Time for Canada to Rethink Its Cuba Policy"; Chase, "Canada Asked to Hit Cuba with Sanctions."  

472 CBC Radio's The House, "Canada in a Changing World," July 24, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/radio/thehouse/the-house-july-
24-1.6114447.  

473 Vitaly Shevchenko, "Cubans Lured to Russian Army by High Pay and Passports," BBC, May 4, 2024, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-68949298. 

474 David Kirichenko, "Cubans Could Soon Become Russia's Largest Foreign Fighting Force," Forbes, October 7, 2025, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidkirichenko/2025/10/07/cubans-could-soon-become-russias-largest-foreign-fighting-
force/.  
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condemn the deployment of Cuban nationals to Russia as potential human trafficking, support 
independent international inquiries, and pursue accountability measures against those 
responsible, including through sanctions, criminal investigations, and coordinated action with 
international partners. 
 

6. Advocate for the release of political prisoners  
 
Canada should join calls made by the United States Congress and the European Union for the 
release of political prisoners and an end to repression against peaceful pro-democracy 
protesters in Cuba. Ottawa should also return to clear, principled public statements of the kind 
it made in 2010, when then–Minister of Foreign Affairs Lawrence Cannon urged the Cuban 
government “to release all political prisoners and to show greater tolerance for Cubans who 
express opposing views,” following the death of prisoner of conscience and human-rights 
activist Orlando Zapata Tamayo, who died after a prolonged hunger strike protesting brutality 
in Cuban prisons.475 
 
Beyond bilateral statements, Canada should take a more proactive role in multilateral forums 
by initiating resolutions and formal calls for respect for human rights in Cuba at international 
bodies such as the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights and the United Nations 
Human Rights Council. While Canada has, at times, acknowledged the need for greater 
transparency and due process upon arrest, pre-trial and sentencing hearings of pro-democracy 
protestors in Cuba —most notably during its recommendations to Cuba under the Universal 
Periodic Review (UPR) at the United Nations in November 2023476—these acknowledgements 
have not been matched by sustained diplomatic action. 
 
In particular, as part of Canada’s recommendations to Cuba during that UPR, Canada’s 
Ambassador to the United Nations Human Rights Council, Leslie Norton, recommended that 
Cuba improve transparency and due process in pre-trial detention and sentencing hearings 
particularly for those detained for defending human rights during the July 11, 2021 protests 
and other demonstrations; amend its recently adopted Penal Code to eliminate harassment, 
intimidation, and restrictions targeting NGOs, as well as independent journalists, artists, 
academics, students, and opposition activists; and ensure that internet access is not unduly 
restricted through unjustified government controls.477 However, these recommendations have 
not been followed by concrete accountability measures, highlighting a persistent gap between 
Canada’s stated commitments and its actions. 
 

 
475 Government of Canada, "Canada Mourns Death of Political Prisoner in Cuba," February 25, 2010, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/news/archive/2010/02/canada-mourns-death-political-prisoner-cuba.html. 

476 UN Web TV, "Cuba Review - 44th Session of Universal Periodic Review," November 15, 2023, 
https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k12/k12swd3vjv. 

477 UN Web TV, "Cuba Review." 
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In 2021, Canada established an international coalition with 57 countries to condemn state-
sponsored arbitrary detentions.478 Canada’s participation in this coalition should serve as an 
opportunity to advocate for the release of political prisoners and detainees in Cuba, given that 
political imprisonment represents the most significant humanitarian crisis on the island. 
Similarly, Canada is a key member of the Media Freedom Coalition advocating for internet and 
media freedom and holds a significant position in condemning the systematic persecution of 
journalists in Cuba and the Cuban regime’s use of the internet as a weapon to selectively cut off 
access for human rights activists.479 This coalition can be leveraged to reinforce other measures 
discussed herein, including for example by multilateralizing targeted sanctions designating 
perpetrators responsible for arbitrary detention to maximize impact and ensure compliance.  
 

7. Advance responsible business conduct for Canadian entrepreneurs in Cuba 
 
Historically, the Canadian narrative regarding investment in Cuba has centered around 
national sovereignty in relation to the United States.480 However, this discussion frequently 
overlooks the role of Canadian investment in perpetuating severe human rights violations in 
Cuba. Conglomerates controlled by the Cuban Armed Forces, including GAESA, FINCIMEX, 
and CIMEX, virtually oversee the tourism industry and control a significant portion of the 
economy.481 Consequently, the money Canada invests in Cuba ultimately arrives in the hands 
of a military entity that uses these resources to surveil, monitor, and suppress independent 
journalists, artists, and activists. Foreign investment, far from contributing to the well-being of 
the Cuban people, represents an infusion of resources that empowers the repressive forces to 
forcefully stifle the Cuban people’s calls for democratic change.  
 
Canadian entrepreneurs in Cuba should adhere to the Responsible Business Conduct Strategy– 
a framework for Canadian businesses to mitigate harm and promote Canadian values, such as 
diversity and inclusion, human rights, and sustainable development, in their activities 

 
478 Mike Blanchfield, "Canada Creates Coalition with Allies to Denounce Arbitrary Detentions Amid Fight to Free Kovrig, 
Spavor," CBC, February 15, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/arbitrary-dentention-kovrig-spavor-garneau-1.5914382. 

479 Government of Canada, "Freedom of Expression and Media Freedom," https://www.international.gc.ca/world-
monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/freedom_expression_media-
liberte_expression_medias.aspx?lang=eng; Global Affairs Canada, "Second Anniversary of Declaration Against Arbitrary 
Detention in State-to-State Relations," February 15, 2023, https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2023/02/second-
anniversary-of-declaration-against-arbitrary-detention-in-state-to-state-relations.html.   

480 Global Affairs Canada, "Statement from Government of Canada for Canadians Doing Business in Cuba," May 3, 2019, 
https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2019/05/statement-from-government-of-canada-for-canadians-doing-
business-in-cuba.html; Peter Glossop, "Canada's Foreign Extraterritorial Measures Act and U.S. Restrictions on Trade with 
Cuba," International Lawyer 32, no. 1 (1998), https://scholar.smu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1799&context=til. 

481 Richard E. Feinberg and Richard S. Newfamer, Tourism in Cuba: Riding the Wave Toward Sustainable Prosperity 
(Brookings, December 2016), https://www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/fp_20161202_tourism_cuba_feinberg_newfarmer.pdf; Michael Smith, "Want to Do Business in 
Cuba? Prepare to Partner With the General," Bloomberg, September 30, 2015, 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2015-09-30/want-to-invest-in-cuba-meet-your-partner-castro-s-son-in-law; 
"Cuban, Venezuelan Regimes Put Officials Over Citizens," Share America, July 21, 2025, https://share.america.gov/cuban-
venezuelan-regimes-put-officials-over-citizens/.   
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abroad482– as well as principles enshrined in international agreements ratified by Canada, such 
as the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development Guidelines on Multinational Enterprises (OECD 
Guidelines) and as it relates to the respect and recognition of the human rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.483 Canada’s 
National Contact Point (NCP) for Responsible Business Conduct under the OECD and the 
office of the Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise (CORE) are responsible for 
promoting these standards and resolving disputes regarding non-observance by Canadian 
businesses.484 
 
In relation to Cuba, the NCP and CORE should advise Canadian businesses on how their 
investment and operation in Cuba may contribute to funding military conglomerates that 
finance persecution and repression across the island; they should educate investors on how to 
exercise leverage to promote human rights. If a complaint is made to the NCP or CORE 
regarding a Canadian company’s failure to implement adequate responsible business conduct 
standards to avoid adverse consequences resulting from their operations in Cuba, Canada 
should ensure that these dispute resolution mechanisms provide a timely and comprehensive 
remedy.   
 
To ensure that Canada can effectively address the business and human rights concerns in 
relation to all authoritarian actors, the CORE must be adequately staffed and resourced. As a 
priority, the next Ombudsperson should be appointed as soon as possible. Masud Husain was 
appointed interim CORE for a period of one year following the departure of the first 
Ombudsperson, Sheri Meyerhoffer, on April 30, 2024;485 as of January 2026, this role has not 
been filled and attempts to contact the government regarding this vacancy have reportedly 
gone without reply.486 Critics have also highlighted the office’s limited mandate, focusing only 
on mining, petroleum and garment sectors instead of the wider scope originally envisaged, and 
have called for the office to be equipped with additional powers, including the ability to compel 
documents and testimony.487 A properly resourced CORE, alongside the NCP, has the ability to 
promote human rights and the rule of law through responsible business practices; by exerting 
leverage over the state-run businesses that power the authoritarian nexus, Canadian 

 
482 Government of Canada, "Responsible Business Conduct Abroad: Canada's Strategy for the Future," 
https://www.international.gc.ca/trade-commerce/rbc-cre/strategy-2022-strategie.aspx?lang=eng.  

483 Government of Canada, "Responsible Business Conduct Abroad." 

484 Government of Canada, "Responsible Business Conduct Abroad."  

485 Global Affairs Canada, "Minister Ng Announces Appointment of Interim Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible 
Enterprise," April 30, 2024, https://www.canada.ca/en/global-affairs/news/2024/04/minister-ng-announces-appointment-
of-interim-canadian-ombudsperson-for-responsible-enterprise.html.  

486 Above Ground, "Why Is the Position of Canadian Ombudsperson for Responsible Enterprise Still Vacant?" October 28, 
2025, https://aboveground.ngo/why-is-the-position-of-canadian-ombudsperson-for-responsible-enterprise-still-vacant/.  

487 Dylan Robertson, "Calls to Boost Powers of Watchdog for Companies Operating Abroad," CBC, May 6, 2024, 
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/canadian-ombudsperson-for-responsible-enterprise-call-for-more-
powers-1.7195451.  
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corporations can advance these international norms, and face accountability when they fail to 
do so.    
 

8. Support information freedom and secure connectivity for the Cuban people 
 

Canada is encouraged to support efforts to ensure that the Cuban people can access 
independent information and securely transmit content from inside the island, particularly 
during periods of repression, protests, and political crisis. The Cuban regime has systematically 
weaponized internet access—through nationwide blackouts, bandwidth throttling, and targeted 
shutdowns of activists and journalists—to suppress dissent and prevent international scrutiny. 
 
This tactic was most clearly demonstrated during the July 11, 2021 nationwide protests, when 
authorities sharply restricted mobile data and internet access, limiting real-time 
documentation of state violence. Similar disruptions have since become a routine instrument 
of repression during protests, trials of political prisoners, and other politically sensitive 
moments. 
 
Canada has publicly affirmed the right of Cubans to freedom of expression and access to 
information, including online. Following the July 11 protests, Global Affairs Canada 
condemned restrictions on peaceful assembly and expression and reaffirmed that Cubans must 
be able to express themselves freely. Canada has also raised concerns about internet 
restrictions in Cuba.488 
 
These stated commitments should be translated into action. Canada should work with like-
minded democracies, civil society organizations, and technology providers to help 
Cubans circumvent government-imposed internet controls and maintain secure channels of 
communication. NGOs such as NetBlocks and other digital-rights organizations have already 
demonstrated that it is possible to smuggle satellite-based connectivity systems into closed 
societies. Comparable initiatives have been supported by Western governments in Iran, where 
satellite internet technologies including Starlink have supported protesters in their efforts to 
communicate with the outside world and document abuses since the outbreak of mass protests 
in December 2025.489 
 
Such measures may include supporting secure communication tools and circumvention 
technologies, providing digital security training for activists and journalists, and where feasible 
facilitating access to satellite-based connectivity. Ensuring that Cubans can communicate freely 
is not interference in internal affairs; it is a human rights imperative and fully consistent with 
Canada’s stated foreign-policy commitments. By helping Cubans access information and 

 
488 Global Affairs Canada, "Question Period Note: Canada-Cuba Relations," reference no. 00009-2021 (received November 19, 
2021), https://search.open.canada.ca/qpnotes/record/dfatd-maecd%2C00009-2021; Canada’s travel advisory acknowledges 
that internet access in Cuba is limited and subject to government control, including the blocking of social media during unrest. 
Government of Canada, "Travel Advice and Advisories: Cuba," last updated December 23, 2025, 
https://travel.gc.ca/destinations/cuba. 

489 David Rising, "Free Starlink Access for Iran Seen as Game Changer for Demonstrators Getting Their Message Out," 
Washington Post, January 14, 2026, https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2026/01/14/iran-protests-starlink-spacex-
musk-satellite/2329f036-f149-11f0-a4dc-effc74cb25af_story.html. 
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broadcast events as they unfold, Canada would directly undermine one of the regime’s most 
effective tools of repression: enforced silence. 

9. Engage in dialogue with pro-democracy Cubans

Canada’s policy towards Cuba should encompass Cuban society in all its cultural and political 
diversity, going beyond government-affiliated and government-organized NGOs and 
connecting with activists from organizations advocating for human rights, labour rights, 
gender equality, racial equality, environmental concerns, and other similar groups. Such 
engagement is necessary for the Canadian government to gain a clear and complete picture of 
the Cuban regimes’ violations.  

Canada’s policy on relations with Cuba asserts that “Canada is committed to strengthening 
democracy in Cuba and will continue to work with like-minded partners to ensure our 
respective and collective responses to the situation in Cuba support the rights and legitimate 
democratic aspirations of the Cuban people”,490 however the policy in practice fails to reflect 
this goal. 

When then- Prime Minister Justin Trudeau was asked during the Public Inquiry Into Foreign 
Interference in Federal Electoral Processes and Democratic Institutions, on October 16, 2024, 
whether he agrees that the Canadian embassy in Havana should engage with pro-democracy 
groups in Cuba if it does not do so already, Trudeau replied “It is part of the responsibility of 
every Canadian Mission overseas to engage with civil society organizations and, you know, 
various actors, not just governments of the -- of any given country. So I am actually quite 
certain that Canada does engage with a range of civil society actors in Cuba, like everywhere 
else.”491 

Despite this assertion, activists on the ground in Cuba report otherwise. Despite formal 
requests submitted by Democratic Spaces and Human Rights Action Group since the summer 
of 2025—and the provision of a list of Cuban activists to Global Affairs Canada executives to 
facilitate meetings between the Embassy of Canada in Havana and pro-democracy activists, 
journalists, and civil society members—no such meetings have taken place. A representative of 
one such group, José Daniel Ferrer of the Patriotic Union of Cuba, informed one of the authors 
of this report that the last time the Canadian Embassy invited his organization to an event was 
during the Stephen Harper era.492 Other pro-democracy activists have likewise reported that 
their email requests for meetings on this issue have gone unanswered. In keeping with the 
responsibilities of the Canadian embassy, as articulated by Trudeau, it is critical that 
engagement with Cuba extend beyond the government’s inner circle and aligned organizations 
to include victims of political repression, independent journalists, persecuted artists, and 
opposition groups. 

490 Government of Canada, "Canada-Cuba Relations," https://www.international.gc.ca/country-
pays/cuba/relations.aspx?lang=eng. 

491 Public Inquiry Into Foreign Interference, Volume 35, 149-150. 

492 Michael Lima in conversation with José Daniel Ferrer, April 10, 2020. 
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10.  Urge the Cuban government to legalize independent civil society to

improve aid delivery 

In the current context of humanitarian emergency facing the Cuban people, the Government of 
Canada, which in the past has provided medical supplies, food assistance, and other forms of 
support to the island, should ensure that its aid reaches those for whom it is intended. 

In a system where neither transparency nor accountability exists, and where Cubans 
themselves repeatedly report that humanitarian resources are often sold to the population 
despite being intended for free distribution, or redirected to members of the repressive 
apparatus implicated in human rights violations, Ottawa should adopt a more principled and 
effective approach. 

Canada should urgently call on the Cuban government to grant legal status to the independent 
human rights organizations, community associations, faith-based initiatives, and pro-
democracy groups that already exist across the country. These actors possess local knowledge, 
social legitimacy, and direct access to vulnerable populations. Enabling them to operate legally 
would create credible, verifiable channels through which international assistance could reach 
the Cuban people directly, without being filtered through state bureaucracy or subordinated to 
the political priorities of the regime. 

This recommendation is consistent with Canada’s own prior diplomatic position. In the 
September 2018 report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review, Canada urged 
the Cuban authorities to legalize independent NGOs and to immediately cease the persecution 
and intimidation of human rights defenders.493 

One way to advance this objective would be to reform Law No. 54/85, the Law of Associations, 
which restricts the types of organizations that may legally form and has, for decades, excluded 
independent human rights groups from obtaining legal recognition. 

Such a policy would align humanitarian assistance with democratic values, reduce the risk of 
diversion, and strengthen the sectors of society that are indispensable to Cuba’s long-term 
recovery and respect for fundamental rights. 

493 Government of Canada, "Cuba - Universal Periodic Review," https://www.international.gc.ca/world-

monde/issues_development-enjeux_developpement/human_rights-droits_homme/upr-epu/Cuba.aspx?lang=eng. 
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