
BY LARRY LUXNER

I
f h e  w e re  ru n n in g  fo r g o v e rn o r o f n e ig h -
b o rin g  F lo rid a , R o n  S p a rk s  w o u ld n ’t m a k e
it p a s t th e  p rim a rie s .

B u t S p a rk s  is  fro m  th e  H e a rt o f D ix ie  S ta te ,
n o t th e  S u n s h in e  S ta te  —  a n d  in  A la b a m a ,
p u b lic ly  c a llin g  fo r a n  e n d  to  th e  e m b a rg o
a g a in s t C u b a  is n ’t th e  k is s  o f d e a th  b u t a p p a r-
e n tly  a  w a y  to  s c o re  p o in ts  w ith  v o te rs .

S p a rk s  is  A la b a m a ’s  c o m m is s io n e r o f a g ri-
c u lt u re  a n d
i n d u s t r i e s .
B o rn  a n d
ra is e d  in  F o rt
P a y n e , A la .,
th e  5 3 -y e a r-o ld
D e m o c ra t w a s
e le c te d  to  th e
p o s t  in  2 0 0 2
a n d  re -e le c te d
la s t N o v e m b e r
fo r a n o t h e r
fo u r y e a rs .

G ro w in g  u p ,
h e  w o rk e d
a lo n g s id e  h is
g ra n d m o t h e r
a t a  lo c a l s o c k
m ill w h ile
a tte n d in g  h ig h  s c h o o l. A fte r c o m p le tin g  h is
s e rv ic e  in  th e  U .S . C o a s t G u a rd , S p a rk s  g ra d -
u a t e d  fro m  N o r th e a s t  S t a t e  C o m m u n it y
C o lle g e , a n d  in  1 9 7 8  —  a t th e  a g e  o f 2 4  —
b e c a m e  o n e  o f th e  y o u n g e s t c o u n ty  c o m m is -
s io n e rs  e v e r e le c te d  in  A la b a m a  h is to ry .

H e ’s  a ls o  o w n e d  tw o  s u c c e s s fu l b u s in e s s e s
in  F o rt P a y n e  a n d  h a s  w o rk e d  in  te le v is io n .

S p a rk s  —  w h o ’s  b e e n  to  C u b a  a t le a s t th re e
tim e s  s in c e  ta k in g  o f fic e  — h a s  o p e n ly  e x -
p re s s e d  in te re s t in  ru n n in g  fo r g o v e rn o r o f
A la b a m a  in  2 0 1 0 , w h e n  G o v . B o b  R ile y ’s  c u r-
re n t te rm  e n d s .

A n d  h e ’s  p ro u d  o f h is  frie n d s h ip  w ith  P e d ro
A lv a re z , c h a irm a n  a n d  C E O  o f C u b a ’s  s ta te -
ru n  fo o d  p u rc h a s in g  a g e n c y  A lim p o rt.

CUBA ‘EXTREMELY IMPORTANT’ TO ALABAMA

In  a  le n g th y  p h o n e  in te rv ie w  fro m  M o n tg o -
m e ry , S p a rk s  to ld  CubaNews th a t in  2 0 0 6 ,
A lim p o rt s p e n t o n e -th ird  o f its  b u d g e t fo r U .S .
a g ric u ltu ra l c o m m o d itie s  — a b o u t $ 1 4 0  m il-
lio n  — o n  A la b a m a -s o u rc e d  p ro d u c ts , u n d e r
th e  2 0 0 0  T ra d e  S a n c tio n s  a n d  R e fo rm  E x p o rt
E n h a n c e m e n t A c t ( T S R A ) .

T h a t in c lu d e s  e v e ry th in g  fro m  p e a n u t b u t-
te r, p e a n u t p a s te  a n d  p e a n u ts  fro m  G e o rg ia -
b a s e d  M a z u r &  H o c k m a n ; p e a n u t b u tte r b le n -
d e d  w ith  A la g a  s y ru p  fro m  Wh itfie ld  F o o d s  in
M o n tg o m e ry , a n d  s o y b e a n  o il, u tility  p o le s
a n d  v a rio u s  o th e r p ro d u c ts  fro m  A la b a m a
c o m p a n ie s  th e  a g e n c y  d e c lin e d  to  id e n tify .

“ C u b a  h a s  b e e n  e x tre m e ly  im p o rta n t to
A la b a m a ,”  S p a rk s  to ld  u s . “ We  s ta rte d  th re e
a n d  a  h a lf y e a rs  a g o , w h e n  I firs t c a m e  in to
o f fic e , w o rk in g  w ith  P e d ro . We  h a v e  s in c e
h a d  a  n u m b e r o f s u c c e s s fu l tra d e  m is s io n s

th a t h a v e  re s u lte d  in  a b o u t $ 3 5 0  m illio n  in
e c o n o m ic  im p a c t fo r th e  s ta te  o f A la b a m a .”

D u rin g  h is  m o s t re c e n t trip  to  C u b a  —  a
fo u r-d a y  tra d e  m is s io n  in  D e c e m b e r th a t c o in -
c id e d  w ith  a  1 0 -m e m b e r C o n g re s s io n a l d e le -
g a tio n  —  S p a rk s  a n d  h is  e n to u ra g e  tre a te d
A lim p o rt o f fic ia ls  to  a  m e a l o f frie d  A la b a m a
c a tfis h , c o rn b re a d , b u tte rb e a n s , g re e n  b e a n
c a s s e ro le , c o le  s la w , p e c a n  p ie  w ith  ic e  c re a m
a n d  s w e e t te a . 

“ We  w a n t to  b e n e fit a g ric u ltu re , c re a te  jo b s
a n d  h e lp  A la b a m a . We ’v e  in c re a s e d  o u r s ta f f
in  in te rn a tio n a l tra d e , a n d  w e ’re  lo o k in g  a t
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fo o d  c o m m o d itie s  to  b e  s h ip p e d  to  C u b a  in  4 0
y e a rs  le ft fro m  th e  P o rt o f M o b ile .

“ I’v e  b e e n  u p -fro n t a n d  h o n e s t w ith  th e  p e o -
p le  o f A la b a m a  a b o u t w h y  w e  tra d e  w ith
C u b a ,”  s a id  S p a rk s . “ M y  m a in  c o n c e rn  is  w ith
tw o  th in g s : I h o p e  th e  fo o d  w e ’re  s e n d in g  to
C u b a  in  s o m e  w a y  g e ts  to  th e  C u b a n  p e o p le ,
a n d  I h o p e  it h e lp s  m y  fa rm e rs  in  A la b a m a .”

T h e  a g ric u ltu re  c o m m is s io n e r a d d e d  th a t
“ w h e n  I g o  to  C u b a  —  e v e n  w h e n  I w a s
a ro u n d  th e  p re s id e n t [ F id e l C a s tro ]  —  I n e v e r
ta lk e d  p o litic s . T h e  o n ly  th in g  w e  ta lk  a b o u t is
h e lp in g  th e  p e o p le  o f C u b a .”

“ W e’v e h ad  o bstac les p ut up  in  fr o n t o f us. W e’v e tr ied  to  state o ur

c ase in  W ash in g to n , but we’ll c o n tin ue to  abid e by  th e r ules n o  m at-

ter  h o w to ug h  th ey  m ak e th em  ... ev en  if we d o n ’t ag r ee with  th em .”
—  RO N S P ARK S , ALABAM A’S C O M M IS S IO NER O F AG RIC ULT URE AND IND US T RIES

Ron Sparks:Cuba is key market for Alabama farmers

NEWSMAKERS

e v e ry  o p p o rtu n ity  w e  c a n ,”  s a id  S p a rk s . H e
n o te d  th a t o th e r s ta te s  w h ic h  h a v e n ’t b e e n
s h ip p in g  p ro d u c ts  o r s e n d in g  tra d e  m is s io n s
to  H a v a n a  “ w ill s o o n  re a liz e  th e y  m a y  b e  m is s -
in g  o u t o n  a  g re a t o p p o rtu n ity .”

LONGHISTORY OFFRIENDSHIP

Wh e th e r fo lk s  in  T a lla h a s s e e  a re  lis te n in g
re m a in s  to  b e  s e e n , b u t in  M o n tg o m e ry , s ta te
o f fic ia ls  h a v e  w a s te d  n o  tim e  in  c a p ita liz in g
o n  th e ir tra d e  tie s  w ith  H a v a n a .

S e n . L o w e ll B a rro n , w h o  w a s  a m o n g  th o s e
a c c o m p a n y in g  S p a rk s  o n  h is  m o s t re c e n t trip
to  H a v a n a , to ld  th e  H un tsv ille T im es “ w e  n e e d
to  lo o k  a t w a y s  to  lift th e  tra d e  e m b a rg o . It
m a k e s  n o  s e n s e . It’s  o b v io u s ly  n o t w o rk in g ,
a n d  w e  n e e d  to  try  a  d if fe re n t s tra te g y . Wh e n
a n d  if t h a t  g o v e rn m e n t  t u rn s  a ro u n d ,
A la b a m a  is  g o in g  to  b e  in  a  p e rfe c t p o s itio n .”

B a rro n  s a id  th e  s ta te  is  a ls o  try in g  to  s e ll
C u b a  o n  p u rc h a s in g  p o n d -ra is e d  c a tfis h  fro m
w e s t A la b a m a  p ro d u c e rs .

“ O n e  o f th e ir g re a t p ro b le m s  is  th a t th e y
d o n ’t h a v e  e n o u g h  m o n e y  to  b u y  th e  h ig h e s t-
q u a lity  fis h ,”  h e  s a id . “ T h e y  h a v e  to  g e t fis h
th e y  c a n  a f fo rd .”

A m o n g  A la b a m a ’s  b ig g e s t tra d in g  a d v a n -
ta g e s  is  its  p ro x im ity  to  C u b a . T h e  P o rt o f M o -
b ile  is  o n ly  5 4 5  n a u tic a l m ile s  fro m  H a v a n a ,
a n d  th e  tw o  c itie s  h a v e  a  lo n g , h is to ric  re la -
tio n s h ip  d a tin g  b a c k  to  1 7 0 2 , w h e n  M o b ile
b e c a m e  th e  c a p ita l c a p ita l o f th e  L o u is ia n a
T e rrito ry ( see o ur  sp ec ial r ep o r t o n  M o bile in
CubaNews, S ep tem ber  2 0 0 4 , p ag e 1 4 ) .

In  1 9 9 3 , M o b ile  o f fic ia ls  tra v e le d  to  H a v a n a
a n d  s e t u p  th e  firs t s is te r-c ity  re la tio n s h ip
b e tw e e n  a n y  U .S . c ity  a n d  C u b a  s in c e  th e
1 9 5 9  re v o lu t io n . S ix  y e a rs  la t e r, M o b ile
u n v e ile d  a  s ta tu e  a t th e  e n tra n c e  to  H a v a n a
h a rb o r, a n d  in  2 0 0 1 , th e  firs t b o a tlo a d  o f U .S .

FROM CHICKEN TO UTILITY POLES

S o  fa r, A la b a m a ’s  to p  e x p o rt to  C u b a  h a s
b e e n  p o u ltry . A rk a n s a s -b a s e d  T y s o n  F o o d s  is
th e  to p  s e lle r o f p o u ltry  to  C u b a , a n d  m u c h  o f
th a t p o u ltry  is  s o u rc e d  fro m  c h ic k e n  p ro c e s s -
in g  p la n ts  in  A la b a m a . In  a d d itio n , M o n tg o m -
e ry -b a s e d  C a lh o u n  F o o d s  h a s  s h ip p e d  o v e r
6 0  c o n ta in e rs  o f m e a t p ro d u c ts  a n d  o th e r
c o m m o d itie s  to  C u b a .

In  a d d itio n , B u n g e  C o rp ., w h ic h  h a s  a  s o y -
b e a n  p ro c e s s in g  a n d  m illin g  p la n t in  D e c a tu r,
A la ., is  a m o n g  c o m p a n ie s  th a t w ill s e ll fa rm
p ro d u c ts  to  C u b a  in  2 0 0 7 , th o u g h  o f fic ia ls  a t
B u n g e  h e a d q u a rte rs  in  S t. L o u is  c o u ld n ’t b e
re a c h e d  fo r c o m m e n t.

B u t  p e rh a p s  A la b a m a ’s  m o s t  u n u s u a l
e x p o rt to  C u b a  is n ’t s o m e th in g  y o u  e a t.

Wo o d e n  u tility  p o le s , a s  m a n y  a s  1 0 0 ,0 0 0  o f
th e m , h a v e  b e e n  s h ip p e d  to  C u b a  w ith  T S R A ’s
b le s s in g . A c c o rd in g  to  J o h n  K e y , in te rn a tio n -
a l tra d e  d ire c to r a t th e  A la b a m a  D e p a rtm e n t
o f A g ric u ltu re  a n d  In d u s try , 9 9 %  o f th o s e
p o le s  c a m e  fro m  s a w m ills  in  s o u th w e s te rn
A la b a m a , p rim a rily  E s c a m b ia  a n d
Wa s h in g to n  c o u n tie s .

“ It’s  a c tu a lly  a n  a p p ro v e d  p ro d u c t u n d e r
T S R A ,”  K e y  to ld  u s . “ K e e p  in  m in d  th a t lu m -
b e r a n d  u tility  p o le s  —  e v e n  w o o d e n  d o o rs
a n d  w in d o w  fra m e s  —  a re  o n  th e  lis t to  b e
s o ld  to  C u b a .

“ T h e  b ro k e rs  th a t s e ll u tility  p o le s  a n d  lu m -
b e r a re  b a s e d  o u t o f F lo rid a , b u t th e y ’re  s e ll-
in g  a n  A la b a m a  p ro d u c t,”  h e  s a id , e s tim a tin g
th a t $ 4 0  m illio n  w o rth  o f s u c h  p o le s  h a v e
b e e n  s h ip p e d  to  C u b a  o v e r th e  la s t fo u r y e a rs .

In  th e  la s t e ig h t m o n th s  a lo n e , A lim p o rt
h a s  s ig n e d  c o n tra c ts  fo r 3 0 ,0 0 0  u tility  p o le s  —
a ll o f th e m  s h ip p e d  o u t o f M o b ile . B u t K e y

Alabama ag boss Ron Sparks

S ee Alabama, p ag e 9
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Bailey named U.S. ‘mission manager’ for Cuba
Norman A. Bailey has been appointed to

head a one-stop shop for the intelligence
community on Cuba and V enezuela.

As “mission manager” for the two coun-
tries, Bailey will oversee 3-5 staffers who will
pore over information from 16 U.S. govern-
ment agencies to spot information gaps, help
craft intelligence strategies and track the
implementation of those strategies.

Bailey was named to the post by John
Negroponte, director of national intelligence

for the Bush administration — which has
five other mission managers specializing in
North Korea, Iran, counterterrorism, coun-
terproliferation and counterintelligence.

Most recently senior fellow at the conser-
vative Potomac Foundation, Bailey speaks 5
languages and is the author of a 1999 book,
“The Strategic Plan That Won the Cold War.” 

The 1953 Oberlin College graduate is a
noted expert on regional affairs and a fre-
quent participant on the conference circuit.

wouldn’t name the companies involved be-
cause, he said, “this is highly competitive.”

Although Cuba is certainly an important
market for Alabama’s agricultural products,
it’s not the only one. Sparks recently led
Alabama’s first-ever trade delegation to
Africa, and later this month will be opening a
trade office in India.

Sparks will also be going to Dubai, and is
involved in several deals with Mexico, Japan
and the European Union.

But Cuba is the one market that seems to
get his emotions going.

“Maybe I am uneducated, but I can tell you
this: I’ve been to Havana, I’ve walked through
the neighborhoods, and I want to help these
people,” Sparks told CubaNews.

“If somebody wants to look at me wrong
because I’d like to help them have a better
quality of life, then I’m sorry. It’s not politics
to me, it’s my heart, it’s the way I feel. I just
don’t agree with the Cuba policies we cur-
rently have in effect.”

SPARKS HOPES DEMOCRATS CAN BRING CHANGE

Sparks says he’s had “very little negative”
feedback from his trips to Cuba, though he
admits to being very frustrated with all the
restrictions imposed by the Bush administra-
tion on selling to Cuba — such as letters of
credit, cash payment up front and the difficul-
ties of actually traveling to Cuba to meet face-
to-face with potential buyers.

“We’ve had obstacles put up in front of us.
We’ve tried to state our case in Washington,
but we will continue to abide by the rules, no
matter how tough they make them — even if
we don’t agree with them.”

Sparks says he hopes things will change
now that the Democrats are controlling
Congress. “But I don’t think this can all be
done in one swoop,” he told us. “We’ve got to
start looking at the travel sanctions. People
should be allowed to travel freely. Americans
ought to be able to go wherever they want to
go. And that’s just the beginning.”

He said: “I’m not trying to tell the Bush ad-
ministration what it should or shouldn’t do,
but I don’t agree with any country that won’t
even have a dialogue. What’s wrong with talk-
ing to them?  We ought to be talking.” 
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Cuba scholar Jaime Suchlicki is director of

the U niversity of Miami’s Institute for Cuban &

Cuban-A merican Studies. His opinions do not

necessarily reflect those of CubaNews itself.

Is Raúl Castro ready to deal?

OPINION

BY JAIME SUCHLICKI

T
he visit to Cuba of a U.S. congressional
delegation led by Rep. Jeff Flake (R-AZ )
and Rep. William Delahunt (D-MA) in

December yielded little results.
There seems to be an eagerness among

some members of Congress to begin a pro-
cess of normalization of relations with Cuba,
especially after Fidel Castro’s recent illness.

The belief persists that economic consider-
ations could influence Raú l Castro’s policy
decisions and that Cuba’s difficult economic
situation will force Raú l to move toward a
market economy and closer ties to the U.S.

We seem to cling to an outdated economic
determinism in trying to understand events in
other societies and the motivations of their
leaders. Despite economic difficulties, Raú l
does not seem ready to provide meaningful
and irreversible concessions for a U.S.-Cuba
normalization.

He may offer more consumer goods and
food to tranquilize the Cuban population, but
not major structural reforms that would open
the Cuban economy. In Cuba, political consid-
erations dictate economic decisions.

Raú l’s legitimacy is based on his closeness
to Fidel’s policies of economic centralization,
control and opposition to the U.S. Raú l can
not now reject Fidel’s legacy and move closer
to the U.S.

A move in this direction would be fraught
with dangers. It would create uncertainty
among the elites that govern Cuba and
increase instability as some advocate rapid
change while others cling to more orthodox
policies. The Cuban population also could see
this as an opportunity for mobilization de-
manding faster reforms.

Raú l is also unwilling to renounce the sup-
port and close collaboration of countries like
V enezuela, China, Iran and Russia in ex-
change for an uncertain relationship with the
U.S. At a time that anti-Americanism is grow-
ing in Latin America and elsewhere, Raú l’s
policies are more likely to remain closer to
regimes that are not particularly friendly to
the U.S. and that demand little from Cuba in
return for generous aid.

In September, Russia provided a $350 mil-
lion credit package to Cuba to modernize its
armed forces and V enezuela’s aid to Cuba will
surpass the $2 billion mark in 2006.

Raú l is no Deng X iaoping and no friend of
the U.S. He has been the longest-serving min-
ister of defense — in power for 47 years.

He presided over the worst periods of polit-
ical repression and economic centralization in
Cuba and is responsible for numerous execu-
tions after he and his brother assumed power,
and some while in Mexico and the Sierra
Maestra before reaching power.

Raú l has been a loyal follower and cheer-
leader of Fidel’s anti-American policies and
military interventions in Africa and else-

where. In 1962, he and Soviet Premier Nikita
Khrushchev conspired to surreptitiously
introduce nuclear missiles into Cuba.

Raú l supervised the Americas Department
in Cuba approving support for terrorist, guer-
rilla and revolutionary groups throughout
Latin America. In 1996, he personally ordered
the shooting down of two Brothers to the
Rescue unarmed civilian planes in interna-
tional waters, killing three U.S. citizens and
one Cuban-American resident in Florida.

An admirer of the Soviet Armed Forces,
Raú l displays pictures of Russian military
leaders in his Havana office and late last year
signed a $350 million Russian aid pact to
upgrade Cuba’s military.

Raul’s politically motivated speech Dec. 2,
in which he expressed his willingness to ne-
gotiate with the United States, was preceded
by a vitriolic attack on U.S. foreign policy and
followed by the qualifiers that Cuba is sover-
eign and that its revolution won’t change. For
the past four decades Fidel has been making
similar statements.

In a rare public statement two years ago,
Raú l warned that the U.S. should negotiate its
differences with Cuba while Fidel was alive —
since the U.S. would find it more difficult to
negotiate with him.

For the past four decades, the avenues for
negotiation and engagement between the
U.S. and Cuba have never been closed. The
U.S. signed with Cuba anti-hijacking agree-
ments and migration accords.

Yet, negotiations alone are not sufficient.
There has to be a willingness on the part of
the Cuban leadership to offer real conces-
sions — in the area of human rights and polit-
ical and economic openings.

No country gives away major policies with-
out a substantial quid pro quo. Only when
Raú l is willing to deal, not only to the U.S., but
more importantly to the Cuban people, then
and only then we should sit down and play. 


