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 Today it is easier than ever to visit Cuba by boat, but there is one big hurdle that most U.S. 

boaters must clear to travel to Cuba.  At the time of writing, they must get a permit from the U.S. Coast 

Guard (USCG).   Actually, three approvals are needed, but the U.S. Treasury, Office of Foreign Assets 

Control (OFAC), and U.S. Commerce, Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS), offer no application licenses.  

Thus, some U.S. boaters who qualify only have to apply for the Coast Guard permit CG-3300 form to 

legally sail to Cuba. 

On February 26, 2004, in Proclamation 7757, George W. Bush declared that Cuba was a “State 

Sponsor of Terrorism.”  In 2004, the U.S. Coast Guard was then directed to create regulations restricting 

the access of American boats visiting Cuba on top of the requirements by the U.S. Treasury and 

Commerce Department. 

The federal government has been repealing the State Sponsor of Terrorism designation for 

Cuba, but the USCG is behind the curve.  On May 29, 2015, the White House removed the “State 

Sponsor of Terrorism” designation on Cuba.   On July 22, 2015, the Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS) 

of the U.S. Commerce Department published a rule in the Federal Register to implement the rescission 

of Cuba’s State Sponsor of Terrorism designation.   

 The U.S. Coast Guard’s Captain James D. Carlson e-mailed me that the U.S. Coast Guard’s permit 

authority stems from an annual renewal, which expires every February 26.  In these yearly renewals, the 

President authorizes a “Continuation of National Emergency with Respect to Cuba and the Emergency 

Authority Relating to the Regulation of the Anchorage and Movement of Vessels.”  Based on recent 

White House actions, it seems possible that President Obama will not sign a renewal for February 26, 

2016.  Captain Carlson warns that the State Sponsor of Terrorism designation is “just one of many 

factors” underlying the declarations of “Continuation of National Emergency with Respect to Cuba.”  As 

long as the President signs those renewals, U.S. boaters face stiff fines, seizure of their boats, and jail 

time if they don’t obtain USCG permits before entering Cuban territorial waters. 

 What the U.S. Coast Guard regulation does enforce is the embargo.  It is a triple check of boaters 

who have be approved to go by the U.S. Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) and the U.S. 

Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and Security (BIS).  Boaters can only apply with USCG 

form CG-3300 after obtaining approvals from the OFAC and BIS.    

Since September 21, 2015, approval has been a lot easier to get for boaters planning a 

temporary sojourn of 14 days or less to Cuba.  Boaters can obtain general licenses for themselves and 

their crew (OFAC approval) and for their boat (BIS approval) merely if they write down why they are in 

one of the 12 categories of travelers permitted by the embargo.  Those categories are as follows:    

1. family visits;  

2. official business of the U.S. government, foreign governments, and certain 

intergovernmental organizations; 

3. journalistic activity;  

4. professional research and professional meetings;  

5. educational activities;  



6. religious activities;  

7. public performances, clinics, workshops, athletic and other competitions, and exhibitions; 

8. support for the Cuban people;  

9. humanitarian projects;  

10. activities of private foundations or research or educational institutes;  

11. exportation, importation, or transmission of information or information materials;  

12. and certain authorized export transactions 

There is no limit on the amount of money authorized travelers can spend in Cuba.  Each U.S. 

traveler to Cuba is limited to bringing back less than $100 in tobacco and alcohol, and $400 total in 

goods per person into the United States.  None of these items imported can be resold.  Unfortunately, 

Americans traveling to Cuba legally can’t bring back a box of Cohiba Behike cigars! 

This eased process has meant the USCG has no doubt received a surge of applications, which it 

may be ill prepared to process.  Rosa Garrison, who processes the Cuba permit applications for the 

USCG, called me a few days after I applied and she asserted over the phone that I was going to visit 

under a temporary sojourn from BIS.  In fact, I applied and was granted a one-year permit, for which I 

supplied a permit number, on CG-3300.  Clearly, she had confused my application with that of other 

boaters.  Even after I sent several e-mails to USCG to correct their error in addition to speaking to Ms. 

Garrison over the phone, they still persisted in saying I was travelling under a 14 day permit. 

I plan to write my second book about travelling from New Orleans to Panama in 31’ sailboat.   I 

have had some articles published by sailing magazines such as Southwinds’ November 2015 issue.  My 

application was under the journalist exemption.  (I have corresponded with one boater who qualified for 

a journalistic exemption certified by BIS prior to the general licensing reforms in September 2015 

because of his blog about his family’s travels in his catamaran.  He told me he was not aware that he 

needed a USCG permit, and had not, at the time of our correspondence, sought USCG approval.) 

For southern boaters, Cuba is in the way if you are coming from the Gulf of Mexico or Florida.  

Being from New Orleans, I wanted to stop.   Nevertheless, Ms. Garrison of the Coast Guard also asserted 

that you must return to the U.S.A. under OFAC general licenses.  This is only true under temporary 

sojourns without a BIS application.  One-way trips are permitted with BIS applications.  Further, OFAC 

since September 2015 has circulate a FAQ that says that there was no requirement that travelers to 

Cuba had to return directly to the United States.  I spoke to Captain Mark J. Fedor of the USCG’s 7th 

district, and he said that his office had rejected applications of boaters not coming from and returning to 

the U.S.   If a boater plans to sail from the Bahamas to Cuba for example, that skipper needs to apply for 

a BIS license before seeking USCG approval.   

The USCG eventually reconsidered and approved my Cuba application, apologizing for not 

reading my BIS permit.  It took me four months, three applications, and three permits from three 

different federal agencies, OFAC, BIS, and USCG, to legally travel to Cuba.   My BIS application took 

about a month as did the USCG permit.   I applied to OFAC even though I did not need to which also 

delayed the process a month.  Between the BIS approval and USCG application, I waited a month before 

filling out the CG-3300.  Now boaters just need the USCG permit, but by March 2016, it is possible that 

no preapproval will be necessary for boaters traveling under one of the twelve categories.  



Linus Wilson is the author of Slow Boat to the Bahamas, ©2015, Oxriver Publishing.  He sails a 31’ Island 

Packet sailboat. 

Addison Chan sails with his wife of 38 years Patricia on their 1999 Catalina 42 MK II, Threepenny 

Opera.  He has circumnavigated Cuba and has traveled by land and sea through each of Cuba’s 15 

provinces.  His pictures have been featured in the Cruising Guide to Cuba, Volume 1 by Captain Cheryl 

Barr and many other cruising publications. 

 

Picture Captions: 

 

Picture 1 

More than 90 miles separates American boats from Cuba.  They need a U.S. Coast Guard permit.  Photo 

and caption by Linus Wilson 

 

Picture 2 

This small, fast Coast Guard boat patrols the waters around New Orleans the author’s home port.  U.S. 

boaters must obtain pre-approval from the USCG’s 7th district in Miami to travel legally to Cuba.  Photo 

by Janna Wilson and caption by Linus Wilson 

 

 

Picture 3 

Forteleza San Carlos de la Cabana is one of the three fortresses that guard the entrance to Havana 

Harbor.   It is lesser known than the Castillo Morro.  It is the largest of the three fortresses and 

dominates the skyline overlooking Casa Blanca the community directly across from La Habana Vieja.  

Photo and caption by Addison Chan 

 

Picture 4 

These are fishermen on the beach in Manzanillo.  They are working together to help one of their own 

replace an engine in a privately owned fishing boat.  Although most of their catches are sold to the 

government for a nominal sum, recent reforms are permitting owners of vessels to keep as much as 20% 

of their catches to be sold on the open market.  Photo and caption by Addison Chan 

 

Picture 5 

The historic area of old Havana is characterized by narrow streets filled with faded but still majestic 

buildings.  Cars, bicycles and pedestrians co-exist peacefully as they compete for increasingly limited 



space.  Behind the crumbling facades many property owners have created modern dwellings that belie 

the crumbling exteriors.  Photo and caption by Addison Chan 

 

Picture 6 

No visit to Cuba is complete without a visit to Trinidad on the south central coast of Cuba.  As one of the 

oldest settlements in the New World, Trinidad has been nominated as a UNESCO world heritage site 

since 1988.  The restoration efforts by Cuban craftsmen were bolstered by UNESCO.  Photo and caption 

by Addison Chan 

 


