
F
idel Castro’s passing removes what was
long the single greatest psychological
barrier to a warmer US-Cuba relation-

ship. But it also adds to the uncertainty
ahead with the transition from an Obama to
a Trump administration. “A brutal dictator” of
a “totalitarian island,” declared President-
elect Donald Trump, underscoring the his-
torical trauma still separating the countries.
A more restrained President Barack Obama,
carefully promoting and working to pre-
serve his own attempt to rebuild those ties,
said history would assess Castro’s impact
and that the Cuban people could reflect
“with powerful emotions” about how their
longtime leader influenced their country.

In death as in life, Castro has divided
opinion: A revolutionary who stood up to
American aggression or a ruthless dictator
whose movement trampled human rights
and democratic aspirations. President Raul
Castro, Fidel’s younger brother, is 85. Their
Communist Party shows no signs of opening
up greater political space despite agreeing
with the United States to re-establish
embassies and facilitate greater trade and
investment.

As Obama leaves office in January, his
decision to engage rather than pressure
Havana in the hopes of forging new bonds
could quickly unravel. Trump has hardly
championed the effort and Republican lead-
ers in Congress fiercely opposed Obama’s
calls to end the 55-year-old US trade embar-
go of the island. “We know that this moment
fills Cubans - in Cuba and in the United
States - with powerful emotions, recalling
the countless ways in which Fidel Castro
altered the course of individual lives, families
and of the Cuban nation,” Obama said. He
offered neither condemnation nor praise for
Castro, who outlasted invasion and assassi-
nation plots, and presided over the Cuban
missile crisis, which took the world to the

brink of nuclear war. “History will record and
judge the enormous impact of this singular
figure on the people and world around him,”
Obama said, adding that US-Cuban relations
shouldn’t be defined “by our differences but
by the many things that we share as neigh-
bors and friends.”

Trump didn’t pass off his evaluation to
the historians. “Today, the world marks the
passing of a brutal dictator who oppressed
his own people for nearly six decades,”
Trump said in a statement. “Fidel Castro’s
legacy is one of firing squads, theft, unimag-
inable suffering, poverty and the denial of
fundamental human rights.” Trump
expressed hope that Castro’s death would

mark a “move away from the horrors” toward
a future where Cubans live in freedom. But
he said nothing about Obama’s project to
reset ties, and even hailed the election sup-
port he received from veterans of the failed
1961 Bay of Pigs invasion that was backed
by the CIA. Such a statement probably will
irritate Havana, coming after a two-year
period of intense diplomatic discussions
with Washington that have done more to
improve relations between the countries
than anything in the past 5 1/2 decades.
Castro’s reign began when his improbable
insurrection ousted the US-backed strong-
man Fulgencio Batista in 1959. Only 32 at
the time, Castro was the youngest leader in

Latin America and inspired revolutionaries
as far afield as Africa and Asia.

But Castro’s socialist Cuba was anything
but an idyll, and the United States quickly
became his fiercest opponent. Members of
Batista’s government went before summary
courts, with at least 582 executed by firing
squad in the first two years of Castro’s rule.
Independent newspapers were closed. Gays
were herded into camps for “re-education.”
Tens of thousands were held as political pris-
oners. Hundreds of thousands of Cubans
fled. After the Soviet Union vanished, Cuba’s
economy collapsed.

Emigres 
In Miami and other American cities, a

powerful emigre community emerged that
was bitterly opposed to any improvement in
US relations with Castro’s government. For
many years, their threat alone was enough
to sink any attempts to bridge divides. The
dynamic began changing a decade ago, as
Castro stepped back from public life. His
health ailing, he handed over power to
brother Raul in 2008 and a period of limited
economic reforms was ushered in. After
Cuba’s government released American pris-
oner Alan Gross and agreed to a spy swap
with Washington in 2014, Obama and Raul
Castro felt they finally had enough trust to
embark on a journey of rapprochement.

While some US investment has opened up
and travel rules for Americans are now greatly
eased, the normalization has been limited
because Obama could never get Republican
lawmakers to end the vast restrictions tied up
in the trade embargo. Triumphant alongside
Trump in November, some GOP leaders have
vowed to reverse Obama’s effort. “Now that
Fidel Castro is dead, the cruelty and oppres-
sion of his regime should die with him,”
House Speaker Paul Ryan, said in a statement
Saturday. — AP
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Focus

Much depends on 

Trump to change 

Cuba dynamics 

F
idel Castro’s death could give his younger brother,
President Raul Castro, more space to pursue eco-
nomic reforms, but change will also depend on

whether US President-elect Donald Trump decides to
work with or challenge Cuba’s communist government.
Raul Castro has introduced market-oriented reforms in
recent years, but the pace of change has been slowed,
many Cubans say, by Fidel Castro’s continued influence
over an old guard that mistrusts both markets and
warming ties with Washington.

Two years ago, the more pragmatic, younger Castro
engineered a detente with the old enemy that has seen
commercial flights, dollar remittances and American
tourists all flow into the cash-strapped Caribbean island.
Those advances could easily be reversed if Trump sticks
to the harder line he took at the end of his election cam-
paign, when he vowed to close the US embassy, opened
last year after half a century, and to renegotiate
President Barack Obama’s agreement to normalize rela-
tions with Cuba.

But Castro’s death could also be an opportunity for
Trump to keep up an engagement with Cuba that is
popular with voters and US businesses. With Fidel Castro
now dead at 90 and the 85-year-old Raul Castro promis-
ing to retire in early 2018, working with Cuba becomes
easier on a symbolic level. Trump had not mentioned
Cuba since his election and in his first responses to the
overnight news from Cuba, he gave little sense of which
way he will go. “Though the tragedies, deaths and pain
caused by Fidel Castro cannot be erased, our administra-
tion will do all it can to ensure the Cuban people can
finally begin their journey toward prosperity and liberty,”
Trump said in a statement. 

Richard Feinberg, a former national security adviser
to US President Bill Clinton, said it is now less likely that
Trump will reverse Obama’s opening to the island. “The
passing of Fidel Castro removes the object of hatred, fear
and revenge of many Cuban-Americans, bringing to an
end what has been one of history’s longest grudge
matches, opening the gates for the reconciliation of the
deeply divided Cuban family,” he said. “It is in the US
national interest to compete with China and Russia for
influence in Cuba and the broader Caribbean, and to see
Cuba as a natural ally in counterterrorism,” said Feinberg,
author of a book on the Cuban economy.

In the short term, Cuba may see from its government
an orchestrated outpouring of support for Castro’s undi-
luted idea of communism. The first sign of that was a
government campaign launched on Saturday to have
millions of Cubans sign a pledge to be faithful to Castro’s
revolution, “as an expression of the will to perpetuate his
ideas and our socialism”. Even years after stepping down
from the presidency, Castro remained a buttress for the
old guard among Cuba’s political hierarchy and bureau-
cracy who are not convinced by Raul Castro’s measures
leading Cuba slowly toward a socialist economy with a
strong role for private businesses.

Over time that influence will fade, potentially making
it easier for reformers in Raul Castro’s government and in
the future. “It removes a court of final appeal for the con-
servatives while giving hope to the usually younger
reformers in the party for more rapid future economic
change,” said David Jessop, a UK-based business consult-
ant on Caribbean affairs.

Transition
The inner workings of the Cuban power structure

have always been tough to read, and not everyone
believes Fidel Castro was behind a recent backtracking
on market reforms, such as allowing farmers to sell prod-
ucts at market prices or permitting private imports and
exports. Mid-level bureaucrats fearful of losing power in
the system are often seen as a major reason economic
reforms have not been rolled out at the pace announced
by Raul Castro in a 2011 policy paper. “He was fully
retired, so his passing is not likely to alter the course of
Raul’s economic modernization program,” said William
LeoGrande, co-author of a book on US-Cuba relations.
“Of course, there are bureaucrats still in office who share
Fidel’s ideological hostility to markets. They have been
and will continue to be an obstacle to change.”

Trump may decide that Castro’s demise is an oppor-
tunity to pressure the communist government into mak-
ing concessions, such as freeing political dissidents or
preferential access for US  products and services.
“President-elect Trump may simplistically see a chance
to restart an adversarial relationship ... to prove he is the
strong man he said he is,” said Paul Hare, a former British
ambassador to Cuba. — Reuters

Much uncertainty ahead in US-Cuba ties

S
outhern African leaders paid glowing tributes to the
late revolutionary icon Fidel Castro, but if one coun-
try will forever be heavily indebted to his leadership

of Cuba, it is Angola. Castro sent tens of thousands of
troops when oil-giant Angola became embroiled in a proxy
war between the United States and Russia who were vying
for Cold War supremacy. Having gained independence
from Portuguese colonial rule in 1975, the Popular
Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) govern-
ment faced a civil war against the rival National Union for
the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA).

Castro supported the MPLA, which was fighting US- and
apartheid-backed UNITA. It culminated in the 1988 Battle
of Cuito Cuanavale, in southern Angola, an epic confronta-
tion that sounded the death knell for South Africa’s
apartheid regime and indirectly led to the independence
of Namibia. He was “an extraordinary figure of transcen-
dent historical importance,” Angolan leader Jose Eduardo
dos Santos said of the late Cuban leader.

In a manner similar to Libya, Cuba provided military and
ideological support to national liberation movements
across the African continent - around 56,000 of the nearly
400,000 troops Castro sent to Cold War hot spots were in
Angola. The highlight of that deployment was Cuito
Cuanavale, which “was the watershed moment in southern
African liberation,” said Namibia’s President Hage Geingob.
Castro, 14,000 km away in Havana, reportedly gave com-
mands via telephone to his generals on the ground. “Cuba,
in Angola is where the Cold War superpowers forces had
their showdown,” said Paula Roque, a University of Oxford
specialist researcher on Angola.

Watershed Moment 
While Cuba provided troops, the Soviet Union was

responsible for military hardware. By the time the war end-
ed Angola owed Moscow $5-billion, but nothing to Cuba.
Castro believed “revolution was not something you paid
for”, said Roque. “They were very much punching above
their weight, they were a small island that had such a big
ambitious project in Angola,” she added. Even African
countries with lesser links to Cuba, such as South Sudan,
had liberation movement leaders trained in Havana.

“Southern Africa freedom is inextricably intertwined
with the history of Cuba,” said Mac Maharaj, an ANC veter-
an and fellow inmate of Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s late

anti-apartheid icon. After Namibia won independence
from South Africa in 1990, shortly after Cuito Cuanavale,
apartheid would fall and the African National Congress
(ANC), led by the freed Mandela, won its first free elections
in 1994. “Fidel became a huge inspiration. There in an
unbreakable bond between Cuba and the southern African
struggle,” said Maharaj.

It was Castro who received the “loudest applause” from
the audience at the inauguration of Mandela as president,

according to the late former president’s friend in the strug-
gle against apartheid, Ahmed Kathrada. And three decades
after the end of Cuba’s military involvement, Havana’s con-
tribution to Angola and southern Africa is still alive. More
than 42 percent of healthcare workers in Angola are
Cubans, many of whom decided to stay on after the war.
Elsewhere in the region, South African state security, intelli-
gence officers still go for training in Cuba, according to
Roque. — AFP 

Angola: Castro’s big African adventure

B
ack in the 1970s at the height of the Cold War,
the small Caribbean nation of Cuba went to
war thousands of miles away in the battlefields

of Angola and Ethiopia, leaving thousands dead.
Cuban leader Fidel Castro, who died late Friday, was
convinced that the global stage for the “world revolu-
tion” was happening in Africa - and thus Cuba
became the first Latin American nation to go to war
outside its own continent.

Angola and Ethiopia soon became symbols of
the “regional conflicts” of the Cold War, in which
Washington and Moscow battled for ideological
supremacy and power through proxy wars. But
Havana’s involvement in the fighting fields far from
home was to cost it dear. Some 4,300 Cubans died
in Afr ican confl ic ts,  hal f  of  them in Angola -
although experts say that number has been sharply
underestimated.

Cuban veterans have often complained of lack of
care and benefits on returning home. In Angola, Castro
responded to calls for help from the Marxist guerrilla
leader Agostinho Neto, who had seized Luanda during
a bloody war from its Portuguese colonial masters.
Neto had no intention of sharing Angola’s independ-
ence, with rival guerrilla leaders Holden Roberto, sup-
ported by Zaire - now the Democratic Republic of

Congo - or Jonas Savimbi, backed by South Africa.
Initially thousands of Cuban troops were deployed
along 14,000 km of coastline in Operation Carlota,
named in honor of a black slave revolt in Cuba.
Moscow also poured logistics and funding into
Angola in a war that turned into a hard slog for
Cubans, as the heroes of the island’s guerrilla-led revo-
lution had to quickly adapt and learn counter-insur-
gency tactics. In March 1988, the South African army
retreated in the face of the Cubans at the battle of
Cuito Cuanavale in Angola, a setback that sounded
the death knell for the apartheid regime and led to
the independence of Namibia.

The Angola campaign lasted until 1991, when the
last of some 400,000 Cuban soldiers sent to fight
“imperialism” in an “international mission” finally
returned home. In Feb 1977, General Arnaldo Ochoa
was also sent to Ethiopia to support the leader of the
Communist military junta, Colonel Mengistu Haile
Mariam, against the Ethiopians’ former Somali allies,
who were forced to surrender the Ogaden plateau to
17,000 Cuban soldiers. Cuban troops were also sta-
tioned in Mozambique after its independence. Since
the 1960s Cuban troops have served in Algeria,
Guinea, Guinea Bissau, Equatorial Guinea, Sierra Leone
and Libya. —AFP 

Castro’s military 

forays in Africa

In this March 1985 file photo, Cuba’s leader Fidel Castro exhales cigar smoke during
an interview at the presidential palace in Havana. —AP 


