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1. Good evening, ladies and gentleman: dear friends.
Let me first of all tell you how pleased I am, and how grateful, to have been invited to take part in such an interesting initiative, and to be in such an excellent company. Indeed I am also very happy to have an opportunity to come back to Vienna where I spent nine years of my life, long ago, from 1964 to 1973. I was at that time a young Spanish antifascist freedom fighter, a young Socialist who had escaped a prison where I had been jailed by Franco's dictatorship and had to live in exile, preparing thus my return into my country. By the way, today: 15th June, is a very important day for me. Precisely 30 years ago we had our first democratic elections where I became a member of our first Parliament, after decades of fascist rule. Anyhow, in Vienna I had the chance and the privilege to work with friends like Bruno Kreisky, Henry Fisher or Peter Schieder. With them, I learnt the values of Democratic Socialism -coherence being one of those values, and therefore the rejection of any double standards when evaluating any situation-; I also learnt what solidarity was. As a matter of fact, all what I learnt in Vienna was to influence my work and my political action later: 22 years as a member of the Spanish Parliament; 4 years as President of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe; many years as President of the Interparliamentary Union -IPU- and now, a few more years as member of the European Parliament, where I am the Vice-president, and the spokesman of the Socialists at the Bureau of the Chamber, and also the President of the Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the People of Cuba.
2. It will be precisely from the vision of that Group that I shall focus on the subject on our Panel, and that I shall comment on the relations between the European Union and Cuba. Not being a diplomat myself, you will understand that I shall not use a diplomatic language: I shall present my views on the issue in a simple, factual and sincere way. Time limitation will oblige me to draw general lines without being able to enter into details or nuances; but in our debate we shall be able to clarify matters which may remain vague or may require deeper consideration. 
Our Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the People of Cuba was founded some six years ago and it is made of over 50 members of the European Parliament from 18 EU member States. Our members come from the left and from the centre of the Chamber: so far we have no members from the more conservative sector of the European Parliament spectrum. In fact most of us come from the Socialist Group, from the United Left and from the Greens. And we have also a few liberals among us. We are a quite plural Group, including in our approach and views about Cuba. But there are a few basic ideas upon which we all agree. We agree, for instance, about the two strategic goals of our Group: namely, to try to improve the relations between the EU and Cuba, and to try to contribute to improve the living conditions of Cubans in general.
There is something else which we share at our Friendship Group. That is the radical rejection of what has been the EU policy towards Cuba, at least for the last decade. We find that this policy has been unfair, unjustified, counterproductive for its own declared goals, and damaging both for the people of Cuba and, perhaps even more, for the interests and for the image of the European Union itself.  The policy which we have been denouncing with all our energy is above all a scandalous discrimination and makes out of Cuba a case of strict exception as compared with the way the European Union treats any other country, with similar features to those of Cuba or not.
3. Let me explain what I have just said out of two evidences which are indisputable. First: in the relation of the EU with any other country the question of Human Rights is a significant chapter, but only one besides others; in the relation with Cuba the issue of Human Rights becomes the unique chapter, the one which rubs off any other field of debate or cooperation. And second evidence: the EU has contacts with many countries where we find things that we do not like or that we may even disapprove. In all these cases we maintain a dialogue and we cooperate, among other things in order to try to improve those controversial issues. In all cases, but with one exception: Cuba. In the case of Cuba matters which we may dislike or disapprove become obstacles or pretexts of such a size that they prevent and forbid any bind of dialogue or cooperation.
4. This has lead to a number of situations which I may only describe as pure nonsenses: for instance Cuba is the only country in the developing world with which the European Union has no framework for development cooperation: no agreement of any nature exists with Cuba as it does exist with over 130 countries in the South. Another nonsense case: the European Union has a strategy for its action in the Caribbean; in such a strategy Cuba is totally ignored even if it means well over 50% of the total population of the area. One more case of nonsense is to try to develop a certain EU policy for Latin America, while ignoring the role which Cuba has plaid and does play in that region of the world...
5. Of course things do not happen by chance and one must wonder why such an exception, why such a discrimination towards Cuba on the side of the EU. The answer is clear but it is equally a very big shame for us Europeans. The only reason to such a behaviour is the will to please the United States. Some might say that it is a result of the pressure exerted by the US Administration upon our own Governments. The case is however that often such a pressure is not even necessary: our representatives behave so even before the American press at all, so strong is our will to follow them. The problem is that what we are following is a genuine obsession of the US Government. How else could we define the fact that when President Bush met a few days ago the Pope in Rome, his announcement after the meeting was that they had talked about Iraq and about Cuba. Who else could believe that Cuba is today one of the two biggest problems in the world!!! 
6. In any case the consequences of the EU policy towards Cuba are extremely negative. First of all it has meant that Europe has lost any influence on the Cuban situation: we are nowadays totally irrelevant. Moreover this policy makes us appear and being perceived as a simple agent of US interests and strategies. That is naturally very detrimental for our image among the Cuban people. But it is also detrimental for EU image among the Caribbean public opinion, among the Latin-American people and among the peoples of the Third World at large. In all these countries Cuba remains a significant point of reference and enjoys great respect, among other reasons because of the very strong and generous South-South solidarity and development cooperation which Cuba has been developing for many years. That is what explains matters that European leaders seem to ignore totally. For instance, that Cuba has been elected President of the non aligned, short time ago. And, for instance, that Cuba received 135 votes, to become a member of the UN Council for Human Rights. This took place at secret vote, overcoming a campaign of tremendous pressure led by the US and by the European Union member States at once. And the result was 135 countries of the international community challenging the powerful North and voting for Cuba.
7. The approach by our Friendship Group to the issue of EU-Cuba relations is the one which we should like to see on the side of the European Union. Our Group approaches the relations with Cuba in terms of friendship, just as we believe Europe should approach every country of the world. We are friends of Cuba, but that does not mean being fans. By the way this is a nuance which our Cuban partners do not always receive with full understanding; but it is an essential feature of our position. We feel free to criticize -and we do criticize- everything where criticism is justified on Cuban authorities' behaviour. But we make clear that our criticisms are made out of respect; out of a position of coherence and therefore of refusing any double standards; and out of a double recognition. First the recognition of the framework in which Cuba is forced to survive: that of the US blockade which lasts for many decades and has been repeatedly condemned in and overwhelming way by the international community at the UN. And second, the recognition of a number of essential achievements by Cuba.

We do not want to recall well known achievements which have become almost a slogan, like the ones in the fields of health and education. We prefer to recognize, for instance, that once the EU has declared that our essential target in what has to do with development aid -for which we spend over ten billion euros per year-, is the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals, Cuba is listed by UN sources as the country in the world having done highest progress in the implementation of those Millennium Development Goals. Moreover Cuba is also listed as the country in the world doing most in favour of the Millennium Development Goals being implemented in other countries of the South. By the way, the several thousands of Cuban doctors, teachers and other field workers operating in many countries on development cooperation programmes may be one of the reasons for the 135 votes which Cuba got at the UN Human Rights Council election which I have referred to a moment ago. Precisely this field of cooperation in favour of other developing countries is one of those where for a long time we have been suggesting that the EU and Cuba might well work together. Our suggestions were never accepted by the European Commission. Now such actions are covered out with financial means brought by Venezuela. I always find that it has been a chance missed by Europe, out of sectarian dogmatic positions which excluded any serious work with Cuban partners…
8.  
So far the framework of the relations between the EU and Cuba is basically drawn by what is called "the common position", further aggravated by the sanctions which were decided in 2003. The "common position" was established in 1996 following an initiative of one of the most reactionary Governments in any European country along recent years: that of José María Aznar in Spain, which was one of the best "allies" of the US Administration. About the "common position" we may just say the following. One: a "common position" exists only in connection with three or four countries in the world; it is therefore felt by Cuba as a matter of clear exception and discrimination. Two: it is less and less "common" as most EU member States do not share it really any longer and have understood that it leads nowhere but to contribute to European irrelevance on Cuban affairs. Three: it is not possible to pretend that a position may be acceptable for the Cuban authorities as partners, while it declares that our goal is to change the system operating in Cuba. You may dialogue and negotiate with a partner if you tell him that you want to improve this or that; but not if you declare that your aim is that he commits suicide…  And four: it is obvious that the "common position" has achieved no progress whatsoever towards the goals that it proclaims to be the target of such a policy: rather, the opposite has happened.

Concerning the sanctions which were imposed in 2003, they were ridiculous in many extents -closing down European cooperation in cultural events, for instance- and they were never followed by the European member States; otherwise they were only detrimental for European interests, if at all. The total lack of sense of the sanctions led to a positive action a year ago: to suspend them. But what should be convenient is to eliminate them at once. Their only goal nowadays is to add an obstacle to the relaunching of constructive, positive EU-Cuba relations. Unfortunately, when any initiative is taken to lift the sanctions, the required unanimity is not found, thus showing that a number of member States wish above all to maintain precisely obstacles for these relations. This is what happened a few days ago with a proposal by the German Presidency which had given us some hope, but failed to reach a final unanimous decision.

9. 
Let me add that the conservative oriented majority of the European Parliament is not contributing to the improvement of the relations between the EU and Cuba. Rather the opposite. That majority has chosen to make out of the Parliament a trench in support of what I call the US obsession. I shall give you a couple of facts which make that obvious: out of 15 resolutions which our Parliament has adopted concerning Latin America in the last few years, more than 10 concern Cuba. Aren't there other countries, other reasons for concern in that region of the world? Equally, in the last five years, twice the Sakharov Prize has been awarded to Cuban activists. Aren't there all over the world other people deserving more such a Prize? But even two days ago, when preparing the agenda for next week plenary session in Strasbourg, the question of Cuba was presented as an urgent matter to debate. No Palestine, no Lebanon, no Iraq… nothing but Cuba. This makes that a Group like ours remains in a permanent resistance role, while we should prefer to play a more constructive part, contributing to the establishment and implementation of a genuine cooperation policy between our Union and Cuba.

10. Our efforts therefore aim at convincing our colleagues, and the European Union at large, to put an end to double standards and to apply to Cuba strictly the same approach than we apply to any other country in the world: not to treat the Cubans worse than the Vietnamese, the Chinese, the Libyans or even the Saudi Arabians… As a matter of fact we were successful on a few issues. We succeeded, for instance, in opening an Office of the European Commission in Havana. The conservative forces which had strongly opposed that measure for years, once they were defeated, changed strategy and concentrated in having that Representation behaving as an agitation centre against the authorities and not as a centre to promote understanding, dialogue and cooperation with them.

Then, we have challenged all the time the so called "common position", indeed without success if it is not to see that there are more and more member States which do not really agree with it. And we tried hard to facilitate the signature by Cuba of the Cotonou Agreement which links the EU with 78 States in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific. Cuba submitted twice its candidature, but had to withdraw it as three or four EU member States made it clear that they would veto such a request. Our position was, once more, to demand that Cuba be treated exactly like all other 78 signatories. And by the way, these 78 African, Caribbean and Pacific countries had requested unanimously and several times to the EU to admit Cuba exactly as they had been admitted themselves.

We have also been pressing for the sanctions of 2003 to be eliminated at once; and we have asked for more resources to be given to European NGOs which conduct solidarity development programmes in Cuba. Last but not least, we use to mobilise our member States in specific votes at the UN, for instance in connection with the US blockade: we are happy that our Governments vote against it, but we deplore that, every time, the EU spokesman somehow jeopardises the debate, using his explanation of vote to criticise Cuba more than the aggressive US policy!!

11. Even if we recognise that we have been little successful so far, we have to state that currently things are moving in a much more hopeful direction. The Socialist Spanish Government has adopted a much more constructive policy, closely coincident with our own claims. And the Socialist Group at the European Parliament has left away any ambiguous position to fully back Spanish efforts. Indeed, there has been a strong US mobilisation so that the proposals by Spain -and even by the German Presidency- are stopped by a couple of States, as unanimity rule obliges to find a total agreement to move forwards. Fortunately, the Spanish Government has made clear that it is going to maintain its action, if we find support of 26, 20 or even only 2 countries. This has shown, at least, as I said a moment ago, that the "common position" is not common at all. 

Coming to my conclusion: I feel that we must keep putting pressure on all sides: what I find most frustrating is that the relations with the EU are getting less and less a priority for Cuba. I understand them: why should they care while they see that commercial, touristic, investment relations with EU member States are going very well? Within the EU, again I am afraid that Cuba is a very minor issue -perhaps with the exception of Spain-. Actually if we could move the Island two thousand kilometres away from Florida, nobody would really find much wrong in what happens in Cuba. But the Island is where it is. I am not pessimistic in spite of the meagre results which we may have recorded so far. And I feel that sooner than later we shall be able to sing "we shall overcome" and "Guantanamera" at once. In any case I always have in mind a say which I got from Omar Torrijos, the Panameño leader who got back the Canal for his people. He told me once "Miguel Ángel, no se aflija; que al que se aflige, lo aflojan…". I dare translate that as "Miguel Ángel don't get sad, because the one who gets sad, gets also sacked". That is it. Thank you for your attention and let us clarify whatever you may want in our debate.
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