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President Obama and Cuban President Raul Castro will likely cross paths at the U.N. General
Assembly in New York next week, the White House said Thursday.

There is no formal meeting scheduled between the two leaders, but it's expected they will have
the chance to interact, according to deputy national security adviser Ben Rhodes.

“I expect the president will have some opportunity to see President Castro,” he told reporters.

Rhodes said it's not clear how long the two leaders will have to meet, but added the encounter
could occur Monday or Tuesday.

“I don’t know they will have time for an extended [bilateral meeting],” he said. “I think they will
have some opportunity to speak to each other and continue this process of normalization.”

If they meet, it would be the first face-to-face discussion between Obama and Castro since the
U.S. and Cuba formally restored diplomatic relations in July.

The two leaders made history in April when they met at a regional summit in Panama, about
four months after announcing they would end a half-century of hostilities and pursue closer ties.
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A number of obstacles stand in the way of fully normalizing relations with Cuba, though,
including the U.S.’s 55-year-old trade embargo against the communist nation.

Castro is expected to use his first-ever appearance at the General Assembly to call for the
embargo to end. Obama supports lifting the embargo as well, but such a move requires an act
of Congress.

Most Republicans and some Democratic lawmakers oppose lifting the embargo, fearing it would
strengthen Castro’s government, which continues to repress its citizens.

Obama and Castro spoke by phone last week after the Obama acted unilaterally to chip away at
the embargo by easing certain restrictions on business and travel.

U.S. officials are reportedly weighing whether to accept a U.N. resolution condemning the
embargo, a move that would be unprecedented. But no final decision has been made,
according to The Associated Press.

While Obama and Castro agree the embargo should be lifted, the U.S. has continued to
express concern about Castro’s restrictions on free speech and assembly. Political opponents
are frequently beaten and jailed.

Rhodes said he expects Obama to convey those concerns to Castro. But the president will also
make the case that his effort to pursue diplomacy with traditional adversaries such as Cuba and
Iran is working.

He called Castro’s presence at the U.N. “a symbol that things have changed, that the United
States’ approach to Cuba has changed.”

In addition to Castro, Obama is also scheduled to meet with Russian President Vladimir Putin to
discuss the conflicts in Ukraine and Syria. The Soviet Union was Cuba'’s longtime patron during
the Cold War.

But Obama is not expected to meet with Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, following the
completion of their landmark nuclear deal this summer.
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