
 
 
 

Cuba 
 



Trip Preparation and What to Expect 

Preparation is essential to ensure a great experience. Please read the following tips 
and make sure that you pack appropriately to avoid potential problems.  
 
People-To-People: 
As you may know, visiting Cuba is only permitted under certain criteria. Our program falls under the people-to-people 
classification. This means that the purpose of the trip is to experience a cultural exchange. What this means for you: You 
must travel as a group and follow a set itinerary and with an educational purpose. Unfortunately this means that you are 
unable to take free time on your own to wander around, this is a requirement of the US government. You must carry the 
provided authorization letter with you at all times. 
 
Visa and Tourist Card: 
Every person going to Cuba as a tourist needs a passport valid for six months after the last day of your trip and a tourist card 
(visa).  Your tourist card will be given to you prior to your flight to Cuba, and the card is only valid for one entry into Cuba.  
 
Medical and Travel Insurance: 
The Cuban government requires all foreign visitors to have valid medical insurance. It is also important to note that 
prescriptions and medications that may be readily available elsewhere may not be available in Cuba, it is important to plan 
ahead and bring enough medication with you for the duration of the trip. It may also be a good idea to bring any over the 
counter medication you may need with you, such as for headaches, nausea, diarrhea or allergies.  
 
Immunizations: 
No immunizations are required for Cuba, unless you are coming directly from a country where yellow fever, Dengue or Zika 
is a problem, and then proof of immunization is required. The CDC recommends that travelers to almost everywhere be 
update with on their vaccinations for measles/mumps/rubella, diphtheria/pertussis/tetanus, and hepatitis A and B. 
 
Money: 
There are two types of currency in Cuba: the CUC, or the Cuban convertible peso, and the CUP, or the regular Cuban peso, 
which most everyday Cubans use. Today foreigners in Cuba only deal with CUCs which are worth roughly the equivalent of 
1 USD. Cuba is not up to date in terms of credit cards, therefore anything you wish to pay for out of pocket (snacks, gifts, etc.) 
all must be paid for in cash. Credit cards from the United States do not work. Bring cash to change into Cuban Convertible 
Pesos, up to equivalent of $5,000 US dollars. Dollars must be clean, crisp bills no larger than $50 and dated post 2000. Euros 
are also a great option as they have a better exchange rate and not subject to the same taxes when exchanging USDs.  Money 
can be exchanged from dollars or Euros to CUCs at banks or at the hotel (however the hotel may charge a little more for the 
transaction). Some US, Canadian and international banks now allow credit & debit cards to be utilized in Cuba. Be sure to 
check with your bank before traveling. You can exchange any leftover CUCs at the airport prior to departure. 
 
Tips: 
Most tips for group services are already included in your package. However, if you use services outside of your package, at a 
restaurant or elsewhere, it si recommeded to tip the following:  

 Hotel Porters: 1.50 CUC per person or more if you have lots of luggage 

 Restaurant food service staff not included in tour package: 10% of cost of meal per meal per person 

 Hotel Cleaning Staff: 1.50 CUC per day per room (can be split with your roommate) 

 Taxi Drivers: 10% of fare in CUC 
 
Safety and Crime:  
Havana is a very safe city with lots of nightlife. Petty and violent crimes are not common and the city has a large military and 
police presence. That being said, use common sense and never go anywhere alone at night. Also, do not exchange money or 
buy cigars or other goods on the street to avoid being ripped off. We recommend that you never leave your purse or wallet 
unattended and always use the safe in your hotel to store valuables. Please note that drug-related crimes and prostitution 
are very serious offenses in Cuba and are strictly prohibited. 



Water:  
It is not recommended to drink tap water in Cuba. Rather, purchase bottled water or other bottled drinks to drink throughout 
your stay.  
 
Electrical Sockets:  
The Cuban electrical system has the following voltage and frequency:  
 
Voltage: 110/220 V 
Frequency: 60 Hz 
 
The Following Power sockets can be used: type A / B / C / L 
 

      

 

      

 
Internet and Communication:  
Expect internet in Cuba to be unstable and difficult to use. Internet access is limited outside of the hotel, and some websites 
may be restricted. International calling cards are available for purchase. Internet cards can be purchased for between 2-5 
dollars per hour of internet use. However, popular sites and applications often do not load or work well in Cuba, such as 
Gmail and Skype. We do recommend that you download the WhatsApp application if you have a smart phone and encourage 
friends or family to do the same, as it often works better than other forms of internet communication.  
 
Photography 
 
It is important to note that photography can be restricted near government buildings, military installations and guard posts. 
It is always best to check with your guide before taking photos. Similarly, when taking photos of local people, you should 
always ask permission. Often when taking pictures of local people a tip is expected, one CUC is generally suitable. 
 
General Packing Tips 

• Clearly identify your luggage inside and out with your name and hotel and home address; 
• Place a strap around your suitcase to secure it in case the lock breaks, and to identify it easily at baggage 

claim; 
• Check your airline regulations for weight, size and number of bags; 
• In your carry-on, keep a change of clothes, toiletries (no liquids), valuables, important documents 

(passports, visas, arrival instructions) and medication; 
• Consider bringing an extra empty suitcase or bag to carry souvenirs and purchased items 

 
 

https://web.whatsapp.com/%F0%9F%8C%90/en


Items to bring 
• 3 photocopies of your passport information page (the page with the photo). Also, leave a copy at home 
• Photocopy of your prescription medications 
• Your Tourist Card (which may be given to you by the Austral Group Team during your trip—contact your 

trip leader if you have questions about this) 
• Photocopy of your medical insurance card  
• Camera 
• Sunglasses, hat, and sunblock 
• Day pack (for short trips; this could double as your carry-on) 
• A pocket Spanish-English dictionary (optional) 

 
Clothing 

• Check itinerary for daily dress recommendations and see the below section on dress codes 
• Clothing appropriate for indicated climate.  Keep in mind that Cuba’s climate is very warm and humid most 

of the time so heavy clothes will not be needed 
• Comfortable walking shoes 
• Workout clothes (if applicable) 
• Bathing Suit 

        Consider packing a wide brimmed hat, as the sun is very strong 
 
Toiletries 

• Prescription drugs for the duration of your time abroad (if applicable) 
• Extra eyeglasses, if available (if applicable) 
• Extra contact lenses (if applicable) 
• Pack only as many toiletry items as you will use. Small sample sizes are preferable. Remember that the 

hotels will provide soap, shampoo and other items 
 
Dress Codes 
The daily dress code is listed on the itinerary for each day. The dress code will depend on the daily activity. In general, visits 
to companies will require business casual dress. Follow these general guidelines:  
 

Business formal  
Tie and jacket for men; suit, slacks or  
Skirt and blouse for women. 
 
Business casual  
Khakis and button down shirts for men; slacks or skirt and blouse for women. 
 
Casual    
Jeans and athletic shoes may be worn 
 
Outdoor  
Athletic or outdoor pants suggested; Athletic shoes, hiking boots, or sport sandals



Want to know more about Cuba?  
Read on for facts about the country and its history. 
 
Introduction to Cuba 
 
Visiting Cuba may be described in some senses as visiting a country that has been trapped in time, uneffected by the 
modern 21st century advancments. However it’s time-warped qualities, colonial feel and style, and the preservation of 
the culture, colors, and enchanting music captures the curiosity and hearts of travelers.   
 
 
Facts about Cuba: 
 
 

 

Population 
11,075,244 (July 2011 est.) 

 
Ethnic groups 

White 65.1% 
Mixed Race 24.8% 

Black 10.1% (2002 census) 
 

Median age 
Total: 38.4 years 
Male: 37.6 years 

Female: 39.2 years (2011 est.) 
 

Population growth rate 
-0.115% (2011 est.) 

 
Total area 

 42,803 sq mi (110,860 sq km) 

 
Urbanization 

Urban population: 75% of total population (2010) 
 

Major Cities 
HAVANA (capital): 2.14 million (2009) 

 
 

Religions 
Roman Catholic (85%), 

 
Languages 

Spanish (official) 
 

Literacy 
Definition: age 15 and over can read and write 

Total population: 99.8%
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Brief History of Cuba:  
 
Arawak (or Taino) Indians inhabiting Cuba when Columbus landed on the island in 1492 died from diseases brought by sailors 
and settlers. By 1511, Spaniards under Diego Velásquez had established settlements. Havana's superb harbor made it a 
common transit point to and from Spain. 
 
In the early 1800s, Cuba's sugarcane industry boomed, requiring massive numbers of black slaves. A simmering independence 
movement turned into open warfare from 1867 to 1878. Slavery was abolished in 1886. In 1895, the poet José Marti led the 
struggle that ended Spanish rule, due in part to U.S. intervention in 1898 after the sinking of the battleship Maine in Havana 
harbor. 
 
An 1899 treaty made Cuba an independent republic under U.S. protection. The U.S. occupation, which ended in 1902, 
suppressed yellow fever and brought large American investments. The 1901 Platt Amendment allowed the U.S. to intervene 
in Cuba's affairs, which it did four times from 1906 to 1920. Cuba terminated the amendment in 1934. 
 
In 1933, a group of army officers, including army sergeant Fulgencio Batista, overthrew President Gerardo Machado. Batista 
became president in 1940. 
 
In 1956, Fidel Castro Ruz launched a revolution from his camp in the Sierra Maestra mountains. Castro's brother Raul and 
Ernesto (Ché) Guevara, an Argentine physician, were his top lieutenants. Many anti-Batista landowners supported the rebels. 
The U.S. ended military aid to Cuba in 1958, and on New Year's Day 1959, Batista fled into exile and Castro took over the 
government. 
 
Castro disavowed Cuba's 1952 military pact with the U.S., confiscated U.S. assets, and established Soviet-style collective 
farms. The U.S. broke relations with Cuba on Jan. 3, 1961, and Castro formalized his alliance with the Soviet Union. Thousands 
of Cubans fled the country. 
 
In 1961, a U.S.-backed group of Cuban exiles invaded Cuba. Planned during the Eisenhower administration, the invasion was 
given the go-ahead by President John Kennedy, although he refused to give U.S. air support. The landing at the Bay of Pigs on 
April 17, 1961 did not go as expected. The invading force was defeated within three days by the Cuban Revolutionary Armed 
Forces. 
 
During the Jan. 2008 parliamentary elections, both Fidel and Raúl Castro were reelected to the National Assembly as well as 
614 unopposed candidates. 
 
In Feb. 2008, Fidel Castro ended 49 years of power when he announced his retirement. The 81-year-old, who ruled Cuba since 
leading a revolution in 1959, said he would not accept another term as president. Raúl Castro succeeded his brother, 
becoming the 21st president of Cuba on Feb. 24, 2008. 
 
At the UN in Feb. 2008, Foreign Minister Felipe Pérez Roque signed the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights. The Covenants ensure citizens' political and civil 
freedom, and gaurantee the right to work, fair wages, social security, education, and high standards of physical and mental 
health. Roque also announced that in 2009 the United Nations Human Rights Council will be allowed to examine Cuba at will. 
 
The government relaxed land restrictions for private farmers in July 2008, in an effort to boost the country's poor food 
production and reduce dependence on food imports. 
 
The U.S. Congress voted in March 2009 to repeal the long-standing restrictions on Cuban-Americans visiting Havana and 
sending money into the country. President Obama signaled a willingness to establish warmer ties with Cuba. 
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On April 19, 2011, Cuba made a significant change to its leadership, by appointing José Ramón Machado to fill the second-
highest position in the Communist Party. It was the first time since the 1959 revolution that someone other than the Castro 
brothers has been named to the position. The appointment was made at the party's first congress in 14 years and coincides 
with several changes being made to allow for more private enterprise in Cuba. 
 
In October 2011, buying and selling cars became legal. Also, the president opened the option for Cubans to go into business 
for themselves in a variety of approved jobs, from accounting to food vendors. The following month, the government began 
allowing real estate to be bought and sold for the first time since the days immediately following the revolution. A new law, 
applying only to permanent residents, went into effect on November 10. The law, an effort to prevent massive real estate 
holdings, limits Cubans to owning one home in the city and one in the country. The law also requires that all new real estate 
transactions be made through Cuban bank accounts for regulation purposes. 
 
The Cuban government freed U.S. aid contractor Alan Gross, who had been in captivity for five years, on Dec. 17, 2014. Gross 
had been sentenced to 15 years in prison in 2011 after his effort to create a way to communicate outside of the Cuban 
government's control. The government cited humanitarian grounds as the reason for Gross' release. 
 
In response to the prisoner release, U.S. President Barack Obama announced that the U.S. would resume full diplomatic 
relations with Cuba. There hadn't been any diplomatic relations between the U.S. and Cuba since 1961.  
 
Talks began in early 2015 between the two countries over how to restore diplomatic relations after five decades. Both sides 
made demands ahead of the talks. President Obama and Cuban President Raul Castro met at the Summit of the Americas in 
Panama in April. It was the first time the countries' leaders held a face-to-face meeting in more than 50 years. According to 
news reports, Obama and Castro vowed to open embassies in both countries.  In another step toward resuming full diplomatic 
relations, the U.S. removed Cuba from its list of state sponsors of terrorism in May 2015.  
 
Cuba and the U.S. announced on July 1, 2015, that an agreement had been reached to open embassies in Washington D.C. 
and Havana. The reestablishment of embassies was another major step in rebuilding relations between the two countries. 
(Fact Monster, 2015). 
 
Cuba’s Economy 
 
Cuba's main imports are machinery, food and fuel products, while its major exports are refined fuels, sugar, tobacco, nickel 
and pharmaceuticals.  
 
The US trade and economic embargo against Cuba remains in place.  
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Emergency Contacts 
 

 
The Austral Group  
Enrique Foster Norte 196, Las Condes, Santiago, Chile 
www.theaustralgroup.com 
Calling from USA (normal office hours):  
USA Toll-Free: (877) 871-3932 or  
Calling from other countries (normal office hours):  
+(1) 786-345-0048 and +(56 2) 719-5979 

 
 

Embassy and Consulate of the United States of America 
Calzada between L & M Streets,  
Vedado, Havana 
Main switchboard (53)(7) 839-4100 
Work hours: Monday through Thursday from 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. and Fridays from 8:00 
a.m. to 3:30 p.m. (They are closed on U.S. and Cuban Holidays) 
Emergencies/After Hours:  
Please call the main switchboard at (+53)(7)-831-4100 and dial 1 to speak with the 
emergency operator 

http://www.theaustralgroup.com/

