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his month marks two years 
since President Obama and 
his Cuban counterpart, Raúl 

Castro, surprised the world with their 
announcement — at noon on Dec. 17, 
2014 — that Washington and Havana 
would restore full diplomatic ties after 
over 50 years of enmity.

But the budding friendship between 
these two former Cold War adversaries 
could come to a screeching halt if Don-
ald Trump gets his way.

Just as he has threatened to gut 
Obamacare, pull the United States out 
of NAFTA, rip up the multilateral Iran 
nuclear agreement and end all U.S. ef-
forts to combat climate change (see 
related stories on pages 4 and 10), the 
president-elect has also vowed to re-
verse his predecessor’s rapprochement 
with Cuba and stop Americans from 
traveling there — as they’ve begun to 
do in large numbers since the relax-
ation of arcane U.S. laws dating from 
the early 1960s.

In September, Trump, at a campaign 
stop in Miami, outlined his Cuba pol-
icy, promising to roll back one of the 
president’s signature foreign policy 
achievements.

“All of the concessions Barack 
Obama has granted the Castro regime 
were done through executive order, 
which means the next president can 
reverse them, and that I will do unless 
the Castro regime meets our demands,” 
he told an adoring crowd of hardline 
Cuban exiles. “Not my demands. Our 
demands,” he added, referring to long-
standing U.S. calls for Cuba to release 
political prisoners and ensure religious 
freedom.

Would the billionaire real estate 
developer actually follow up on those 
threats?

We put that question to José Ramón 
Cabañas Rodríguez, who arrived in 
Washington in 2012 as chief of the 
Cuban Interests Section but officially 
became Cuba’s “embajador” on Sept. 
17, 2015, once relations had been up-
graded.

“Technically speaking, any president, 
whoever it is, can reverse any executive 
action taken by the previous president,” 
said Cabañas. “If we take one subject, 
let’s say travel, companies are involved 
now that weren’t involved before. Re-
member that a few years ago, when 
tourism arrivals were not even com-
parable, a few politicians from South 
Florida essentially tried to reverse the 
advances, but politically speaking, they 
couldn’t deliver because the majority 
of South Florida’s population now sup-
ports travel to Cuba.”

Pushed further about what President 
Trump might do or not do come Jan. 

20, 2017, Cabañas declined to say.
“We are not in the business of specu-

lating what could happen,” he told The 
Washington Diplomat in our meeting, 
which took place barely a week after one 
of the most divisive, bitter presidential 
campaigns in U.S. history. “We’ve been 
through this process 12 times. We’re 
used to it.” 

Curiously, not once in our hour-long 
conversation did Cabañas utter Donald 
Trump’s name. It’s clear that Cuba’s am-
bassador to the United States didn’t get 
where he is by speaking off the cuff or 
getting himself in trouble.

What’s also clear is that Cabañas, in 
his first-ever exclusive interview with 
any U.S. media outlet, relishes his role 
as Cuba’s envoy to the United States at 
a pivotal time in bilateral history. After 
all, the 55-year-old diplomat was born 
in 1961 — only two years after Fidel 
Castro’s rise to power and the same 
year as the Bay of Pigs fiasco — so in 
some sense, Cabañas has waited his en-
tire professional life for this moment.

“It was Dec. 17, 2014, when both 
President Obama and President Raúl 

Castro made the announcement at 12 
noon. They surprised everybody,” he 
said. “We were a little bit surprised too, 
as we were not involved in the secret 
negotiations.”

Those delicate talks, in which the 
Vatican played a key role, culminated in 
the release of Alan Gross — a Maryland 
resident and subcontractor for the U.S. 
government who had been imprisoned 
in Cuba for five years on subversion 
charges — in exchange for the return 
of three convicted Cuban spies serving 
long sentences in U.S. jails.

That paved the way to begin the long 
process of repairing relations between 
the two countries, which are separated 
in the Florida Strait by only 90 miles of 
ocean.

On May 29, 2015, the State Depart-
ment finally took Cuba off its list of 
state sponsors of terrorism where it 
had been for 33 years, and on July 20 
that year, Cabañas and his staff trium-
phantly raised the Cuban flag over their 
stately mission on 16th Street, which 
up until that point had officially been 
an annex of the Swiss Embassy.

Less than a month later, the Stars and 
Stripes went up over the six-story U.S. 
mission along Havana’s Malecón water-
front at an emotional ceremony led by 
Secretary of State John Kerry.

historiC 
raPProCheMent

Since then, there’s been a flurry of 
developments, including Obama’s his-
toric trip to Havana — the first by a 
sitting president since Calvin Coolidge 
visited Cuba in 1928 — and a loosening 
of restrictions on commerce, trade and 
travel with the communist island. For 
example, the changes now allow Amer-
icans to use U.S.-issued credit and debit 
cards on the island and companies to 
invest in certain small businesses in 
Cuba and even ship building materials 
to private Cuban companies.

No longer are Cuban diplomats pre-
vented from traveling more than 25 
miles from Washington, D.C. (a simi-
lar restriction also applied to U.S. dip-
lomats in Havana). Cabañas may now 
travel wherever he wants and meet any-
one he wishes to meet.

“At the personal level, the most im-
portant change in the last two years is 
that we have been able to talk to the 
United States with respect and reci-
procity,” the ambassador said. “Before 
that, we were talking only with the 
State Department. Now we talk with 
the departments of energy, education, 
transportation, you name it. There were 
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also restrictions on our move-
ment. We had to not only no-
tify the State Department of 
our travel plans but also ask 
for permission. And in my 
case, that permission was 
not always given. And dur-
ing the Bush administration, 
permissions were not even 
requested; our diplomats 
stayed inside the Beltway all 
the time.”

Cabañas also noted the 
signing of 13 memoranda 
of understanding, includ-
ing the establishment of di-
rect flights between the two 
countries (also see “Cuba 
Opens Itself to American 
Travelers, But Change Won’t 
Come Overnight” in the Oc-
tober 2016 issue).

In fact, U.S. travel to Cuba 
is up 80 percent this year 
compared to 2015. The ease 
with which average Ameri-
cans can now go online and 
book $99 flights via JetBlue, 
Frontier and American from 
South Florida to nearly a 
dozen Cuban cities is a far 
cry from just a few years ago, 
when such travel was un-
thinkable and prohibitively 
expensive.

“And by the beginning of 
December, we will have di-
rect flights to Havana,” Ca-

bañas noted.
And that’s not all, accord-

ing to the ambassador.
“We will sign an MOU on 

law enforcement. It’s a con-
versation that encompasses 
12 U.S. agencies and several 
Cuban institutions,” he said. 
“There are now three con-
tracts for management of 
Cuban hotels, and we’re now 
waiting for a fourth license. 
There’s also an MOU on 
health care. What we can do 
in health is endless.

“Other countries have 
taken several years [to do] 
what we have done in a 
few months,” Cabañas said. 
“Some people think we’re 
moving too slow, others 
think we’re too fast. But for 
me, the core issue is the way 
we have been able to talk 
with respect.”

On that front, the U.S. 
took a symbolically impor-
tant step Oct. 26 when — for 
the first time in 25 years — it 
abstained in the U.N. Gen-
eral Assembly’s annual ritual 
condemning the U.S. trade 
embargo, instead of cast-
ing its traditional “no” vote. 
Previous votes had always 
delivered lopsided victories 
for the Cuban side, with only 
a few countries — generally 
Israel and a handful of Pa-
cific microstates — siding 
with the United States on the 
issue.

“This exercise takes place 
year after year. The fact the 
U.S. abstained this time is 

an expression of the belief 
that the embargo is a failed 
policy,” said Cabañas, cit-
ing Cuban government esti-
mates that the “blockade,” as 
it’s known in Cuba, has cost 
the island’s economy more 
than $750 billion since its 
inception. “We believe that 
the executive power has the 
capacity to make changes, 
but some fundamental limits 
have to be removed by Con-
gress.”

Indeed, despite the his-
toric détente that Obama has 
orchestrated, the trade em-
bargo remains firmly in place 
and, thanks to the Helms-
Burton Act of 1996, can only 
be repealed by Congress.

America’s decades-old 
policy of economically iso-
lating the island has failed to 
oust the communist regime 
from power and has been a 
source of worldwide deri-
sion. A growing number of 
Americans has also begun 
to question the usefulness 
of what many consider to 
be an outdated relic of the 
Cold War. But Congress is 
unlikely to lift the embargo 
any time soon. A core group 
of Republicans and Demo-
crats, backed by influential 
anti-Castro voters in Florida, 
still strongly back the em-
bargo and refuse to reward a 
regime that they say deprives 
Cuba’s 11 million people of 
democracy and freedom.

While there has been 
tepid progress in prying 

open the state-run economy, 
Cuba’s one-party system 
continues to dictate many 
aspects of life on the island. 
Political opposition is stifled 
or jailed. Independent me-
dia is muzzled, as is access 
to the internet. And despite 
high-quality universal health 
care and education, Cubans 
struggle to get by on mea-
ger salaries, state-run enter-
prises are woefully inefficient 
and staples like milk are still 
rationed.

Yet Cabañas blasted what 
he called the hypocrisy of 
successive U.S. presidents for 
punishing Cuba while enjoy-
ing close relations with mon-
archies and authoritarian 
governments — he wouldn’t 
single any out by name — 
that have far worse human 
rights records than his own. 

“For years, the United 
States maintained perfectly 
good ties with many coun-
tries that don’t have elec-
tions, with countries lacking 
human rights. Some of these 
countries not only don’t have 
freedom of the press, they 
don’t have press at all, and 
you’re not concerned about 
that. When you talk about 
foreign policy, you have to 
be consistent.”

Tracey Eaton is a promi-
nent Cuba expert who for 
years served as Havana bu-
reau chief for the Dallas 
Morning News.

“If the U.S. and Cuba ever 
want to resolve their differ-
ences, they’ve got to com-
municate. They’ve got to get 
to know each other and try 
to understand their differ-
ences,” he said. “That’s why 
it’s important that Cuba have 

diplomats in Washington, 
and that the U.S. have a pres-
ence in Havana. End that 
and relations will only get 
worse.”

Eaton told us that even 
under the Obama adminis-
tration, the federal govern-
ment — mainly through 
USAID — spends millions of 
taxpayer dollars each year to 
support the island’s internal 
political opposition, adding 
tension to the bilateral rela-
tionship.

“Donald Trump is an 
unknown quantity when it 
comes to Cuba. Maybe he’ll 
get that elusive better deal, 
one that both improves dip-
lomatic relations and forces 
Cuba to improve human 
rights,” Eaton said. “Or may-
be it will be a disaster and 
Trump will usher in a new 
era of hostility.”

fraught historY
For Cabañas, the presi-

dent-elect is only the latest 
U.S. politician to appear on 
the world stage since Fidel 
Castro, now 90, took power 
back in 1959 in the name of 
the Cuban revolution. Before 
then, Cuba spent much of 
the early 20th century as a 
“neo-colony” of the United 
States under a series of dic-
tators, culminating with the 
corrupt Batista regime in the 
1950s.

The armed rebellion led 
by Fidel and his brother Raúl 
along with Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara and other revolu-
tionary heroes managed to 
overthrow Batista on Jan. 1, 
1959 — just two and a half 
years before Cabañas was 
born in the coastal city of 

Matanzas, about 100 kilome-
ters east of Havana.

A 1983 graduate of Ha-
vana’s Raúl Roa García High-
er Institute of International 
Relations, Cabañas joined 
Cuba’s Foreign Service the 
following year and was even-
tually posted to Canada. 
After running the Foreign 
Ministry’s Division of Cu-
ban Residents Abroad and 
Consular Affairs for eight 
years, he was named Cuba’s 
ambassador to Austria, with 
accreditation to Croatia, Slo-
venia and the international 
organizations in Vienna.

Cabañas returned to Ha-
vana in 2005 as director of 
the Foreign Ministry’s Divi-
sion for Document Man-
agement, and in 2009 he re-
ceived a doctorate in political 
sciences from the University 
of Havana. That same year, 
he was named deputy minis-
ter of foreign affairs — a post 
he held until his transfer to 
Washington in 2012.

As a student of history, 
Cabañas has a deep sense of 
the complex relationship be-
tween Cuba and the United 
States — one with a painful 
history despite the two coun-
tries’ shared love of baseball 
and other cultural affinities.

“For all those years, we 
were not exactly a partner 
of the United States,” he said. 
“Our market was open to any 
product coming from the 
U.S., but we never had the 
capacity to play as an equal. 
In fact, our revolution wasn’t 
against the United States, but 
only to change the status quo 
in Cuba. Politicians talk a 
lot about human rights and 
communism, but even before 
Fidel visited the United States 
in April 1959 to explain the 
situation, people here were 
already plotting against him 
to defeat the revolution.

“Back in 1959, you never 
found anyone talking about 
human rights. Even civil 
rights was a bad word at that 
time. It was simply because 
the Cuban revolutionary 
government was talking with 
its own voice, and not fol-
lowing commands coming 
from Washington,” Cabañas 
said.

“At some point, I have 
promised to publish a book 
about all the arguments for 
not having better relations 
with Cuba,” he told us. “In 
the early ’60s, we couldn’t 
have better relations because 
of our links with the Soviet 
Union. In the ’70s, it was the 
Cuban presence in Africa. 
We were put on the State 
Department terrorist list in 
1982 without any evidence 
that we supported terrorism; 
it was simply because Ron-
ald Reagan was paying back 
the CANF [Cuban American 
National Foundation] for the 
votes they had provided.”

In the ’80s, according to 
Cabañas, the U.S. govern-
ment came up with new 
excuses why it could not 
have diplomatic ties with his 
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santiago Martínez, owner of the hostal La Caridad guest house in down-
town santa Clara, is one of a growing number of Cuban entrepreneurs 
who have entered the private sector since President rául Castro began 
introducing economic reforms in 2009.
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country.
“Yes, Cuba supported the Sandinistas in 

Nicaragua, but today they’re in power. Cuba 
supported the FMLN in El Salvador, and 
they’re the ruling party today.”

Even aft er the Soviet Union collapsed, 
Cuba remained a communist bastion on 
America’s doorstep — and a thorn in Wash-
ington’s side. Fidel Castro, in fact, took great 
pride thumbing his nose at the Yankee gov-
ernment that he says tried and failed to assas-
sinate him multiple times.

shifting attituDes
Today, however, times have changed in 

both Cuba and the U.S. (though Fidel, de-
spite constant reports of his imminent death, 
is still kicking at age 90).

As home to the world’s largest Cuban ex-
ile community, South Florida was once the 
epicenter of violent opposition to the Castro 
regime. Th e 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion was 
hatched from Miami, as was the bombing of 
a Cuban jetliner off  the coast of Barbados in 
1976 that left  73 people dead.

Yet just as images of vintage American 
cars parked in front of Havana’s elegant Hotel 
Nacional don’t refl ect the real Cuba, scenes 
of old men in guayaberas playing dominoes 
in Maximo Gomez Park or plotting the next 
revolution at the nearby Versailles Restaurant 
in Little Havana don’t refl ect today’s Miami, 
says Cabañas, who’s been there several times.

“Miami is diff erent than it was in the ’60s 
and ’70s. As head of the consular services, I 
visited Miami the same way I visited Madrid, 
and I’ve witnessed how Miami has changed,” 
he said. “I have many friends there from 
those years.”

Part of the reason for the change is that a 
new generation of Cuban-Americans, who 
were never exposed to Castro’s takeover of 
Cuba, are less averse to engagement with the 

regime than their elders are. Another reason 
is that people-to-people interactions are on 
the rise.

Some 300,000 Cuban-Americans visit the 
island annually, and roughly 70,000 Cubans 
have visited the United States.

“We have so much back and forth now, 
with cultural exchanges, university exchang-
es and people-to-people travel. Many Cuban-
Americans are now legal advisors for compa-
nies trying to do business in Cuba,” Cabañas 
said. “We have to go by statistics. You have 
seen how Cuban-Americans vote, and what 
they think about the embargo and bilateral 
ties with Cuba. Th ey’re pretty similar to what 
average Americans think. And among those 
35 and younger, the numbers are even more 
pronounced. So if that’s what the majority 
thinks, why don’t politicians go along?”

One reason is that opposition to the Cas-
tro regime was traditionally a bipartisan 
cause, with Democrats such as Sen. Bob Me-
nendez of New Jersey joining their GOP col-

leagues — notably Florida Republicans like 
Sen. Marco Rubio, Rep. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen 
and Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart — to block any 
relaxation of the travel ban or the embargo 
itself.

But even among top-level U.S. offi  cials, 
there’s been a marked turnaround in recent 
years. 

Cuban-born Carlos Gutierrez, who as sec-
retary of commerce during the Bush era was 
a proponent of tough sanctions against Cuba, 
did an about-face aft er Obama’s surprise an-
nouncement in 2014 and now advocates end-
ing the embargo immediately and forging 
business ties with the same regime he once 
condemned.

“Many of us have been involved in trying 
to take U.S. businesses to Cuba,” said Gutier-
rez, chairman of the Meridian International 
Center Board of Trustees. “But now we need 
to lift  our expectations and have not just a 
transactional relationship where we sit down 
and negotiate. Why don’t we shoot for being 

great friends? It’s hard to have a friendship 
without understanding history, values and 
customs. Th ere’s nothing like culture to help 
each country walk in the other’s shoes.”

PraCtiCaL reLationshiP
Cuba and the United States are unlikely 

to become the best of friends any time soon. 
Nevertheless, Cabañas said there are plenty 
of areas of practical cooperation that would 
benefi t both sides.

He said ending the embargo would enable 
both nations to cooperate far more closely on 
issues like environmental protection, predict-
ing hurricanes, avoiding oil spills in the Gulf 
of Mexico, even fi ghting terrorism.

And of course, U.S. multinationals are 
chomping at the bit to get into a market that’s 
essentially been closed off  to them for 55 
years.

“American companies feel they’re missing 
out. All ports in the southeastern U.S. are 
looking to Mariel as an opportunity,” said 
Cabañas, referring to the billion-dollar con-
tainer terminal and industrial-free zone just 
west of Havana. “Mariel is not a dream; in 
roughly three years, we went from a plan to a 
reality. Th e Panamanians fi nished the expan-
sion of their canal and now post-Panamax 
ships call at U.S. ports. All of them are eager 
to do business with Mariel and to invest in 
the economic zone surrounding Mariel. How 
would you explain to all those people that 
they cannot do business with us?”

Another industry that would thrive in a 
post-embargo Cuba is biotechnology.

Roswell Park Cancer Institute, based in 
Buff alo, N.Y., is partnering with Cuba’s Cen-
ter of Molecular Immunology to develop a 
therapeutic lung cancer vaccine. Roswell Park 
is now awaiting FDA approval to conduct an 
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president and a symbol of the country’s en-
lightened democracy.

Obama’s lo� y promises to turn a new tide 
with the Arab world, however, did not pan out, 
as the turmoil of the Arab Spring upended re-
gional dynamics and devastated nations such 
as Syria and Yemen. Obama’s charisma and 
worldly upbringing weren’t enough to over-
come the historical grievances and geopoliti-
cal jockeying between Sunnis and Shiites. He 
also couldn’t prevent a bellicose Russia, rising 
China or reckless North Korea from antago-
nizing their neighbors.

But the 44th president did mend fences 
with U.S. allies estranged by Bush’s unilateral 
policies. His close ties with EU nations helped 
cobble together a coalition that slapped sanc-
tions on Moscow, paved the way for a historic 
nuclear agreement with Iran and steady a fal-
tering global economy.

� e question now is: How much interna-
tional goodwill does Trump need to realize 
his foreign policy vision? � e Republican 
president-elect dismissed or outright insulted 
a multitude of leaders, many of whom only 
begrudgingly accepted his victory. Will their 
bitterness linger, or will bygones be bygones 
once Trump enters the White House?

Vanda Felbab-Brown of Brookings says it 
may be di�  cult to patch up the di� erences.

“During his campaign, he denigrated al-
lies and questioned the usefulness of NATO 
… rejoiced in humiliating neighbors like 
Mexico, repeatedly lashed out against China, 
suggested policies for the Middle East that 
ranged from uninformed (such as his promise 
to abort the U.S.-Iran nuclear deal), erratic, 
un-implementable (taking oil away from the 
Islamic State) to utterly unspeci� ed (such as 
how to � ght the Islamic State or what to do 
with Syria or Egypt),” she wrote.

“� is is heavy baggage that Trump brings 
to the Oval O�  ce. � e credibility of the Unit-
ed States as a country committed to pluralism, 
multiculturalism, inclusiveness, opportunities 
for all and human rights — in other words, 
U.S. so�  power — has already su� ered a seri-
ous blow. Recovering that reputation for en-
lightened leadership will be hard for President 
Trump, given the xenophobia of his rhetoric 
on the way to the White House,” she con-
cluded.

Others say Trump’s everyman appeal will 
resonate in far-� ung corners of the globe 
struggling with inequality and globalization.

“While much of what he says doesn’t make 
sense and he can easily contradict himself sev-
eral times in one sentence, Trump talks in way 
that everyone with a reasonable command of 
English can understand. � ere is no need to 
get out a dictionary or try to follow compli-
cated sentence structures. And because people 
comprehend what he is saying, they feel con-
nected and taken seriously,” wrote German 
journalist Ines Pohl for Deutsche Welle.

Some even interpret his inconsistency as 
a sign of honesty, she argued. “At � rst glance 
this doesn’t seem to make sense. But precisely 
because Trump contradicts himself constant-
ly and o� ers diverging views on one and the 
same topic, many people feel that he is simply 
being honest. In a campaign in which many 
statements are geared toward very speci� c 
voter groups, many people deem authenticity 
more important than sophisticated electoral 
concepts that o� en seem generic and starchy.”

ROLLInG BACK 
REGULATIOnS, TAXES

In the wake of steadfast GOP opposition 
to most of his initiatives, Obama turned to 
his executive authority to enact a ra�  of eco-
nomic regulations in his second term. As 
Binyamin Appelbaum and Michael D. Shear 
of the New York Times noted, the Obama 
administration in its � rst seven years � nal-
ized 560 major regulations — nearly 50 per-
cent more than the George W. Bush admin-
istration did during the same period.

“An army of lawyers working under Mr. 
Obama’s authority has sought to restructure 
the nation’s health care and � nancial in-
dustries, limit pollution, bolster workplace 
protections and extend equal rights to mi-
norities,” they wrote Aug. 13, noting that 
little-known rules now allow women to buy 
emergency contraceptive pills without pre-
scriptions, for example, and military veter-
ans to design their own headstones. “Under 
Mr. Obama, the government has literally 
placed a higher value on human life.”

At the same time, they wrote, “It has im-
posed billions of dollars in new costs on 
businesses and consumers” — while cir-
cumventing the legislative process.

� e other � ip side of relying on executive 
orders is that they can be overturned with 
the stroke of a pen.

“Anything enacted by executive order can 
be rescinded by executive order,” Zachary 
Goldman, a former U.S. Treasury o�  cial 
now at New York University, told Reuters.

Trump has vowed to erase Obama-era 
regulations such as Dodd-Frank � nancial 
rules that ban banks from engaging in their 
own in-house trading for pro� ts. He also has 
the full backing of a Republican-controlled 
Congress. Not only are lawmakers itching to 
overturn hundreds of regulations that they 
say sti� e economic growth and innovation, 
they also hope to ful� ll their long-sought 
dream of overhauling the tax code.

Obama touts an economic record that 
includes creating 15 million new private-
sector jobs since 2010, saving the auto in-
dustry and cutting the unemployment rate 
to a historic low of 4.9 percent. But the na-
tional debt also doubled under his watch, 
corporate pro� ts soared and a stubborn 

inequality gap helped propel Trump to vic-
tory. With many Americans clamoring for 
change, they may be receptive to the type of 
sweeping tax cuts George W. Bush enacted 
during his presidency.

Trump has proposed condensing the cur-
rent seven tax brackets into three and lower-
ing the rate for the nation’s highest earners to 
33 percent. He also wants to eliminate the es-
tate tax for wealthy families and cut the cor-
porate tax rate from 35 percent to 15 percent. 
While Trump is correct that America has the 
highest corporate tax rate in the industrial-
ized world, he omits the fact that thanks to 
loopholes, the average rate for many large 

corporations is more like 13 percent.
According to the nonpartisan Tax Policy 

Center, by 2025, about 51 percent of the 
bene� ts of Trump’s tax plan would go to 
the wealthiest percentile of taxpayers, who 
would save $317,000 on average each year, 
boosting their incomes by more than 14 
percent. Meanwhile, a typical family would 
save nearly $1,100 a year in taxes — an in-
crease of 1.5 percent in income.

Paying for these tax cuts is another matter 
entirely. It’s simple math: Either the national 
debt would have to go up or federal spend-
ing would have to slashed. As Max Ehren-
freund of the Washington Post pointed 
out, “If the government borrowed all of the 
money to pay for Trump’s tax plan, the de� -
cits and the cost of interest would increase 
the national debt by $7.2 trillion.”

So despite the GOP majority in Congress, 
Trump (who famously refused to disclose 
his own tax returns as candidate and may 
have dodged taxes for nearly two decades) 
is likely to face blowback once the debate 
over tax reform begins in earnest.

It’s also important to remember that even 
though Trump handily won the presidency 
with 290 electoral college votes, Clinton 
still garnered half the popular vote. In fact, 
as of press time, 1.7 million more Ameri-
cans voted for her than for Trump (spark-
ing a separate debate on the merits of the 
Electoral College). So while Trump holds 
an electoral mandate, it is far from an 
ironclad one. He must now contend with a 
deeply polarized nation that is split in two, 
with one side opposing Obama’s legacy 
and the other opposing e� orts to relegate 
it to the dustbin of history.

Anna Gawel (@diplomatnews) is the 
managing editor of � e Washington 
Diplomat.
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President Obama signs an executive order, “Improving the Security of Consumer Financial Transactions,” at the 
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau on Oct. 17, 2014.
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early-stage clinical trial 
for patients with advanced 
lung cancer.

“A� er a diagnosis in 
Cuba, such patients live 
10 to 12 years with a good 
quality of life. In the U.S., 
it’s only � ve years. We are 
also trying to reach a deal 
with the U.S. to sell a prod-
uct called Heberprot-P to 
� ght diabetes,” said Ca-
bañas. “You have 100,000 
amputations a year because 
of diabetes, but in Cuba, 
we have stopped 73 per-
cent of those amputations. 
What politician would tell 
100,000 patients that he 
wants to reverse this prog-
ress? How would he explain 
that to the families?”

Cabañas didn’t mention 
Trump by name, but he 
didn’t have to; it was obvi-
ous the ambassador was 
talking about the nation’s 
45th president and his 
threats to not only prevent 

Congress from li� ing the 
embargo but to undo all 
the progress achieved by 
the Obama administration 
in the last eight years.

“We are born optimists, 
even under the toughest 
circumstances,” he said. 
“During an early 1990s 
visit to the U.S., an eco-
nomics professor told me 
we were going downhill, 
that we had no future. My 
response to that respected 
professor was this: How do 
you measure Cuban pride, 

or the way our young 
people smile or the way we 
dance? If we didn’t have the 
embargo in place, imagine 
all the things we’d be able 
to do.”

Larry Luxner, news editor 
of � e Washington Diplo-
mat, was editor and 
publisher of the monthly 
CubaNews from 2002 to 
2013 and a frequent visitor 
to the island. He went back 
to Cuba this past September 
for the � rst time in 12 years.

 A tourist buys cigars at the duty-free shop of Santa Clara’s Abel 
Santamaria International Airport. Under new rules, Americans may 
bring back unlimited quantities of Cuban rum and cigars, though 
the incoming Trump administration may reimpose the ban on 
such products, which had existed for more than 50 years under 
the U.S. trade embargo.
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