
July 5, 2023

Senator Robert Menendez
528 Hart Senate Office Bldg.
Washington, DC 20510

Dear Senator Menendez:

The humanitarian crisis unfolding on the U.S. southern border has prompted an important
discussion about how to address, in a humane manner, the large influx of migrants seeking to
enter the U.S., and about what the Biden administration can do to attenuate the factors driving
hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children to seek refuge in the U.S.

Recently, Texas Congresswoman Veronica Escobar, Arizona Congressman Raúl Grijalva and
nineteen other U.S. House Representatives put forward a simple, common-sense proposal that
could help curb migration by easing the economic crises enveloping two countries from which a
significan proportion of migrants originate. In a May 10 letter, Escobar and her colleagues —
many of whom represent communities on or near the border with Mexico — called on President
Biden to lift the destructive economic sanctions targeting Venezuela and Cuba, a measure that
could be in large part achieved via an executive order signed by the president. While the letter
makes clear that sanctions aren’t the only reason that these countries are experiencing economic
challenges, it cites numerous academic and UN studies and media reports and notes that “experts
widely agree that broad-based U.S. sanctions — expanded to an unprecedented level by former
President Donald Trump — are a critical contributing factor in the current increase in migration.”

On May 11, you published a response to Rep. Escobar in which you stated: “I vehemently
disagree with your assessment that U.S. sanctions policies towards Cuba and Venezuela are a
leading contributor to this crisis. The truth is that Cubans and Venezuelans are leaving their
homeland because of one simple fact: they are suffering under the yoke of brutal dictatorships
that violently repress their citizens and that have destroyed their countries’ economies through
widespread mismanagement and graft.”

Unlike Rep. Escobar’s letter, your letter fails to cite any research or evidence supporting your
central claim that US economic sanctions have not been a significant driver of migration from
Cuba and Venezuela. This is hardly surprising, as there is in fact no serious research supporting
this claim. In contrast, as a recent report on the human consequences of sanctions has
highlighted, dozens of peer-reviewed academic studies document the substantive negative– and
often lethal– effects of economic sanctions on people’s living conditions in target countries.

https://escobar.house.gov/uploadedfiles/final_letter_migration_and_cuba__venzuela_sanctions.pdf
https://www.foreign.senate.gov/press/dem/release/sfrc-chairman-menendez-blasts-calls-for-reversal-of-cuba-venezuela-sanctions
https://cepr.net/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/The-Human-Consequences-of-Economic-Sanctions-Rodriguez.pdf
https://cepr.net/report/economic-sanctions-as-collective-punishment-the-case-of-venezuela/


Regarding the Trump-era Venezuela sanctions still in place, it is worth citing two recent,
peer-reviewed studies that show how sanctions have caused widespread economic distress and a
sharp, general decline in living conditions, as well as tens of thousands of deaths, key factors that
help explain migration from that country. The first demonstrates how U.S. sanctions on
Venezuela’s oil industry contributed to a major drop in oil production, which has historically
accounted for 80–95 percent of the country’s export revenue; and therefore the country’s ability
to pay for imports, including food and medicine. A second, forthcoming peer-reviewed paper
shows that the recent sharp decline in Venezuela’s oil revenue has led to massive cuts in imports
of food and inputs for agricultural production, which in turn has been the major factor behind
widespread hunger and malnutrition in Venezuela.

Both papers are authored by the respected, Harvard-trained Venezuelan economist Francisco
Rodríguez, currently a professor at the University of Denver. Dr. Rodríguez has been a
consistent, outspoken critic of Venezuelan president Nicolás Maduro and an economic advisor to
Venezuela’s opposition. His most recent paper shows that sanctions on Venezuela have driven “a
collapse in oil revenues, contributing to the largest peacetime contraction in modern history.”

Meanwhile, numerous reports describe the immense economic and humanitarian harm caused by
the embargo that the US has imposed on Cuba for over 60 years. In a 2018 report, various UN
agencies assessed economic and human costs of the embargo. According to the Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO), it “has very negative implications for Cuba’s balance of trade
and foreign exchange earnings, as well as for the country’s supply of food and agriculture
products.” The FAO also noted that the embargo “affects the import of food products for human
consumption, particularly those destined for social programmes (...) thus having a direct effect on
the food security of the vulnerable segments of the population.” In the same report, the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) stated: “the embargo imposed by the United States of
America against Cuba continues to affect the ability of Cuban children, adolescents and their
families to improve their living conditions and opportunities for development.”

A 2021 report by anti-poverty organization Oxfam America reviewed historical data on the
embargo’s impact, as well as testimony from various citizens in Cuba, and found that US
sanctions “produce real damage that obstructs the ability of Cuban citizens to access basic
products and violates their right to a life with dignity. These policies are an obstacle for local
economic, social, and environmental development.”

Given the abundant evidence of the US embargo’s devastating effects on the Cuban population, it
should be no surprise that year after year nearly every country in the world votes in favor of a
UN General Assembly resolution calling for the embargo’s immediate repeal. Last November,
185 countries voted for the resolution and only two (the US and Israel) voted against it.

https://www.latinaer.org/uploads/_/originals/fc392675-50b2-471f-ad27-791e1da99540.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4138830
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/1648511?ln=en
https://webassets.oxfamamerica.org/media/documents/bp-cuba-blockade-women-250521-en.pdf
https://press.un.org/en/2022/ga12465.doc.htm#:~:text=By%20a%20recorded%20vote%20of,document%20A%2F77%2FL.


Last year, US Customs and Border Protection documented 414,127 arrivals of Venezuelan and
Cuban migrants at US borders, a 361 percent increase from the year before. This year, the
number of arrivals of citizens from those countries has already reached nearly 280,000.

Rep. Escobar and her colleagues are correct: economic sanctions against Venezuela and Cuba are
a big part of the reason for why so many citizens from those countries are abandoning their
communities to seek better living conditions in the US.

We respectfully ask that you stop spreading the false narrative that there is no association
between economic sanctions and the economic and humanitarian crises in countries targeted by
those sanctions. If you truly believe in protecting the human rights of ordinary Cubans and
Venezuelans, you should stop leveraging your considerable power in the Senate to maintain the
cruel measures that cause profound human suffering, fuel humanitarian emergencies, and push
many more people to migrate to the US.

Sincerely,

Ha-Joon Chang, Distinguished Research Professor of Economics, SOAS University of London

Jayati Ghosh, Professor of Economics, University of Massachusetts Amherst

Oscar Ugarteche, Senior researcher, Instituto de Investigaciones económicas, UNAM

Francisco Rodriguez, Professor of Practice of International and Public Affairs, University of

Denver

Jeff Faux, Founder, Economic Policy Institute

Martin Guzman, Professor of Economics, University of La Plata, Argentina, Co-President of

Columbia University's Initiative for Policy Dialogue & Former Minister of Economy of

Argentina

Greg Grandin, Peter V. and C. Vann Woodward Professor of History, Yale University

Jomo Kwame Sundaram, Fellow, Institute for Policy Dialogue, Columbia University

Mark Weisbrot, Co-Director, Center for Economic and Policy Research

Al Campbell, Emeritus Professor of Economics, University of Utah & Co-editor, International

Journal of Cuban Studies

Alan Aja, Professor & Chair, Department of Puerto Rican & Latino Studies, Brooklyn College

(CUNY)

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/nationwide-encounters


Alan B. Cibils, Chair, Political Economy Department, Universidad Nacional de General

Sarmiento

Alicia Puyana, FLACSO MÉXICO

Amitava Krishna Dutt, Professor of Economics and Political Science, University of Notre Dame

Amiya Kumar Bagchi, Emeritus Professor, Institute of Development Studies Kolkata & Adjunct

Professor, Monash University

Andrew Cornford, Counsellor, Geneva Finance Observatory

Anis Chowdhury, Adjunct Professor, University of Western Sydney, Managing Editor,

Asia-Pacific Sustainable Development Journal & Co-editor, Journal of the Asia Pacific

Economy

Anu Muhammad, Professor of Economics, Jahangirnagar University

Arthur MacEwan, Professor Emeritus of Economics, University of Massachusetts Boston

C. Saratchand Saratchand, Professor, Department of Economics, Satyawati College, University

of Delhi

Christian Parenti, Professor of Economics, John Jay College, CUNY

Clara Garcia, Professor, Complutense University of Madrid

Daphne T. Greenwood, Professor of Economics, University of Colorado-Colorado Springs

David M. Kotz, Professor Emeritus, Economics Department, University of Massachusetts

Amherst

Dean Baker, Senior Economist, Center for Economic and Policy Research

Joy Gordon, Ignacio Ellacuría, S.J. Chair in Social Ethics Philosophy Department and School of

Law, Loyola University-Chicago

Eileen Appelbaum, Co-Director, Center for Economic and Policy Research

Francisco Amsler, International Program Intern, CEPR

Gavin Fridell, University Research Professor, Saint Mary's University

Gustavo Indart, Professor Emeritus, Department of Economics, University of Toronto

Hugo Uriarte, Doctor Economía, Universidad de París - Nanterre

Ian J. Seda Irizarry, Associate Professor, John Jay College, City University of New York

Immanuel Ness, City University of New York

Jim Campen, Professor of Economics, Emeritus, University of Massachusetts Boston

John Miller, Professor of Economics, Wheaton College



John Willoughby, Professor of Economics, American University

Julie Matthaei, Professor Emerita of Economics, Wellesley College

Julius Durand, International Program Intern, CEPR

Kannan Srinivasan, Writer, Wertheim Study, New York Public Library

Korkut Boratav, Turkish Social Science Association

Marianne Hill, retired Senior Economist, MS Center for Policy Research

Mark Paul, Assistant Professor of Economics, Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy,

Rutgers University

Mary C. King, Professor of Economics Emerita, Portland State University

Matías Vernengo, Professor of Economics, Bucknell University, Editor in Chief, The New

Palgrave Dictionary of Economics, Book Review Editor, Review of Keynesian

Economics

Max B. Sawicky, Senior Research Fellow, Center for Economic and Policy Research

Michael Meeropol, Professor Emeritus of Economics, Western New England University

Miguel D. Ramirez, Professor of Economics, Department of Economics, Trinity College

Mustafa Özer, Professor of Economics, Anadolu University

Narender Thakur, Associate Professor, University of Delhi

Odd Nikolas Hanssen, Taxation and Health Financing Specialist, Sustainable Financing Hub,

UNDP

Peter Koenig, Economist, Former World Bank, Geneva Switzerland

Pramod (Raja) Junankar, Emeritus Professor, Western Sydney University, Adjunct Professor,

UNSW Canberra & Research Fellow IZA, Bonn, Germany

Renee Prendergast, Reader, Economics, Queen's University Belfast

Saskia Sassen, Robert S. Lind Professor of Sociology, Columbia University

Stephan Lefebvre, Assistant Professor of Economics, Bucknell University

Stephanie Seguino, Professor, Department of Economics, University of Vermont

Sujatha Fernandes, Professor of Sociology, The University of Sydney

Susan Hannah Allen, Professor of Political Science, University of Mississippi

Sylvanus Kwaku Afesorgbor, Associate Professor, Department of Food, Agricultural & Resource

Economics, University of Guelph


