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Cuban Banking Study Group

V,Bégkers, regulators and government officials attend a banking workshop at Havana’s
Hotel Nacional in mid-July. It was the first such gathering in more than 50 years.

American and Cuban bankers
hold historic meeting

BY MIMI WHITEFIELD
mwhitefield@miamiherald.com

When South Florida
banking consultant Fer-
nando Capablanca recently
spoke about the Cuban

.banking system — the
pre-1959 Cuban banking
system — he was surprised
at the compliments he
received.

‘That the perspective of
someone with his long
years in international
‘banking might be appre-
ciated isn’t too surprising.
But the venue was Havana
and the compliments were
coming from Cuban bank-

“ers.

Shortly after the United
States and Cuba an-
nounced they were work-

“ing toward normalizing
relations on Dec. 17.2014.

consumer lending or who
the main players were. On
the flip side, Cubans bank-
ers also had plenty of ques-
tions about banking in the
United States.

“It’s been a closed door,
and there really weren’t
interactions between Cu-
ban and American bankers
in so long that you almost
had to start over with the
basics,” said David Seleski,
president and chief exec-
utive of Pompano Beach-
based Stonegate Bank, the
one U.S. bank that has
taken advantage of new
opportunities for the U.S.
financial sector opened up
by the Obama adminis-
tration.

“The real logic for the
workshop is we have a lot
of Cuban Americans in
South Florida and one day

administers and enforces
the embargo against Cuba,
but first Capablanca had to
determine if the Cuban
government was even
interested in the idea.
When he talked with
José Ramén Cabaiias, now
the Cuban ambassador to
the United States, Capa-
blanca said Cabaiias told
him he thought it was a
“great idea.” But “approval
from Cuba’s central bank
was critical,” Capablanca
said. About a year ago, he
traveled to Havana to meet
with executives from the
Banco Nacional de Cuba.
“They asked me, ‘Why
do you want to do this?””
said Capablanca, managing
director of Whitecap Con-
sulting Group. “I said I'd
like to see private banks
flourish again alongside

From left, David Schwartz, president of the Florida
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International Bankers Association; Jeff de Laurentis, chief
of mission at the U.S. Embassy in Havana; and Fernando
Capablanca, president of the Cuban Banking Study Group.

probably better than
anyone expected,”
Schwartz said. “They had a
lot of questions because we
have a dual banking sys-
tem. There were a lot of
things they didn’t under-
stand about our banking
system and we didn’t know
a lot of things about their
banking system either. It
was pulling back the veil.”

Schwartz said he was
surprised to learn that
there was a Cuba bank that
did lending for consumer
purchases such as washers
and dryers, that there was
a savings bank that offers
term accounts and that 70
to 80 percent of bank
workers and executives are
women.

Raul Valdes-Fauli, presi-
dent of Coral Gables-based
Professional Bank, said he

Future of its Banking and
Financial System.”

Those who attended said
the sessions really weren’t
about the Cuban economy
or the nitty-gritty of how
Cuba and U.S. banks might
do business, but rather
broad brush strokes of how
both countries’ banking
systems operate.

Capablanca said there
may be a follow-up meet-
ing early next year. In
terms of next steps in the
fledgling banking relation-
ship, Schwartz said, “A lot
will depend on our elec-
tion.”

Rich Daily, president of
Miami-based Apollo Bank,
said he’d like to see a fol-
low-up as soon as possible.
“The workshop definitely
was not a waste of time. It
was a meeting that had to
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Stonegate Bank President
David Seleski with a credit
card his bank issued for use
in Cuba by U.S. travelers.

willing to tread that road.
“I’'m very happy we en-
tered the market. [ think
it’s going very well,” Se-
leski said. “Because it’s a
very structured rules-based
system, we almost take the
opposite tack from other
banks — that [Cuba busi-
ness] is less of a risk.”

If Stonegate has a ques-
tion, he said, “We call
OFAC and it’s either per-
missible or it is is not.”

Since June, when Stone-
gate began offering its
Cuba credit cards, it has
received close to 850 card
applications, Seleski said.
But it’s difficult to tell if all
of the applications are
Cuba-related, he said.

The bank only recently
began to issue the cards
and many applications are
still in the pipeline. “I have
one and it has been work-
ing just fine,” Seleski said.
There are currently about
10,000 points of sale that
accept credit cards in Cuba
and 600 ATMs, he said.

Unlike other credit
cards, when customers
apply for a card that will be
used in Cuba, they must
attest to falling into one of



Capablanca thought it was
also time that Cuban and
U.S. bankers, banking reg-
ulators and government
officials from both coun-
tries sit down and get reac-
“quainted. It was a long-
shot to be sure, but Capa-
"blanca, the president of the
Cuban Banking Study
Gtoup, persisted.

"The result was a two-
day; invitation-only work-
shop, held in"Havana in
mid-July that was attended
by about 100 people.

Even though the Federal
Reserve Banks of Atlanta
and Boston operated
-branches in Cuba at one
point, J.P. Morgan estab-

“lished the Trust Company
of Cuba — the largest Cu-
ba bank at the time of the
1959 revolution, and U.S.
banks once flourished on
the island, there hasn’t

“beén such a cordial meet-
ing between U.S. bankers

--and their Cuban counter-

-parts in well over half a
century.

The U.S.-Cuba banking
relationship was severed
oii'Sept. 17, 1960, when
Cuba confiscated Chase,
National City Bank of New
York and Bank of Boston
branches on the island.

But Capablanca said that
“when things started im-
proving [with the rap-
prochement], T thought it
would be a good idea to get
to'’know the banking sys-
‘tein in Cuba better.” Many
U.S. bankers didn’t know
much about how banking
in Cuba is structured,
whether Cuban banks did

the embargo will go away,
so banks are exploring
future options,” said Se-
leski, who attended the
Havana workshop.

Already, U.S. regulatory
changes allow U.S. banks
to support credit and debit
cards used by U.S. travelers
to Cuba, permit U.S. fi-
nancing of some autho-
rized exports to the island,
and allow Cuban nationals
in Cuba to have U.S. bank
accounts for authorized
transactions.

The Obama adminis-
tration would like U.S.
banks to act on this open-
ing, but so far they’ve been
reluctant to engage. Orga-
nizers said the get-ac-
quainted workshop was a
necessary first step in the
process.

To get to the point where
Cuban and American bank-
ers were listening to pre-
sentations on the history of
banking in both countries,
cybersecurity and anti-
money-laundering mea-
sures, as well as sharing
perspectives at coffee
breaks, was the culmina-
tion of a nearlyl8-month
odyssey through both U.S.
and Cuban bureaucracies.

Capablanca and David
Schwartz, chief executive
of the Florida International
Bankers Association, sat
down with the Miami Her-
ald to talk about the histor-
ic workshop and how it
came about.

It meant coordinating
with the State Department
and the Office of Foreign
Assets Control, which

Cuban banks. Cuba had a
very robust banking system
in 1958 — perhaps the
strongest in Latin Amer-
ica.”

When he got the green
light from the Banco Na-
cional, he went to the
board of the Cuban Bank-
ing Study Group. The
board gave its approval,
but it was skeptical about
pulling off the workshop.
With board approval, Ca-
pablanca recruited the
Florida International Bank-
ers Association as a part-
ner.

Then began the process
of coordinating with U.S.
officials and sending agen-
das and revised agendas to
Havana for approval. Last
spring Capablanca and

+ Schwartz traveled to Hava-

na to finalize the agenda in
hopes of holding the work-
shop in the fall. But federal
officials told Capablanca
the only dates they had
open for such a meeting
were July 14 and 15.
Finally the stage was set
for the workshop at the
Hotel Nacional that in-
cluded 15 members of the
federal government, in-
cluding representatives
from OFAC, the Federal
Reserve, the State Depart-
ment, Treasury and Com-
merce; around two dozen
Cuban government offi-
cials from various agen-
cies, Cuban bankers, U.S.
bankers — mainly from
Florida, and a few repre-
sentatives of international
banks with offices in Cuba.
“The interaction was

attended the workshop to
gain a better understand-
ing of the Cuban banking
system, meet some Cuban
central bankers in person,
and see how Cuban banks
are working with private
Cuban entrepreneurs.

He said he learned a new
Spanish acronym on the
trip, TCPs, short for traba-
Jadores de cuenta propia,
the Cuban terim for those
who work on their own and
don’t hold state jobs.
“There is some financing
available for their busi-
nesses,” he said. And more
surprising to him, the Cu-
ban bankers “were speak-
ing proudly of them,” he
said.

“I'm really glad I went,”
Valdes-Fauli said. “There
was a lot of good talking
going on during the coffee
breaks and at the closing
reception. And those con-
versations were probably
as important as what was
going on in the formal
sessions.-This is how rela-
tionships begin.”

He said he’s unclear
what next steps his bank
might take. “I'm still trying
to get my head around
what I heard there,” he
said.

“It was really an educa-
tional opportunity and we
also reviewed all the reg-
ulatory changes since De-
cember 2014,” Capablanca
said. Armed with new
information from the work-
shop, he said, the Cuban
Banking Study Group plans
to update its 1995 book,
“Cuba: Past, Present and

be held,” he said. “We’re
not ramping up to do any
business was Cuba at this
point, but we do want to
keep on top of things.”

Most bankers are still on
the fence when it comes to
Cuba. After the workshop,
Capablanca said that “no
one is taking the next step
of trying to enter the Cu-
ban market, but they did
want to learn more.
There’s still only one U.S.
bank operating in Cuba.”

And that is Stonegate,
which not only serves as
the banker for the Cuban’
Embassy in Washington,
but also offers MasterCard
debit and credit cards that
can be used in Cuba by
authorized U.S. travelers
and has signed a corre-
spondent banking deal
with Cuba’s Banco In-
ternacional de Comercio

San Juan-based Banco
Popular de Puerto Rico has
announced plans to offer
MasterCard services in
Cuba soon, but so far other
banks have been reluctant
to follow suit, saying cur-
rently the potential risk of
doing business with Cuba
outweighs the potential
monetary benefits.

“It’s going to have to be
the two governments that
will get the doors open. As
the Cuban market opens
up more and more, I can
assure you that every ma-
jor credit card provider will
want to be there,” Dailey
said. But he said there’s
still a “bumpy road” ahead
before that day arrives.

But Stonegate has been
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12 categories of travel
currently authorized by the
U.S. government. “We rely
on the traveler [to be truth-
ful],” Seleski said. “The
liability is with the indivi-
dual.”

Stonegate’s Cuba busi-
ness also is moving ahead
on other fronts. Although it
still must work through
third-party banks, “We are
making transfers to Cuba
regularly for our corporate
customers,” Seleski said.
“We also have a lot of
Cuban entrepreneurs who
bank with us.”

At this point he said it’s
mostly Cuban artists who
sell their work at U.S. gal-
leries, musicians and some
owners of private busi-
nesses on the island who
are opening the accounts.
“We’re getting a lot of
feedback that are other
banks also are interested in
doing this too,” Seleski
said.

“We feel very strongly
about what we’re doing.
It’s been because it’s the
right thing to do, not about
making a whole lot of
money. It’s about building
a relationship,” Seleski
said. Because Stonegate
agreed to bank the Cuban
Embassy, it got something
of a head-start and “we’ve
gotten comfortable dealing
with the Cubans,” he said.

Right now, Seleski said,
“it’s important for U.S.
banks and Cuban banks to
increase the dialogue.
Hopefully there will be
more of these events both
here and in Cuba.”

$182.00

Gones Prce (or 7lig x &)

Nexium™ %826.49 @ Esomeprazole’ *84.00 | Advair™ $1105.23 @ fametsold 814900

Typesl US B4 Pz fon Ao 1100 Gecez Puce for Koo x 100 fes US Biand P fox 750 SBiaeg x 160 {'f'mi'im i

Premarin™ 448 Conj. Estrogen” *47.00 | Ewista™  $772.37 Raloxifene”  $82.00
5 @ oo L @) s

2ted with ihe brand name products in ihis 1d belang lo
e Ingredicnis 2s ihe onginal br2nd name drug, bul e

I US Brond

o/

Gorene Fuce for 050010

Typecad US Brard Prce [

Canada Drug Center




