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The end of the embargo
WHEN THE AMERICAN EMBARGO OF CUBA EVENTUALLY ENDS, WILL 

THERE BE CAUSE FOR CELEBRATION OR CONCERN? SOME AFICIONADOS 
WORRY THAT HABANOS SA WILL NOT BE ABLE TO KEEP UP WITH 

INCREASED DEMAND FROM A NOW-LEGITIMATE AMERICAN MARKET, 
WRITES SAMUAL SPURR
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Mike Choi, of Casa Puro Ltd. and 
manager of the Edward Sahakian Cigar 
Shop in London, notes Obama’s move 
initially panicked his clientele. “Even 
though the embargo is still in place, guests 
were asking about stock availability and 

pricing. At the shop, we felt guests buying 
more boxes than usual after Obama’s visit 
to Cuba and I can’t blame them—why 
take the risk of not been able to buy your 
favourite cigars in the future, when you 

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE Cuban 
embargo ends? The question has been 
posed for decades, but seems to be the hot 
question amongst cigar aficionados since 
President Obama announced a resumption 
of diplomatic relations and more recently 

lifting limits on the number of Cuban cigars 
US citizens can bring with them into the US. 
What has many Cuban cigar purists worried 
is the Cuban cigar market being gobbled up 
by the USA. 

“Even though the embargo is still in place, guests were asking  
about stock availability and pricing. At the shop, we felt guests 
buying more boxes than usual after Obama’s visit to Cuba and  

I can’t blame them.”

could stock up now?” he explains. 
Rob Ayala, Australian-based Cuban cigar 

retailer and owner of global discussion 
forum Friends of Habanos, is sceptical about 
the immediacy of the embargo’s demise, 
however. “I am always enthused when 

another crack appears in the wall that is the 
embargo. However, a ‘dead duck’ President 
and an ageing Raul are not the future to its 
lifting,” he says. 

He notes clients do have concerns, 
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current global supply of Cuban cigars. 
“Supply of Cuban cigars is already 

suffering and it’s got nothing to do with 
the US market. I think Habanos know they 
cannot make such a big impact in the US 
cigar market without affecting the rest of 
the world,” he says. 

“These other markets have supported 
Cuba’s cigar market for over 50 years 
and I’m sure all the distributors have had 
some heated discussions with Habanos SA 
regarding future supply.” 

That said, Ayala identifies that 
improvements could be made at the harvest 
production level. “The fix here is for the 

Cuban state monopoly to pay farmers 
properly and on time,” he says. “There is 
so much more quality tobacco that can be 
grown on land that used to grow it. There 
is no need to have a shortage with proper 
planning.” 

Choi also notes that the current area of 
land in the Vuelta Abajo region classified as 
vegas de primeras is surprisingly small.  

These viewpoints are cold comfort 
for Cuban cigar fans, who face potential 
shortcomings in access to stock. Choi’s 
best case scenario is that the embargo still 
takes a few more years to be lifted fully, 
FDA regulations stop the import and sale of 
Cuban cigars is the USA, as Habanos SA will 

“Supply of Cuban 
cigars is already 

suffering and it’s got 
nothing to do with 

the US market. I think 
Habanos know they 
cannot make such a 
big impact in the US 
cigar market without 
affecting the rest of 

the world.”

though, saying, “There is an underlying 
concern as to how the Cuban state 
monopoly will manage both quality and 
quantity. There have been major strides in 
the former combined with an appalling 
failure in the latter.” 

Ayala also points out that, despite 
there being various estimates, somewhere 
between 20% to 30% of Cuban cigars 
already end up in the USA.

Choi and Ayala both believe that, should 

the embargo come to an end, a tumultuous 
two to three years will follow.  

“It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to 
understand the ramifications,” says Ayala. 
“The FDA position throws a potential 
spanner in the works influencing timing, 
availability, packaging, and price via 
taxation.” 

Choi identifies trademark issues and the 
2016 FDA ruling impacting the US cigar 
market, but also one other factor: the 
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not pay the compliance fees, while Cuban 
harvests produce better yield and quality 
control increases. 

Ayala’s vision of a best case scenario 
is a continuation of the current climate 
of annoying shortages across many lines 
and a gradual increase in pricing. “Quality 
improvements will continue as those within 
the industry at all levels come closer to be 
paid a realistic living wage,” he says.

The ramifications of the end of the 

embargo aren’t just felt by retailers. 
Presenting the view of a non-Cuban cigar 
producer, Paloma Szathmáry, Senior Vice 
President of Corporate Communications at 
Oettinger Davidoff, met news of improved 
relations between the USA and Cuba with 
great anticipation. 

“We very much welcomed the 
developments regarding the relations 
between Cuba and the US,” he says. “It 
will provide a real ‘boost’ to the premium 
cigar market, which we find exciting. And 
of course, it also opens up the possibility 

for Oettinger Davidoff to explore the 
opportunity to manufacture cigars in 
Cuba—as we did until 1989.” 

Szathmáry also notes Oettinger Davidoff 
looks forward to including Cuban cigars in 
its US retail stores as it does in many located 
outside the US.

With the potential lifting of the 
embargo, Cuban cigar purists may look to 
the non-Cuban cigar world. And indeed, 
there are plenty of gems that even the most 

entrenched Cuban cigar aficionado may be 
tempted by. Here’s my roundup of the non-
Cuban sticks that are worth exploring: 

Davidoff Grand Cru: The Davidoff Grand 
Cru is a light-bodied masterpiece. This 
delicate smoke exhibits enthralling notes of 
cedar and hay.

Padron 1926 Serie: Created to celebrate 
Jose Padron’s 75th birthday, chocolate, 
almond and mild spice notes make this 
a mouth-watering Padron a must in any 
humidor. 

Bespoke Cigars Grand Café: Blended 

by Hendrik Kelner Jr., The Grand Café is a 
delight to the senses. Orange peel combines 
with a light floral aroma in this light-bodied 
cigar.

Gurkha Cigars Cellar Reserve 21 Years: 
Recently released and featuring 21-year-old 
Dominican tobacco, the cigar’s initial puffs 
reveal light all spice with some sweet ginger 
notes. Floral notes grace the middle third, 
while sea salt is evident throughout.

Flor de Selva 20th Anniversary: 

Celebrating Maya Selva’s 20th anniversary is 
an exceptional blend of Honduran tobacco. 
Light spice combines with an apricot and 
citrus zing, while hints of chocolate and 
cream round out the palate. 

Dictador Cigars J. Nelson 1974: 
Blended to complement Dictador’s 
premium rums, the J. Nelson 1974’s San 
Andres wrapper is aged for six months 
in Dictador’s Rum barrels and combines 
with Dominican Republic filler and binder 
to reveal light sweet notes and tastebud-
tingling spice. 

“There is an underlying concern as to how the Cuban state 
monopoly will manage both quality and quantity. There have  
been major strides in the former combined with an appalling 

failure in the latter.”
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