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ABSTRACT

This article explores the historical context of Cuban migration to the United States in order to analyze
the exodus that occurred at the end of 2021. Through the analysis of historical data from the Department
of Homeland Security (DHS), Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), and Customs and Border
Protection (CBP) covering the period 1894-2023, migration milestones from the 19" century, such as
the 1959 Revolution and the 1994 rafter crisis, are traced. In addition, theoretical perspectives on
migration are discussed with the aim of conceptualizing current mass flows as an exodus, characterized
by five main features: 1) massive movements, 2)constant movements, 3) defined time span,
4) preeminence of international departures, and 5) response to a trigger. This proposal contributes to a
deeper understanding of the migration phenomenon from a multidimensional approach that considers
political, economic, social, and historical factors.

Keywords: 1. Cuban emigration, 2. exodus, 3. migration policy, 4. Cuba-United States flows,
5. Cuban Revolution.

RESUMEN

En el presente articulo se explora el contexto historico de la migracion cubana hacia Estados Unidos
para analizar el éxodo que se presento a finales de 2021. Mediante el analisis de datos historicos (1894-
2023) obtenidos de oficinas gubernamentales estadounidenses —Departamento de Seguridad Nacional
(DHS), Servicio de Inmigracion y Naturalizacion (INS) y Oficina de Aduanas y Proteccion Fronteriza
(CBP)-, se recorren hitos migratorios como la Revolucion de 1959 y la crisis de los balseros de 1994.
Sumado a esto, se discuten perspectivas teoricas de la migracion con el fin de conceptualizar los flujos
masivos actuales como un éxodo que se caracteriza por cinco rasgos principales: 1) movimientos
masivos; 2) movimientos constantes; 3) lapso de tiempo definido; 4) preeminencia de salidas
internacionales, y 5) respuesta a un detonante. El articulo contribuye a una comprensiéon mas profunda
del fenomeno migratorio desde un enfoque multidimensional que considera factores politicos,
economicos, sociales e historicos.

Palabras clave: 1. emigracion cubana, 2. éxodo, 3. politica migratoria, 4. flujos Cuba-Estados Unidos,
5. Revolucioén Cubana.
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INTRODUCTION

Cuban migration is a phenomenon of great historical and social relevance, which has captured the
attention of both academics and experts in politics and society. Since the 19 century, migration has
played a fundamental role in the configuration and transformation of Cuban society, generating
important changes in the economic, political, and cultural environment. Hence, understanding its
dynamics, particularly the phenomenon of exodus, is essential to understand the complexity of
migration processes and their implications at different levels of analysis.

The history of migration flows between Cuba and the United States dates back to the 19
century, and is long and complex. Initially, these migrations originated from colonial dynamics,
but they gained intensity in the 1960s. In the beginning, mass migration was motivated mainly by
political reasons, but over time it diversified and increased due to economic causes and the search
for family reunification.

The political and economic change brought about by the Cuban Revolution impacted on the
structure of society, leading to significant increases in international departures from Cuba. This
uneasy relationship between the Cuba and the United States, marked by the context of the Cold
War, the imposition of trade, and financial restrictions® by the latter country (1960), and the
subsequent declaration of Cuba as a socialist State on April 16, 1961, had a profound impact on
migration flows between the two countries. This complex situation has given rise to relevant
historical events such as the Freedom Flights between 1965 and 1973, the rafter crisis, and the
Maleconazo, both of which took place in the 1990s. Likewise, from the 1960s on, the United States
government implemented selective policies that influenced the Cuban migration potential, as will
be analyzed in detail in this paper.

However, the recent exodus of Cuban migrants has been a topic of special interest for the media
in the region due to its magnitude and complexity. The flows observed since late 2022 and early
2023 were unprecedented in the country’s history. In this regard, the analysis of Cuban migration
and its underlying causes, as well as the exploration of its theoretical foundations, would aid in
understanding its dynamics and contribute to a better comprehension of migratory processes in
general. Thus, they enable to address the challenges and opportunities that arise for both Cuba and
the receiving countries.

Based on the above arguments, this article aims to explore the theoretical foundations and
specific contexts that have taken place in Cuba from the 19" century to current times. This will
serve as a background to understand the complexity of the recent exodus of Cubans to the United
States.

3 How the set of restrictions imposed by the United States on Cuba are referred to varies depending on the
perspective addressed. While the Cuban government insists on calling it a blockade due to its impact on
Cuban society, other specialists consider that embargo is more appropriate term, due to the commercial
limitations imposed.
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To analyze this phenomenon, data from Cuban migrants heading to the United States in different
historical periods were used. The initial data, corresponding to years 1892 to 1932, were obtained
from the immigration historical archive of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS, n.d.).
For the period between years 1933 and 2003, data from the Immigration and Naturalization Service,
also obtained from the DHS historical archive, as well as from the Statistical Yearbook of the
Immigration and Naturalization Service, were used.

Finally, for the period from 2004 to 2023, the Customs and Border Protection (CBP, n.d.)
yearbooks were consulted, which recorded the encounters of immigration authorities with the
population from Cuba on the border with the United States. These data cover a period of 130 years,
and are used to observe how the migration panorama has evolved from the end of the 19" century
to the present, instead of the specific quantification of the migratory flow.

Now, this article is structured in four main sections. First, an approach to the state of the art on the
subject is presented, and the studies that are considered relevant to analyze Cuban migration and the
recent exodus are shown. In this first section, classic postulates such as push-pull, global systems,
migratory networks, the new economy, neoclassical theory, forced displacement, and the world
system ones are mentioned.

In the second section, the migration trends and patterns observed until the end of the 20" century
are analyzed, and key moments are identified. In a third section, the main events of the 21* century
in migration are analyzed, and the socioeconomic and political factors that influenced the recent
Cuban exodus are examined, including aspects such as economic difficulties, political repression,
and the search for job opportunities and freedoms. Finally, closing reflections and remarks are
presented, wherein the key findings are summarized and the importance of understanding Cuban
migration and its implications is highlighted.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR THE ANALYSIS
OF CUBAN MIGRATION

In order to understand the complexity of Cuban migration flows, it is pertinent to retrieve classical
and contemporary migration theories, which provide a valuable conceptual framework for
analyzing and understanding Cuban migration. Still, these approaches also pose challenges and
questions when faced with the complexity of the country’s reality. Cuban migration, driven by an
interplay of economic, political, and social factors, reflects the very complexity of the migratory
experience and highlights the importance of approaching it from multiple theoretical perspectives,
so as to acquire a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the phenomenon.

As systematized by Morales and Hernandez (2019) when referring to Cuban migration flows,
most of the research focuses on topics related to “Cuba-United States emigration” (Urrutia, 1997,
Rodriguez, 2004; Uriarte, 1995), to “sociodemographic description” and “theoretical explanations”
(Aja, 2002a, 2002b, 2009; Aja & Gaztambide, 2007; Bueno et al., 2004; Garcia, 2002), or to the
“analysis associated with labor processes” (Martin & Araujo, 2013; Martin, 2013), to “family”
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(Martin, 2007), to “gender” (Nuiez, 2007), and to the “reproductive behavior of Cuban migrants”
(Rodriguez, 2013).

Uriarte (1995) contrasts classic postulates of migration studies with more contemporary
approaches based on global systems and migratory networks, reaching the conclusion that at the
end of the 20" century there were not enough analyses on Cuban migration from a comprehensive
and contextualized perspective. Hence, the author points out that this topic has been studied mainly
from an individual perspective (the motivations and characteristics of the person), without taking
into account structural factors, from approaches biased by ideological positions. Therefore, he
suggests the need for approaches that articulate the historical, socio-structural, and political factors,
and that connect pre- and post-revolutionary migration.

On the other hand, one of the most widely accepted postulates in scientific production is that
this migration is of an economic nature, based on cost-benefit analysis, where emigration is
considered the most rational option when the economic benefits of moving to a new country exceed
the income in the place of origin, besides the costs associated with migration, both pecuniary and
social (Harris & Todaro, 1970; Taylor, 1986). In the Cuban context, this analysis supports that the
lack of economic opportunities has led many individuals to seek employment and personal
development in other countries, where they make the most of their skills, education, and work
experience. In this regard, Cobas and Fernandez (2014) demonstrated empirically, based on census
data, that there is a positive self-selection process in Cuban emigrants heading to the United States;
their results show that those with a higher educational level have a greater probability of migrating.

In this vein, neoclassical theory argues that people make rational decisions based on maximizing
benefits, which in the Cuban context may explain how the search for better employment
opportunities and living standards acts as an incentive to emigrate. While this postulate highlights
the weight of the search for better economic conditions, it can underestimate the impact of other
factors of a political nature on the Cuban’s decision to migrate, which limits the ability of this
approach to explain the complexity of the motivations behind migration.

Classic authors such as Lee (1966) defended the idea that variations in the magnitude of
migratory movements are linked to the diversity of regions and their populations, the difficulty of
the obstacles found, and economic changes, and so migration was considered a selective process
whose degree depends on different elements. However, despite the solidity of these postulates in
explaining different aspects of migration flows, it is important to recognize that the reality of the
phenomenon transcends any unidimensional approach.

In addition to this, Cuban migrant networks abroad have played a vital role in providing
financial support, information on job opportunities, and the transmission of migration experiences,
influencing the mobility decisions of those who leave in search of a better life (Canales & Montiel,
2007). Some studies on Cuban migration suggest that it tends to flow from places with solid support
to take that step towards destinations where there are support resources, by means of either family
or professional ties (Uriarte, 1995).
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This poses a dilemma in terms of representation in Cuban migration flows to the United States,
such as the difference by skin color. The presence of a network of strong family connections with
Cubans already established in the U.S., who are mostly of white descent, together with the
influence of factors both internal to the country of origin and that of destination, does not encourage
a significant representation of mestizos and Afro-descendants in the migration flow (Urrutia, 1997).

In turn, recent studies have theoretically identified a multifactorial relationship in the origins of
migratory flows with significant connections to social, ethnic, political, and territorial conflicts
(Renaud et al., 2007; Tacoli, 2009). The postulates that analyze the causes of forced displacement
highlight how adverse circumstances, such as political repression and the search for personal
safety, can drive people to leave their country of origin. In the Cuban case, the lack of individual
freedoms has led to a reactivation of migration flows to other nations in search of better living
conditions, which challenges the idea of migration based solely on the search for economic
opportunities (Amnesty International, 2023). However, although the social displacement approach
provides an important lens through which one may understand migration in contexts of political
persecution, it does not fully capture the complexity of the reasons behind Cuban migration. In
addition to political repression, other dynamics such as lack of access to basic services and
economic uncertainty also influence the decision to migrate.

Therefore, an important additional approach to take into account is the world system theory,
which stands as an essential theoretical foundation in the analysis of the factors that drive
international migration. This theory argues that the causes of migratory movements do not originate
exclusively in the differentiation of the labor market of local economies, but in the international
labor system that has developed and expanded (Massey et al., 2000, p. 40).

Moreover, it suggests that migration can be seen as an additional consequence of the control
that developed countries exercise over less developed areas, within a framework of inequalities of
class, ethnicity, gender, and conflict, which intensifies existing disparities instead of alleviating
them (Morales, 2022; Arango, 2003). In the case of Cuba, the geographical proximity to the United
States has been an incentive for the exodus of its inhabitants.

In conclusion, although the theories discussed above provide valuable insights to understand
Cuban migration, it must be recognized that their reality is more complex and multidimensional.
The decisions to migrate made by this group are influenced by an intricate interaction of historical,
economic, political, cultural, and emotional factors. It is thus essential to take into account multiple
theoretical perspectives, so as to achieve a complete and accurate understanding of the phenomenon
in the Cuban context.

Aja et al. (2017) consider that these elements are fundamental to understanding the origin of
international migration from Cuba today. Modern migration patterns are influenced by the paradox
of having achieved a high level of human capital formation, and the inability of the Cuban labor
market to integrate and satisfy the aspirations of these professionals, given the current situation of
economic development in the country. According to the authors, in this context, emigration from
Cuba is due to challenges inherent to the country’s economic structure and serves as a
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decompression mechanism for overburdened labor markets. However, this also implies the loss of
qualified and potentially productive labor force.

In addition, there are problems of a cultural nature related to historical and regional trends. The
United States’ migration policies towards Cuba facilitated the arrival and insertion processes of
migrants. Among these policies, which will be addressed in greater depth in the following sections,
the Cuban Adjustment Act (1966), the wet-foot/dry-foot policy (1995-2017), and the humanitarian
parole (in force since 2023) can be found.

These regulations have contributed to the fact that Cuban migration and its integration in the
United States—despite sharing similarities with other groups of Latin American migrants—present
particularities that make it difficult to include them in the theoretical frameworks established in
migration studies (Uriarte, 1995). There is also an ongoing debate on how to analyze the causes of
migration of this group, with approaches that highlight political, economic, and social network
factors, as discussed by Uriarte (1995) and Mirabal (2003).

ROOTS AND EVOLUTION OF MIGRATION UNTIL
THE END OF THE 20TH CENTURY

During the 19'" century and the first decades of the 20™, Cuba stood out as a nation that received
immigrants, mainly due to the processes of (re)colonization it went through. The arrival of around
1.5 million Spaniards to the country contrasted with the small number of hundreds or a few
thousand migrants born in Cuba who emigrated each year.

However, the geographical proximity between Cuba and the United States, together with the
economic and political ties between both nations, led to the emigration of Cubans to that country
from the end of the 19'" century onwards. During the colonial period, a migration flow of tobacco
sector workers began, settling mainly in Florida, motivated by economic factors, due to the growth
of the industry, and political factors, as a result of the independence struggles (Pérez, 2001).

A constant increase in emigration took place with the onset of the 20" century, which reached
its peak in the 1920s with figures exceeding 2 000 migrants annually in the last three years (see
Graph 1). In contrast, immigration to Cuba suffered a drastic decrease after 1926, so that it came
to represent only 3.95% of the total population in 1953 (Cobas & Fernandez, 2014).

It was not until the 1950s that there was a marked change in the Cuban migratory trend due to
the context of repression and violence, and of structural, political, social, and economic crisis that
characterized the Fulgencio Batista dictatorship. In just three years—1956, 1957 and 1958—
40 267 Cuban immigrants entered the United States, a figure that doubles the records of the
previous five years (Pérez, 2001). Furthermore, with the enactment of the McCarran-Walter Act?
in 1952, discrimination barriers that existed in the previous immigration policy were eliminated,

4 This comprehensive immigration legislation served in the context of the so-called Cold War to facilitate
the entry of Cubans after 1959 as political refugees, granting them preferential treatment compared to other
immigrant groups given their status as refugees from communism (Monteagudo, 2014).



MIGRACIONES INTERNACIONALES, VOL. 15, ART. 01, 2024
e-ISSN 2594-0279 https://doi.org/10.33679/rmi.v1i1.2993

although the quotas by country were maintained, in which preference was given to migrants from
Western Europe.

Graph 1. Chronological Order of the Main Events Related to Cuban
Migration in the 20" Century
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Source: Own elaboration based on data from the United States Department of Homeland Security (DHS, n.d.)
and the yearbooks of the Customs and Border Protection Office (CBP, n.d.).

These factors contributed to a significant change in migration flows between 1950 and 1960,
with a notable increase in Cuban emigration to the United States. This migration was mainly made
up of white-skinned individuals, adherents of the Catholic faith, many of whom opposed the
Fulgencio Batista regime. Their decision to emigrate was driven mainly by economic and political
reasons (Lopez, 2014). By 1958, there were around 125 000 Cubans living in the United States,
settled in cities such as Tampa, Key West, and New York, where the Cuban community began to
arrive and prosper from the beginning of the 1800s (Aguirre, 1994; Moreno, 2019). Other
international destinations were Spain, Venezuela, and Puerto Rico (Aja in Reed, 2015).

After the triumph of the rebels led by Fidel Castro and the beginning of the period called the
Cuban Revolution, the country began to undergo cyclical migratory exoduses. The first, recorded
in the period between 1959 and 1962, was called the golden exile and was led by middle- and
upper-class citizens, with educational and occupational characteristics similar to those of the
dominant sectors of American society, many of whom had businesses and estate in Cuba that were
expropriated (Pérez, 1986).
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Between 1960 and 1962, U.S. intelligence agencies, in alliance with opposition organizations
and the Catholic Church, organized the departure to the United States of around 14 000
unaccompanied minors during the so-called Operation Peter Pan, an exceptional phenomenon at
the time and in the region (Uriarte, 1995).

Consequently, with the increasing arrival of Cuban migrants, a set of programs were set in
motion at the beginning of the 1960s that gave birth to the Cuban Refugee Emergency Center in
Miami and the Cuban Refugee Assistance Program, intended to provide funds for resettlement,
housing, vocational and educational programs, employment, and food and health care for those
who entered the United States, by means of sponsors (Humanities Texas, n.d.). In 1961, diplomatic
relations between Cuba and the United States were broken, and political tensions were added to
the underlying push/pull factors between both nations.

In turn, between 1960 and 1965, the process of granting waiver visas began, which constituted
an entry permit to the country with a patent humanitarian character. In contrast, the Castro
government implemented Law 989 in 1961, through which the entry and exit of Cuban citizens
was regulated by imposing migratory filters from the origin point of the flows (Moreno, 2019). In
1962, in the midst of the Cuban Missile Crisis, the United States approved Public Law 87-510, also
known as the Western Hemisphere Migration and Refugee Assistance Act. This legislation allowed
the financing of current programs for the care of Cuban refugees.

In 1965, after various social demonstrations, Fidel Castro announced that those who wanted to
leave the country could do so freely. This led to two important events in Cuban migration history:
the first was the exodus through the fishing port of Boca de Camarioca,’ through which 9 986
Cubans arrived illegally in Florida in rustic boats (Lopez, 2008); the second was the airlift where
the so-called freedom flights® were carried out, transporting around 264 297 people between 1965
and 1973 (Pedraza-Bailey, 1985).

The increase in migration flows continued until the end of the 1960s with exceptionally high
numbers for that time: 33 321 emigrants in 1967, followed by a record year in 1968 with 99 312
people leaving Cuba. The mass migration observed during those years is largely attributed to the
political and social events that took place in Cuba during that period as a result of the transition to
the so-called Cuban Revolution, and the political, ideological, and social changes that it entailed.

According to Aguirre (1994), there was a difference in migration between 1959 and the
beginning of 1970, in terms of skin color. The first Cuban migrants, mostly white, came from more
privileged sectors in racial terms, which had advantages such as extensive family networks and
belonging to favored socioeconomic strata, which were affected by the policies of the Revolution,

5 A study by Portes, Clark and Manning (1985) pointed out that the main motivations during the Camarioca
exodus were political reasons (80.1%), family reunification (12.3%), and economic imperatives (3.7%),
while 3.9% of those surveyed were expelled by the country’s authorities (Lopez, 2008).

® The freedom flights reestablished air traffic between Cuba and the United States, which had been
interrupted in 1961; they had a frequency of twice daily, five days a week, and received an approximate
budget of USD 12 million.
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among other factors. Also, the influence of ideological factors is raised, such as the political
propaganda that presented the United States as a racist society and, in contrast, the Cuban
government’s discourse that showed the Afro-Cuban population as a pillar of the Revolution
(Aguirre, 1976).

In addition, the United States’ immigration policy towards Cuba has played an important role
in the persistence and variations of the latter’s migration flows, even by granting preferential
treatment after the implementation in 1966 of Public Law 89-732, popularly known as the Cuban
Adjustment Act, which allowed these citizens to obtain permanent residence in the U.S. after one
year of entering the country (Urrutia, 1997; Aja, 2002a; Clot & Martinez, 2018). In the two decades
that followed, fluctuations were observed in the number of Cuban migrants, which, despite being
lower than the record figures of the 1960s, was still high.

With the coming into force of the new Migration Law in Cuba in 1976, requirements were
imposed on Cuban citizens for entering and leaving their own country, including obtaining an exit
permit and an invitation letter. In addition, restrictions were applied to the temporary departure of

minors, as well as provisions on the confiscation of property of those who left the national territory
(Pifiero, 2015).

The opening of the Interests Sections in 1977, both in Havana and Washington, marked a new
diplomatic milestone between both nations by favoring the release of 4 000 political prisoners in
Cuba and allowing economic negotiations, as well as the elimination of sanctions by the American
government (Monteagudo, 2014). However, although the bilateral dialogues aspired to achieve
greater stability for the Cuban people, the occupation of the Peruvian embassy and the subsequent
exodus from the port of Mariel in 1980 evidenced that political intentions were far from achieving
a transformation of reality.

On April 5, 1980, a group of Cubans broke into the Peruvian Embassy in Havana to request
political asylum. The number of people seeking refuge in the diplomatic headquarters rose to
10 800 (Coérdova, 2021; Hernandez, 2020). In response to this event, the country’s maritime border
was again relaxed and in a period of just over five months, a total of 124 776 individuals crossed
the Straits of Florida, including some with intellectual disabilities, addictions, physical conditions,
and criminal records, mostly for minor crimes or political reasons (Pedraza-Bailey, 1985).
Approximately 1 769 Cuban immigrants who participated in the Mariel exodus received criminal
sentences in federal prisons; of these, 1 000 were classified as excludable or deportable. In addition,
63% of the total (78 545 people) managed to successfully establish themselves in Florida
(Monteagudo, 2014).

In order to provide regular and safe migration options, migration agreements were established
between 1980 and 1984 through which the United States government agreed to grant 20 000 visas
annually, and Cuba would in turn accept the repatriation of rejected migrants. These agreements
were halted by the Cuban government in 1985 and resumed again in 1987.

With the arrival of the Special Period in Time of Peace (1990s), the economic situation in Cuba
and the living conditions of its population reached severely precarious levels. In addition to this, in
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1992, the Cuban-American lobby promoted and fostered a bipartisan consensus in the United States
to tighten the embargo against Cuba through the Cuban Democracy Act (CDA), also known as the
Torricelli Act (Monteagudo, 2014). During the first years of the decade, migration flows did not
show abrupt changes, but had a moderate tendency to increase (see Graph 1).

Cuba’s economic situation continued to worsen, accompanied by a growth in popular discontent
that reached its peak with the Maleconazo, a massive protest that took place in Havana in August
1994. This situation was followed by the subsequent rafter crisis, in which, in less than a month,
nearly 35 000 Cubans set out on a journey by sea in improvised boats (Moreno, 2019). This new
mass expulsion context led to both governments re-engaging in dialogue that same year. As a result,
the United States implemented a special lottery to grant 20 000 visas annually to Cubans starting
in 1995 (Aja, 2002a).

In response to the increase in maritime migration flows, the Bill Clinton administration initially
decided to redirect Cubans intercepted at sea to the Guantanamo base instead of taking them to
Florida. Thereafter, in 1995, the wet-foot/dry-foot policy was implemented, which established that
those who managed to reach U.S. territory (dry feet) would obtain regularization facilities, such as
work permits and food stamps, and could apply for permanent residence. In contrast, those
intercepted at sea (wet feet) would be returned to Cuba (Clot & Martinez, 2018; Moreno, 2019).

Towards 1996, with the implementation of the Helms-Burton Act, the economic and
commercial embargo against Cuba was reinforced with the aim of promoting a change in the
country’s political system. This law allows U.S. citizens, including Cuban exiles, to sue foreign
companies that traffic in property confiscated by the Cuban government after 1959. In addition,
this law codifies and extends the extraterritorial reach of sanctions, which discourages foreign
investment on the island, exposing companies to potential lawsuits and sanctions (Davalos, 2019).

By the end of the 20" century, the profile of Cuban migrants had diversified. They were no
longer primarily white-skinned, upper-middle class citizens with explicit political motivations as
in the first waves, but rather more closely resembled the general composition of the Cuban
population (Mirabal, 2003). In this sense, authors such as Mirabal (2003) argue that it is crucial to
direct theoretical attention to how the perception of whiteness has been made use of to facilitate
and sustain a privileged exile.

215T CENTURY IN CUBAN MIGRATION HISTORY

With the arrival of the 21% century and the administration of George W. Bush, Cuba’s migration
panorama grew complex. During the first two decades, migration flows between Cuba and the
United States remained at around 9 000 events on average per year. However, there were
significant changes in 2002, when they reached their peak, with 28 272 emigrants, followed by a
prolonged decline starting in 2005.

One of the notable events in the migration sphere between both countries was the creation in
2003 of the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba, with the intention of planning the political
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transition in that country once Fidel Castro ceded power. The travel restrictions from the United
States to Cuba in 2004 and the impediment to the sending of remittances in 2006 were some of the
most important provisions. In contrast, the U.S. government added new regular mechanisms for
the protection of Cuban immigrants, such as the Welcome Program for Cuban doctors in 2006 and
the Cuban Family Reunification Parole Program in 2007. Between 2004 and 2005, the flows
decreased from 20 488 to 4 285 immigrants admitted by immigration authorities, respectively,
values that had a moderate growth until reaching the figure of 6 677 people in 2008 (see Graph 2).

In Cuban territory, after Raul Castro assumed power, there was an opening with the approval of
the Economic and Social Policy Guidelines at the Sixth Party Congress in 2011. This led to changes
in Cuban immigration policy (Frias, 2016). Thus, in order to respond to the demand of some
Cubans to travel as tourists, Decree-Law No. 302 was enacted on October 11, 2012, which
modified the Migration Law of 1976 to make regulations more flexible and guarantee safe
regulations. In addition, Law 989 of 1961, which established the nationalization of emigrants’
assets, was repealed. Although this new provision allowed a Cuban to remain abroad for up to two
years, authorization was required and an extension was offered for urgent reasons in Cuban
consulates (Morales & Hernandez, 2019).

Article 48.1 of the aforementioned regulations establishes that Cuban citizens who wish to
establish their residence in Cuban territory may submit their application to diplomatic or consular
representations, or to the corresponding processing office of the Ministry of the Interior if they are
in Cuba. This process is commonly known as repatriation (Morales, 2024).

However, regaining permanent residency in Cuba means that the emigrant from that country
regains the economic, political, and social rights recognized in the legal system of that nation,
including acquiring property, inheriting property from deceased relatives, accessing public services
(health, education, social security), and exercising the right to vote, to mention those deemed most
prominent. In this context, some analysts point out that the discretion of repatriation processes
constitutes a tool of political coercion by the government towards those citizens who emigrated,
considering its denial as an arbitrary and unjustified deprivation of human rights recognized by
international laws and regulations (Morales, 2024).

The possibility of acquiring property, together with the opening to an incipient private sector in
2011, allowed small-scale investment in some sectors such as gastronomy and commerce.
However, private investment does not have a significant weight in the economy and does not seem
to be a priority for the authorities, unlike foreign direct investment (FDI). The lack of
acknowledgement of property rights, the instability of regulatory frameworks, and the exclusion of
certain professional activities, together with low efficiency, bureaucracy, and corruption, hinder
the contributions of private investment to the Cuban economy (Guillén, 2022).

In parallel to the context described above, in the period between 2008 and 2015, Ecuador
exempted the visa requirement for Cuban citizens, which led to a new exit route to other countries
in the region. The main flow, which was destined for the United States, gained visibility after the
closure of the border between Nicaragua and Costa Rica in 2015, where thousands of Cubans were
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held in a kind of forced entrapment. Clot and Martinez (2018), after describing the new land routes
and the migratory stages through countries in Central and South America, concluded that the
migratory management implemented by the governments of the transit nations affected the
trajectories of Cuban migrants, and led them to adopt adaptive responses at a microsocial level in
their mobility, such as the redefinition of their objectives and strategies.

Meanwhile, between 2014 and 2017, the United States and Cuba had begun to thaw diplomatic
relations during Barack Obama’s second presidential term. As part of the negotiations on migration
between both governments, new agreements were signed; among them, the repeal of the wet-
foot/dry-foot policy.

By the end of the first quarter of 2016, data from the Direccion de Asuntos Consulares y de
Cubanos Residentes en el Exterior (DACCRE) (Directorate of Consular Affairs and Cuban
Residents Abroad) recorded that the population of Cubans living abroad exceeded 2.43 million
(Ajaet al., 2017). The majority, approximately 84%, settled in North America, mainly in the United
States, where more than 1.15 million of them resided, while the rest were distributed throughout
Europe (10%) and Latin America (5%) (Aja et al., 2017).

After the attempt at diplomatic normalization, a new period of tensions began between both
nations. In June 2017, President Donald J. Trump amended U.S. policy toward Cuba with the aim
of reversing the thaw initiated by the previous administration and pushing for democratic and
human rights changes in the archipelago. These measures involved restricting financial transactions
with entities controlled by Cuban military agencies, or intelligence and security services. This was
supported by the publication of a list of such entities with which direct financial transactions would
be prohibited. Restrictions on tourism to Cuba were also tightened, requiring educational trips to
be for legitimate purposes under the auspices of a U.S. organization. A full itinerary of activities
promoting contact with the Cuban people would also be required (Department of State, 2017).

Additionally, regular audits of trips to Cuba would be conducted to ensure compliance with
regulations, and the definition of prohibited Cuban government officials would be expanded to
restrict transactions with a broader group of government and State officials. In addition, the
administration opposed efforts at the United Nations and other forums to lift the economic embargo
on Cuba, reviewed democracy development programs in that country to align them with established
criteria, formed a working group to examine ways to expand internet access in that nation, and
discouraged illegal and dangerous migration of Cubans to the United States (Department of State,
2017).

In addition, in September 2017, the Trump administration expelled 15 Cuban diplomats and
reduced embassy staff in Havana due to alleged sonic attacks that affected the health of American
diplomats in Cuba. This reduction and the suspension of U.S. visa processing for Cuban citizens
limited the embassy’s ability to process visa applications and other paperwork necessary for family
reunification, which negatively impacted on wait times and the efficiency of the processes (Burgos,
2022).
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Finally, in 2021, at the end of Donald Trump’s term, Cuba was again included in the list of
countries sponsoring terrorism, along with North Korea, Venezuela, Iran, and Syria. This measure
was based on the argument that the Cuban government refused to extradite former Colombian
combatants of the National Liberation Army. Inclusion on such a list implies that Cuba cannot
access economic assistance or loans from the International Monetary Fund or other world
organizations, as well as possible sanctions on third parties that carry out commercial or financial
exchanges with that country (Basurto, 2021).

Still, although the context during Trump’s term was not encouraging, the decade of 2020
brought with it unprecedented migration challenges, conditioned in part by the COVID-19
pandemic and the consequent closure of Cuban borders between 2020 and 2021, which already
saw an increase in the migration flow. The Cuban context was marked by a prolonged economic
crisis characterized by shortages of basic products, medicines, food, and constant power outages,
which resulted in a notable deterioration of the population’s living conditions, aggravated by the
pandemic.

In addition, the implementation of the so-called Tarea Ordenamiento (Ordering Task)’ in the
economic sphere further exacerbated shortages and inflation (Angel & Herrera, 2023). As a
consequence, misguided policies such as the dollarization of the economy led to the devaluation of
the Cuban peso, while the increase in wages without productivity support generated solvency
problems in numerous companies, which led to an excessive increase in costs in various products
and services. These effects were exacerbated by the economic paralysis caused by the pandemic,
especially in the tourism sector (Amor, 2021). Although authors such as Gabilondo (2023) point
out that it is difficult to assess the effects of structural adjustment programs, as they can take
decades to unfold, the immediate results of these measures show a rapid deterioration in the
country’s economic conditions. According to official data, Cuba’s GDP fell by 12% in 2020, one
of the worst results in Latin America (Amor, 2021).

In addition, restrictions on individual freedoms and the lack of political rights imposed by the
regime have been a constant, which has fueled the discontent accumulated over decades among
Cubans. Added to this is the fact that the increasing level of internet access in recent years
facilitated greater synchronization of protests across much of the national territory. On top of that,
the song Patria y Vida® emerged as an anthem and motto for dissent, and as an expression of
popular discontent. Finally, the health crisis in the province of Matanzas, together with the viral
campaign SOS Matanzas, acted as a trigger for the largest anti-government protests of the current
political system (Angel & Herrera, 2023).

7 An economic reform implemented in 2020, which included monetary and exchange rate unification, the
gradual elimination of excessive subsidies, and an income reform.

8 The title of the song Patria y Vida, Homeland and life, became a symbolic counterpart to the official motto
of the Revolution, Patria o muerte (Homeland or death), as it expressed the systemic problems of the country
and promoted the demands of Cuban society both inside and outside the country.
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At the beginning of the 21% century, authors such as Mirabal (2003) raised the need to overcome
the traditional view of Cuban exile, further emphasizing previous migrations for economic reasons.
However, far from considering that said exile was a myth that was coming to an end, massive flows
resumed their course and broke historical records after the social protests of July 11, 2021 —known
as 11J-° marked a turning point in the public perception and the internal dynamics of Cuba.

As a result of the persistence of the triggers of such social outbreak, the economic/structural
crisis, political repression, and the loss of confidence in the government’s management, and after
the opening of the Nicaraguan air border in November 202 |—after waiving the visa requirement
for Cuban citizens—massive flows by land from Havana to the southern border of the United States
were reactivated, crossing the countries of the northern zone of Central America and Mexico. The
figures published by the U.S. border guard represent a benchmark in the history of Cuba between
the years 2022 and 2023, with the arrival of 224 607 and 200 287 Cuban emigrants, respectively
(see Graph 2). When comparing the totals recorded in 2018, before the pandemic, and in 2022, the
year with the highest number of records, there is an increase of nearly 10 times in encounters with
border authorities, which evidences the Cuban migration crisis in that period.

Graph 2. Key Events and Total Recorded Entries of Cuban Migrants to the
United States According to Immigration Authorities (2000-2024)
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 On July 11,2021, massive protests against the Cuban government took place, driven by demands for access
to food, medicine, an end to power cuts, and the yearning for freedom. In the context of these
demonstrations, it was reported that at least a thousand people were detained for political reasons and
sentenced to up to 30 years in prison. In addition, the tragic loss of one life due to a shot fired by the
authorities was reported (BBC News Mundo, 2021; Angel & Herrera, 2023).
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The massive flows continued until January 2023. At that time, the U.S. government included
Cuba, Venezuela, Haiti, and Nicaragua as beneficiary countries of the humanitarian Temporary
Parole Program. Official figures indicate that in the first four months of that same (calendar) year,
more than 380 000 parole requests had been submitted by Cuban citizens, of which only 29 000
were approved, that is, only 6.3% (Morales, 2023a).

Furthermore, Inmigreat, a platform that provides intuitive technological tools for the
management of immigration procedures, revealed that by February 6, 2024, the Department of
Homeland Security was barely processing the humanitarian parole requests made in January 2023,
which shows that the feedback received far exceeded the response capacity of the U.S. government
(Immigration Caf¢, 2024). In addition, the replacement of Title 42 with Title 8 in May 2023 brought
with it more severe sanctions for those who try to cross the border irregularly. This way, the United
States government sought to curb mass arrivals of irregular flows and establish migration channels
that were more controlled and selective than safe, orderly, and regular.

Towards the end of fiscal year 2023, an increase in encounters between Cuban migrants and the
United States Border Patrol was recorded, a trend that has continued during the first five months
of fiscal year 2024. The figures from the United States Border Patrol show a reactivation of Cuban
migration flows, since the total recorded between October 2023 and February 2024 represents
almost half of the total encounters recorded in fiscal year 2022 (see Graph 2).

CLOSING DISCUSSION AND REMARKS

In the 130 years analyzed, trends and variations were identified in the migration flows of the Cuban
community to the United States. Looking at the statistics, the range of Cuban emigrants shows a
significant amplitude. Although in early years emigration was considerably lower than today, it
began to gain relevance after the Cuban Revolution.

The annual average of emigrants is about 12 915, suggesting a constant flow of people on the
move. However, this average figure does not reflect the true complexity of migration patterns, as
significant fluctuations are observed at different historical moments. These variations are linked to
political, economic, and social factors, both in Cuba and the United States, that influence the
decision to emigrate, as can be seen in the contextual sections.

These indicators provide a snapshot of a deeply complex human phenomenon, rooted in the
history and sociopolitical dynamics of both countries. Migration flows have therefore resulted in a
diverse and constantly evolving Cuban-American community in the United States.

Cuban emigration has also been influenced by the persistence of social networks, which have
expanded and reinforced since the success of the Revolution in January 1959 (Aja et al., 2017).
However, after the application of Decree-Law No. 302, the characteristics, motivations, and
expectations of migrants resemble the migration and insertion patterns of the region, and show a
tendency towards temporary displacement and towards their incorporation into the labor market in
sectors such as services, construction, and commerce. Therefore, the main destinations have been

15


https://doi.org/10.33679/rmi.v1i1.2993

16

Migration and Exodus in Cuba: Migratory Trends...
Morales Pino, L., & Aguilar Solis, G.

the large cities of the United States, not leaving out a growth in the importance of other destinations
as well, where networks of immigrants of Cuban origin already exist and are strengthened
(Morales, 2023Db).

The above shows that economic changes and political transformations have impacted the
decision of Cubans to migrate, especially in periods of economic and/or political crises. This
highlights how migration can serve as a form of adjustment or escape valve in times of important
changes. However, it is crucial to analyze how these crises are intertwined with other elements
such as the lack of freedoms and political oppression to shape the migration decisions of Cubans.

In turn, the U.S. immigration policy, especially the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966, has given
preferential treatment to emigrants from Cuba, which has marked a distinction in relation to other
Latin American groups. In this sense, the Cuban community in the United States presents a unique
historical trajectory and distinctive characteristics that have undergone significant transformations
in recent decades, manifesting greater heterogeneity, transnationality, and nuances in its political
positions. Initially, the exile community was mostly composed of middle- and upper-class
individuals who opposed the Revolution and who produced substantial increases, mainly after Fidel
Castro came to power, establishing a solid exile in Miami. However, subsequent waves of
migration such as the Mariel exodus in 1980 have introduced a diversity of origins that have
complicated the homogeneous perception of migration.

Right when theoretical discussions advocated considering the Cuban community abroad as a
diaspora rather than an exile, 11J occurred, triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic crisis, and the
subsequent reaction of the Cuban State. This resulted in massive international departures, which
demonstrated that the political dimension is transversal in the Cuban context, due to the lack of
individual freedoms and the dominance of a military leadership that controls all aspects of the
country. In this regard, and based on all the theoretical, historical, and contextual elements listed
above, in this article the migration flows from Cuba in the period between November 2021 and
January 2023 were defined as an exodus, due to five fundamental characteristics: they were
1) massive, and 2) constant movements, 3) in a defined period of time, 4) with a predominance of
international departures, 5) as a response to a trigger or adverse context of great magnitude.

Migration policies and internal conditions in both countries continue to shape the characteristics
of this migratory phenomenon. As such, this analysis underlines the need for a comprehensive
approach that not only takes into account individual motivations, but also the structural and
contextual factors that have shaped the history of Cuban migration. Furthermore, it is suggested
for future studies to articulate historical, socio-structural, and political elements, thus achieving a
deeper and richer understanding of the phenomenon and its impact on bilateral relations over time.

Analyzing historical circumstances makes it clear that a crucial factor in determining the profiles
and characteristics of migrants who make up the flows is the availability of visas without
restrictions. According to the Henley Passport Index, the Cuban passport is ranked 80th in the
world ranking alongside Mozambique and Rwanda, due to its limitations on international mobility.
Until 2023, to access approximately 130 destinations around the world, Cubans needed to obtain
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mandatory visas, especially in the case of the European Union and in countries such as the United
States and Australia (Henley y asociados., n.d.).

This visa requirement restricts the international mobility of Cubans and makes their migration
processes through regular and safe routes difficult. Therefore, when a new route of unrestricted
mobility opens between Cuba and another country or region, as occurred with Nicaragua in 2021
or Ecuador in 2008, migration flows and routes are reactivated or diversified, although the aspects
of selectivity that this implies must also be accounted for. Although the present analysis assesses
the dimension of migration flows in relation to the United States, which is their main destination,
it would be relevant to also study how migratory flows and trends have developed towards other
countries or regions.

Furthermore, in the analysis of the flows observed in the 21% century, a change in the type of
prevailing trajectories was also noticed. While in the 1990s rafters became the stereotype of the
Cuban migrant, by the beginning of 2022, the vast majority of Cuban migrants undertook irregular
land routes and crossed Central America once Nicaragua ruled out the visa requirement.

At this point, the analysis allows migrants to be classified into three essential groups. The first
group includes those who arrive by air, benefiting from programs such as humanitarian parole or
family reunification, or those who have a visa. The second group is made up of those who undertake
the land journey from South America or Central America. Finally, the third group is made up of
those who seek to reach the United States or Mexico via sea routes. In future research, it would be
pertinent to explore more thoroughly the differences between migrants who are part of the
aforementioned groups, especially their socioeconomic and demographic characteristics. Likewise,
it is necessary to thoroughly analyze the processes and experiences of socio-labor insertion of
recent Cuban migrants in their destination countries, so as to obtain information on their adaptation
and integration.

It is also essential to explore the various motivations, obstacles, and experiences in the migration
process of Cuban women today from a gender perspective. Likewise, the evolution of the
transnational social and family networks of Cuban migrants should be studied, as well as their
fundamental role as support in migration decision-making. Finally, one may delve deeper into the
impact of the migration policies recently implemented by both the United States and Cuba on the
trends and patterns of migration flows.

Translation: Fernando Llanas.
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