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White House Announces Historic Shift in U.S. Embargo on Cuba 
On Dec. 17, 2014, President Obama announced plans for an historic overhaul of the U.S. embargo against 
Cuba. Among other changes, the president’s announcement indicated that significant developments are 
expected in the current U.S. restrictions on Cuba-related travel, financial transactions, export and import 
regulations, and telecommunications. Importantly, the changes announced by the White House are not 
yet effective, and accordingly, all current U.S. restrictions on Cuba remain in place.  

Below is a brief summary of the most important changes announced by the White House: 

Travel 

Steps to authorize increased travel. Under current U.S. sanctions regulations, U.S. persons are permitted 
to travel to Cuba only in limited cases. The president’s announcement appears to open the door for 
liberalization of the U.S. policy on travel to Cuba, likely in the form of the issuance of Department of the 
Treasury General Licenses permitting expanded U.S. person travel to Cuba. It appears unlikely, however, 
that travel to Cuba for tourism purposes will be authorized. 

Financial Transactions 

U.S. financial institutions permitted to open accounts in Cuba. U.S. financial institutions will likely be 
permitted to open correspondent accounts at Cuban financial institutions. 

Adjustment of limits on remittances sent to Cuba for “humanitarian reasons.” Although the president did 
not indicate precisely what types of remittances might constitute “humanitarian” remittances for 
purposes of his announcement, it appears that the existing limit on per-quarter personal remittances 
sent to Cuban nationals is set to rise from $500 to $2,000. 

Authorization for the use of U.S. credit and debit cards in Cuba. Use of U.S. credit and debit cards while in 
Cuba will be authorized. 

 

Export and Import Restrictions 
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Easing of restrictions on the export and import of items between the United States and Cuba. Under 
current sanctions and export controls regulations, the export of nearly all items from the U.S. to Cuba 
and the import of nearly all items into the United States from Cuba remain prohibited. While it is likely 
that significant regulatory restrictions on U.S.-Cuba export/import transactions will remain, the 
president’s announcement may result in expanded trade between the two countries. Specifically, the 
White House announced a lessening of certain restrictions regarding agricultural and telecommunications 
equipment. 

Telecommunications 

Expansion of authorization for sale and export of telecommunications devices. The White House 
announced the proposed expansion of authorizations related to telecommunications devices, including 
authorization for the commercial sale to Cuba of certain consumer communications devices, related 
software, applications, hardware and services, and items for the establishment and update of 
communications-related systems. 

Further, U.S. telecommunications providers will be permitted to establish the necessary infrastructure in 
Cuba to provide commercial telecommunications and Internet services, a move that will improve 
telecommunications between the United States and Cuba. 

State Sponsor of Terrorism Designation Review 

Cuba has been designated by the U.S. Department of State as a State Sponsor of Terrorism since 1982. 
Although the president has merely committed to a “review” of Cuba’s State Sponsor of Terrorism 
designation, the removal of this designation would likely result in eased restrictions on U.S. exports to 
Cuba and other Cuba-related transactions. 

Resumption of Diplomatic Relations 

The president announced that the United States and Cuba will begin discussions paving the way for the 
resumption of full diplomatic relations between the two countries, with a focus on coordination on 
matters such as migration, counternarcotics, environmental protection, and trafficking in persons. In 
addition, the president specifically announced plans to re-establish a U.S. embassy in Havana, and further 
announced his intent to work with the U.S. Congress in an effort to lift the embargo in its entirety.  

Although the president’s announcement appears likely to result in the lifting of many existing U.S. 
government restrictions on Cuba-related transactions, the administration has yet to issue any orders, 
regulations, or decrees giving official effect to these changes. Therefore, the current U.S. restrictions and 
prohibitions on transactions with Cuba and Cuban persons remain in place and unaltered pending further 
executive branch action in the coming weeks and months. Until the president and/or relevant executive 
branch agencies issue official authorizations or guidance in writing, all existing provisions of the U.S. 
embargo against Cuba remain fully in place. In addition, the changes to U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba 
that the Obama administration outlined yesterday have been met with opposition from several Senators 
and Members of Congress. The 115th Congress is scheduled to convene in January 2015 and how 
Congress will respond to these proposed changes remains unclear at this time. Congressional action on 
U.S. statutes governing relations with Cuba could potentially impact the administration’s implementation 
of the changes announced yesterday. We will provide and issue additional Alerts and updates as soon as 
further information is available. 
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In the meantime, any U.S. person, entity, or non-U.S. subsidiary of a U.S. entity now engaged in any 
Cuba-related transactions should continue to follow all existing U.S. sanctions rules, regulations, and 
restrictions with respect to their Cuba activities. Finally, any U.S. persons, entities or non-U.S. subsidiaries 
of a U.S entity should work closely with their export counsel before engaging in any new transactions or 
activities with Cuba or Cuban persons. 

Based in Washington, D.C., our Export Controls team advises and represents clients on the full range of 
international goods, software and technology transfer issues. We have broad experience providing 
export controls and related regulatory counsel to both U.S. and foreign businesses. Our industry-specific 
experience includes assisting companies in a wide range of industries such as aerospace, defense, 
firearms and ammunition, electronics, software and information technology, food, consumer products, 
biotechnology, medical device, and engineering services. 
 

This GT Alert was prepared by Renee A. Latour‡ and Cyril T. Brennan. Questions about this information 
can be directed to: 

 Kara M. Bombach | +1 202.533.2334| bombachk@gtlaw.com   

 Michael X. Marinelli | +1 512.320.7236 | marinellimx@gtlaw.com   

 Renee A. Latour‡ | +1 202.533.2358 | latourr@gtlaw.com  

 Julia P. Sorrentino | +1 202.533.2376 | sorrentinoj@gtlaw.com   

 Cyril T. Brennan | +1 202.533.2342 | brennanct@gtlaw.com    

 Sandra D. Gonzalez | +1 512.320.7234 | gonzalezsd@gtlaw.com   

 Sandra K. Jorgensen≠ | +1 202.530.8569 | jorgensens@gtlaw.com  
 

≠Admitted in New York, and not admitted in the District of Columbia.  

‡Admitted to practice only in Virginia. Practice in the District of Columbia limited to matters and proceedings before federal 
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This Greenberg Traurig Alert is issued for informational purposes only and is not intended to be construed or used as general legal 
advice nor as a solicitation of any type. Please contact the author(s) or your Greenberg Traurig contact if you have questions 
 regarding the currency of this information. The hiring of a lawyer is an important decision. Before you decide, ask for written 
information about the lawyer’s legal qualifications and experience. Greenberg Traurig is a service mark and trade name of 
Greenberg Traurig, LLP and Greenberg Traurig, P.A. *Operates as Greenberg Traurig Maher LLP. **Greenberg Traurig is not 
responsible for any legal or other services rendered by attorneys employed by the strategic alliance firms. +Greenberg Traurig’s 
Mexico City office is operated by Greenberg Traurig, S.C., an affiliate of Greenberg Traurig, P.A. and Greenberg Traurig, LLP. 
∞Operates as Greenberg Traurig LLP Foreign Legal Consultant Office. ^Greenberg Traurig's Tel Aviv office is a branch of 
Greenberg Traurig, P.A., Florida, USA. ~Greenberg Traurig’s Warsaw office is operated by Greenberg Traurig Grzesiak sp.k., an 
affiliate of Greenberg Traurig, P.A. and Greenberg Traurig, LLP. Certain partners in Greenberg Traurig Grzesiak sp.k. are also 
shareholders in Greenberg Traurig, P.A. Images in this advertisement do not depict Greenberg Traurig attorneys, clients, staff or 
facilities. No aspect of this advertisement has been approved by the Supreme Court of New Jersey. ©2014 Greenberg Traurig, LLP. 
All rights reserved. 
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