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CHINA AND CUBA—
EXPORTS, IMPORTS AND TOURISM: COMMENT

Rafael Romeu1

The study presented at this conference on tourism
trade between China and Cuba2 presents an interest-
ing perspective on China, which appears to be an ever
increasing economic presence in Latin America and
the Caribbean. The novel forms that this Chinese
presence has taken in the region, including through bi-
lateral aid agreements, and strong foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI), opens up wide scope for research into the
costs and benefits for these economies, including in
the area of tourism. Nevertheless, it would seem that
while tourism is likely to grow in the region and in Cu-
ba, there are difficulties in establishing the tourism sec-
tor as a strong link between China and Cuba. 

Table 1 shows trade flows between Cuba and China
from the United Nations Comtrade data base, broken
down by sector, for 2006 (the most recent data avail-
able at the time of writing). Nearly 85 percent of Chi-
nese imports from Cuba are classified as metalliferous
ores and metal scrap, of which the lion’s share is likely
nickel exports. Cuba, like other regional commodity
exporters, has benefited from Chinese commodity im-
ports in support of its industrial production and devel-
opment. The second most important category of im-
ports from Cuba is scientific and control instruments,
which captures 11 percent of exports to China. This
category could suggest a potentially competitive export
sector in Cuba which capitalizes on its highly educated
workforce, and is a high value-added product.

Nonetheless, Cuban imports from China overwhelm
Cuba’s exports to China, resulting in a merchandise
deficit (negative balance) exceeding USD 1.2 billion
for 2006, according to these data. Most Cuban im-
ports from China are manufactured and industrial
items, such as electric machinery, appliances, transpor-
tation capital goods, and many others. 

There are two interesting questions that could be
asked when viewing these data. The first is to find a
measure of the extent to which Chinese manufactur-
ing imports have improved the standard of living in
Cuba, through its buses, rice makers, bicycles, TV sets
and other imports. Without these low-cost products,
the scarcity of consumer goods in Cuba would likely
be even worse than it is now, and it is interesting to
know how much worse. Second, as one reads deeper
into the list of Chinese imports, categories such as
fruits and vegetables and medicinal and pharmaceuti-
cal products appear. These are surprising import cate-
gories for a tropical country with large agricultural and
biomedical sectors. It would be interesting, although
admittedly difficult, to know the extent to which the
competitive advantages in these two sectors have erod-
ed so that importing form China is a viable alternative.

Turning to tourism, Chinese citizens visiting Cuba
outnumber their Cuban counterparts visiting China
by more than twice (Table 2). The net number of Chi-
nese tourists visiting Cuba in 2004 is only 4,694. Even

1. The views expressed herein are those of the authors and should not be attributed to the IMF, its Executive Board, or its management.
2.  Editor’s comment: The referenced article is Terry Maris, “Cuban Tourism: The China Factor.” It was not submitted for publication in
Cuba in Transition.
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assuming the gross Chinese inflow of 7,778 tourists
and US$2,000 per tourist in expenditure, Cuba would
stand to gain about US$15 million from exporting
tourism services to visiting Chinese. This is a small
sum relative to the US$1,290 million necessary to pay
for Chinese imports. Moreover, a Beijing-Havana
flight costs roughly US$2,000, which represents over
10 percent of income for the top 5 percent of income
earners.3 In addition, transporting a large enough
number of Chinese to Cuba presents serious challeng-

es in terms of airline flight infrastructure. Hence, it
seems difficult for Cuba to capitalize on its tourism
competitiveness via Chinese tourists, and instead, this
sector is likely to focus on clients who are closer by,
such as U.S., Canadian, and Latin American tourists.

In summary, the commodity exports potential of
Cuba is an interesting question in terms of studying
the economic relation between Cuba and China, and
the biomedical sector is as well, as it represents a value-
added export. A further interesting question would be
measuring the improvement in living standards in
Cuba from Chinese imports. As far as tourism from
China, it is likely to be marginal relative to the poten-
tial for tourism from regional OECD countries, such
as the United States and Canada, and these are more
likely future sources of external financing for Cuban
trade deficits with China.

Table 1. China Trade with Cuba, 2006
Exports to Cuba Imports from Cuba Net

Commodity Description Val. ($ M) % Val. ($ M) % Val. ($ M) %
Electrical machinery, apparatus and appliances         592.0       43.45             0.5         2.40         591.4       45.85
Machinery, other than electric         123.2         9.04             0.1         0.38         123.1         9.54
Transport equipment           90.2         6.62 — —           90.2         7.00
Manufactures of metal, nes           82.2         6.04 — —           82.2         6.38
Miscellaneous manufactured articles, nes           61.1         4.49             0.0         0.02           61.1         4.74
Clothing           57.9         4.25 — —           57.9         4.49
Footwear           54.5         4.00 — —           54.5         4.22
Textile yarn, fabrics, made up articles, etc.           45.9         3.37 — —           45.9         3.56
Fruit and vegetables           44.9         3.29 — —           44.9         3.48
Non metallic mineral manufactures, nes           24.0         1.76             0.0         0.02           24.0         1.86
Rubber manufactures, nes           20.7         1.52 — —           20.7         1.61
Scientific & control instrum, photogr gds, 

clocks           20.5         1.50             2.7       11.71           17.8         1.38
Chemical elements and compounds           18.5         1.36 — —           18.5         1.43
Sanitary, plumbing, heating and lighting fixt.           18.4         1.35 — —           18.4         1.43
Medicinal and pharmaceutical products           17.8         1.31             0.1         0.28           17.7         1.37
Iron and steel           16.5         1.21 — —           16.5         1.28
Paper, paperboard and manufactures thereof           14.2         1.05 — —           14.2         1.10
Travel goods, handbags and similar articles             9.3         0.68 — —             9.3         0.72
Metalliferous ores and metal scrap             0.5         0.03           19.1       83.67         (18.6)       (1.45)
Other         50.1       3.67           0.3       1.52
Total       1,362         100             23         100       1,290         100

Source: UN COMTRADE, Author estimates.

Table 2. Tourism Flows: China and Cuba

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004
Est.

2008

Cuba to China 2,054 1,875 1,437 2,191 2,778 3,084

China to Cuba 4,940 6,066 4,366 4,811 7,007 7,778

Net 2,886 4,191 2,929 2,620 4,229 4,694

China to Cuba Revenue ($ M)a 9.9 12.1 8.7 9.6 14.0 15.6

Source: WTO, Author estimates.

a Assumes $2,000 expenditure per Chinese visitor to Cuba.

3.  China Statistical Yearbook’s urban household survey shows the highest income groups earning roughly between US$2,600 and
US$6,000 depending on the income strata, and assuming a household size of 3, household income is between US$8,000-US$18,000. 
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