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1.
 INTRODUCTION

1.1. Our mission in Cuba 

A delegation of the Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the People of Cuba, which operates within the European Parliament, visited that country from December 7th to December 13th , 2002. Almost from the very moment when the Group was created a couple of years ago, that visit had been a natural objective of ours. The aims of such a visit were to tighten the links with Cuban society and institutions, to improve our knowledge about them and also to inform our partners about the work, which our Group has been carrying out in order to promote the relations between Cuba and the European Union.

At last, we were able to find suitable dates for our mission and even if other commitments prevented some of our Group members from joining us, as they would have very much liked to do; our delegation was reasonably large and representative. Finally we were eight members of the European Parliament – four women and four men - travelling to Cuba and included members from three political Groups and five nationalities of our Chamber.

1.2. Contents of this report

This brief report about our visit should include first of all the points of our programme, without any further comment, followed by the presentation which we repeated at the beginning of our different meetings. Then we shall include a number of comments concerning the impressions which we got after our talks with our different Cuban partners, with the Ambassadors for all European member States who have a diplomatic representation in Cuba – that included also the representatives of the European Commission – and with representatives of NGO’s from our respective countries who are conducting in Cuba a number of co-operation and solidarity projects financed with Community resources. Lastly, and in order to conclude our report, we shall refer to the most immediate results of our visit, putting perhaps some emphasis on the perspectives which it may have opened for the further work of our Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the people of Cuba.

1.3. Our thanks

From the very beginning of this text, it is our duty and indeed, our pleasure, to underline the cordiality and the sincerity with which we were treated all along our visit by our Cuban hosts; it was their National Assembly – the Cuban Parliament – and its staff who were responsible for the logistics of our programme. We are also happy to stress the full co-operation that we found from the Embassy of Greece in Havana. Actually, as Denmark has no resident Ambassador in Cuba, it was Greece that held the Presidency of the Council. And thus, Ambassador George Kostoulas took good care of us from our very arrival to the airport; he organised at his residence a meeting with all his European colleagues and he honoured us with a cocktail where we were able to talk with many interesting personalities; Mr. Kostoulas was also instrumental in preparing some important meetings of our programme such as the one with the Cardinal Archbishop of Havana. Our thanks go also to the leader of the European Commission Delegation in Mexico which has been so far dealing with Cuban affairs, and who travelled to Havana in order to meet with us. Mr. Germano Straniero was accompanied by Mr. Olivier Bretéché who has been in charge of the Technical Assistance Office that the Union has kept in Cuba. Mr. Bretéché was all the time at the disposal of our delegation in a most diligent and efficient way; he arranged at his office our meeting with the representatives of the many European NGO’s which do operate in Cuba.

1.4 The composition of our delegation 

The delegation which paid this visit consisted of the following eight members of the European Parliament.

- Miguel Angel Martínez. Socialist Group, Spain. President of the Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the People of Cuba. Member of the Committee on Development and Co-operation and the Committee on Foreign Affairs of the European Parliament. Vice-president of the Joint Parliamentary Assembly ACP-UE.

- Joaquim Miranda. Group of the Unitarian European Left. Portugal. President of the Committee on Development and Co-operation of the European Parliament.  Member of the Joint Parliamentary Assembly ACP-UE. 

- Bob Van den Bos. Group of the European Liberal, Democrat and Reform Party. The Netherlands. Rapporteur for the Report on Human Rights situation in the world. Member of the Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Committee on Development and Co-operation of the European Parliament. Member of the Joint Parliamentary Assembly ACP-UE. 

- Paquita Sauquillo. Socialist Group. Spain. Member of the Committee on Development and Co-operation of the European Parliament. Co-ordinator of her political group in that Committee. Member of the Joint Parliamentary Assembly ACP-UE. 

- Pedro Marset. Group of the European United Left. Spain. Member of the European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs and Vice-president of the Parliament’s Delegation for South America and MERCOSUR.

- Imelda Mary Read, Socialist Group. United Kingdom. President during the first half legislature of the European Parliament’s Delegation European Parliament- US Congress. 

- Laura González, Group of the European United Left. Spain. Member of the European Parliament’s Delegation for relations with the countries of Central America and Mexico

- Karin Scheele, Socialist Group. Austria. Member of the Committee on Development and Co-operation of the European Parliament. Member of the Joint Parliamentary Assembly ACP-UE. 

2. PROGRAMME

The programme of our visit, just like all the preparations for this mission was co-ordinated with full support by the Cuban Ambassador in Brussels, Mr. Rodrigo Malmierca. The programme included absolutely all the requests that we had suggested. Our hosts just added a few meetings with institutions which proved to be most interesting. The programme that we finally followed was very intense and developed in the following terms:

2.1 Saturday December 7

· Departure from Europe in the morning

· Arrival in Havana in the evening

· Welcome at the airport by the Greek Ambassador and his assistants and by high officials of the National Assembly

· Hotel arrangements

2.2. Sunday December 8

· Visit to the tourism region of Varadero

· Meeting with leaders of the Provincial Assembly and with officials of tourism industry

· Trip back to Havana and individual meetings and dinners with our respective Ambassadors.

2.3. Monday December 9

· Meeting with leading members of the Committee for International Relations of the National Assembly: Lázaro  Barreda and Tubal Paez (member and Vice-president of the Committee respectively)

· Meeting with Osvaldo Martínez, President of the Committee for Economic Affairs of the National Assembly and President of the Centre for the Study of World Economy.

· Meeting with MP Nieves Alemañy, National Organiser of the Federation of Cuban Women.

· Meeting with the Ambassadors of member States of the European Union and with the Representative of the European Commission in Mexico, who is responsible for Cuban Affairs.

· Cocktail at the residence of the Greek Ambassador, meeting there interesting Cuban and other personalities.

2.4. Tuesday December 10

· Meeting with Cardinal Archbishop of Havana, Jaime Ortega.

· Visit to the School of Social Workers: information on education, social and cultural programmes for young people.

· Meeting with Martha Lomas and Ricardo Guerrero, Minister and Deputy Minister for Foreign Investments and Economic Co-operation.

· Visit to the Institute for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology

· Meeting with Felipe Pérez Roque and Angel Dolman, Minister and Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs.

2.5. Wednesday December 11
· Visit to the Municipality and People’s Council of Hata Naranjo, Guanabacoa; Metal plant, workshop for repair of clinic and medical furniture, primary school and local medical hospital.

· Meeting with the leaders of the Department of International Relations of the Communist Party of Cuba. Oscar Martínez Cordovés, Deputy leader, and Abelardo Curbelo, responsible for relations with Europe.

· Visit to the Latin-American School of Medical Sciences. Meeting with its Deputy Rector and talks with some students.

· Meeting with several Cuban NGO’s which co-operate with their European partners in a number of development programmes and projects.

2.6. Thursday December.12

· Visit to the Technical Assistance Office of the European Commission and talks with its leader Olivier Bretéché.

· Meeting with representatives of 15 European NGO’s (2 for Germany, 4 from Spain, 5 from Italy and 1 from France, Sweden, Portugal and the United Kingdom) which are currently implementing co-operation projects in Cuba.

· Visits to two projects of those that are being implemented by some of the NGO’s which we had just interviewed.

· Visit to the Rum Museum: information about the conflict with the firm Bacardi caused by the use of trade marks and patents.

· Visit to some programmes of rehabilitation of Old City of Havana led by the Historian of the City.

· Cocktail and meeting with high officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, including Minister Perez Roque and his Deputies, Fernando Ramirez and Angel Dalmau.

2.7. Friday December 13

· Meeting with Ricardo Alarcón, Speaker, and with Ramón Pez Ferro, President of the Committee of International Relations, of the National Assembly. Pez Ferro is also the Secretary of the Bureau of the Latin-American Parliament.

· Meeting with Carlos Lage, Vice-president of the State Council and Secretary General of the Government of Cuba.

· Press Conference by the President of the Delegation

· Departure from Havana back to Europe

2.8.
Other tasks

Besides all the meetings included in our Program, there were some others that were undertaken in a less formal way by some individual members of our delegation. Of course that refers to the more private meetings that we had with our Ambassadors; but besides that we may report a talk by Mr. Van der Bos with Osvaldo Payá, from the Liberation Christian Movement and who had just been granted the Sakharov  prize by the European Parliament. Similarly Paquita Sauquillo met with leaders from the Cuban Democratic Socialist Stream. Furthermore Miguel Angel Martínez met Mr. Enrique Montoto, the Director of the Team for Services of Translators and Interpreters and forwarded him a letter from the Interpretation Department of the European Parliament which is interested to explore the availability in Cuba of interpreters into Spanish from languages like Czech, Polish, Hungarian and so on.

3. OUR PRESENTATION

Practically in every meeting we launched our talks with a presentation, more or less detailed depending on each case, and which was expressed in the following terms:

3.1. The Group for Friendship and Solidarity 

First of all it was necessary to clarify the nature of our Delegation, which was not one of the European Parliament as such but one of the Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the people of Cuba that exists within the Parliament. Our Group was therefore introduced not as a statutory structure but as an informal one in which around forty Parliamentarians –men and women – participate spontaneously. These colleagues belong to all nationalities and member States of the European Union and they come form the different political groups of the Parliament, even if most of them belong to the left and centre left groups of our Chamber.

The Group was said to be based upon the interest, the friendship and the love for the people of Cuba and upon a solidarity which, by the way, is expressed in a slightly different way as one will notice in the talks with our delegation. Actually we are a pluralistic Group out of our different ideologies and even out of our different way to understand the relations between Cuba and the European Union.

After this introduction, we introduced the members of our delegation in the same terms as we have done in point 1.4. of this very report.

3.2. Regular activities

We then explained what have been so far the regular activities developed by our Group. That consisted mainly in meeting with Development Ministers of the different countries that had hold the presidency of the European Council in order to discuss with them about the relations between Cuba and Europe. Similar encounters were organised with officials of the European Commission who were in charge if these matters. In the same way we had met with Cuban personalities who had come to Brussels, or with the Ambassador of Cuba, or with European NGO’s that work in solidarity programmes in that country.

3.3 Our Group’s reason to be

As a matter of fact what all the members of the Group do share, and what has been the engine of our activity is mobilising on two different issues. First of all, mobilising against the blockade or of the embargo that has been imposed upon Cuba for more than 40 years by the United States and that has been repeatedly denounced and condemned by the International community. And then, mobilising also against the discrimination that Cuba has suffered often on the side of the European Union and that can only been explained by the acceptance of US pressures by the Union. Our two demands are therefore: one, to get the embargo lifted for good. And two, to succeed in having the European Union treating Cuba exactly as we treat any other country; Cuba should not be a special case nor an exception. It should be one more partner of the European Union, to whom we apply the same standards that we do apply to anybody else.

3.4 Three short term goals

Having said all that, we underlined that, besides our specific mobilisation actions against the blockade, what we had tried was to concentrate our action for the sake of achieving three precise short-term goals. That was something that we had been permanently pushing forwards in a co-ordinated way, both within the Parliament and within the Joint Parliamentary Assembly ACP-UE.

The first one of these three goals was and remains the elimination, or at least the reform, of the so-called “common position of the European Union on Cuba”. There are many reasons for which we believe that such a “position” should not exist. Let us first recall that according to the “common position” the democratisation of Cuba is regarded as a precondition, and not – as it would be more reasonable – as a result of the co-operation between that country and the European Union. There are also many arguments that we have used against that statement. The fact that there is no such “common position” concerning any other single country makes it a gross discrimination; then, one may see how negative its record has been as it has not contributed at all to the implementation of the aims that it claims to pursue, rather the opposite having been the case; but above all, it is in full contradiction with what each one and every single member State of the European Union has been doing unilaterally: practically all of them have increased the co-operation with Cuba in all fields, even if some have done it more than others.

The second goal of our Group has been to succeed in having Cuba signing the Cotonou Agreement, just as this had been repeatedly and unanimously requested by the 77 States of Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific which are associated to the European Union through that Treaty, and that form altogether the ACP community. Our task on this issue has been a double one. On the one side we had to convince the Cuban authorities to present once more their application to sign the Agreement. On the other side we had to convince the member States of the European Union to treat Cuba like all other 77 signatories had been treated, and therefore no to prevent a signature that will have only positive effects for the Cubans and certainly for the relations between Cuba and Europe.

Our third goal has been to convince the European Commission to open a Delegation in a country that is probably the main one in the Caribbean region.

3.5 Some success

Having mentioned the three goals of the Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the people of Cuba, we had to evaluate the success that we might have reached on each one of these issues. It seemed that we were close to fully succeed on the third one, as it is foreseen that the Delegation will be opened in February 2003. Moreover, at the same time or a bit later a technical co-operation Agreement will be signed which will thus put an end to the strange and shameful situation that made that, so far, Cuba is the only country in Latin America with which the European Union has no document as a formal framework for our relations. It is our intention to follow the procedure until the Delegation is really opened in a short time.

Concerning the Cotonou Agreement, we were satisfied by the fact that the Cuban President, Fidel Castro, in his address to the Summit of Caribbean States that was held in Havana at the same time as our visit, responded in a favourable way to the request of his guests, and committed himself to present Cuba’s application to sign the Partnership Agreement.  Our task now should be to press so that the European Union puts no obstacles to such application. That seems to be a good field for our Group’s action and our feelings are quite optimistic on this matter.

About the “common position”, it has just been revised and a number of changes have been introduced in it. Some of them go in the right direction, but they are minor ones and therefore the “common position” had to be reported as remaining a regrettable obstacle for the progress of the relations between Cuba and the European Union. We could only say that we shall keep sparing no efforts in trying to put an end to something that we regard both as shameful and crazy.

3.6 Some concrete initiatives. Our Group as a bridge.

As we said before, coming to Cuba was something that our Group wanted to do from the moment when it was born. Thanks to this visit and thanks to the very hard program that we had requested to follow, it should be possible for us to learn more about the situation in Cuba and to meet the main characters of that situation. We should also see how one might better implement European solidarity so that it becomes most effective. And we could also take the opportunity to explain and to discuss about the big changes that the European Union is just undergoing: its enlargement, its reforms, the activity of the Convention, the consolidation of the PESC, and so on.

Certainly, wherever and whenever we would find it convenient we should put forward our disagreements and we should debate on issues pertaining to human rights, fundamental freedoms and progress in Cuba, in Latin America, in Europe and in the global world where we all live. Moreover we were going to show concern about a couple of concrete cases that had been forwarded to us by colleagues in the European Parliament, and that were related to activists or dissidents who might be in prison; or about Osvaldo Payá who was supposed to travel to Strasbourg and receive there the Sakharov Prize from the European Parliament.

Let us say last, that our Group for Friendship and Solidarity expects to act as a special bridge that will contribute to improve the relations between the European Parliament – and the European Union at large – and Cuba and its people. And it was, bearing this and our friendship in mind, that we expected to be able to implement our task here and in Europe, also thanks to this visit.

4. OUR IMPRESSIONS AND SOME COMMENTS

Now that we have just completed our visit to Cuba, we may make an initial summary containing our first impressions and some comments both about the situation in Cuba and about the current state and the perspectives in the relations between the European Union and that country.

For that reason we have found it convenient to mix on the one side our conclusions after the meetings with our Cuban partners and on the other side what resulted out of our talks with the Ambassadors from European Union States and with representatives of NGO’s from the same countries who are carrying out in Cuba projects totally or partially financed with Community funds. Actually most of our impressions are the synthesis of what we heard from both sides.

4.1. The situation in Cuba: political aspects

The impressions that we got about the political situation in Cuba were mainly the results of the contacts with our partners, mainly with Vice-president Carlos Lage, Foreign Minister Felipe Perez Roque, the Speaker of the National Assembly Ricardo Alarcón, Cardinal Jaime Ortega, and with our Ambassadors. Out of all these talks one may conclude that social and political situation in Cuba is rather stabilised. On these very days the election process was about to finish: all through it, local and provincial Councils had already been renewed and in the coming weeks a new National Assembly will be elected. It is a long and complicated procedure where political parties – the Communist Party – are not directly involved. The process is rather an Assembly type one, certainly subject to strong criticism on our side, but which operates in any case with a strong mobilisation of the candidates and of the so called "mass organisations”. What is true is that one sees no major changes in a system that the Cuban leaders define as “specifically of their own” and non-exportable, but that according to them, has given acceptable results.

When we spoke with leaders of the Communist Party we insisted in saying that the multiparty system was, in our views, more free and more efficient. As usual they listened to us with respect but they gave some arguments in favour of their own system, namely recalling that in their own History the multiparty mechanisms had operated in periods where they suffered largest corruption, misery, injustice and submission to the wishes of some foreign power; and multiparty system had not meant in Cuba a larger democratic participation by the people, nor the solution for their problems.

In our talks with our Cuban parliamentarian colleagues, we brought into the discussion the question of the “Varela Initiative”. This movement had collected more than ten thousand signatures that are required to request a constitutional reform and a referendum about it, all that within the current institutional legality. The response of our Cuban partners on this matter was a double one. First, according to them, this initiative proves that in Cuba people may mobilise asking to put an end to the system, without having any sanction for that reason. And second, we were told that the initiative had followed the legal ways and the established rules: the request had been examined, debated and defeated by the Committee on Constitutional Affairs of the Cuban National Assembly. Such a debate is what the authors of this proposal were entitled to, and obviously they were not entitled to see their proposal being automatically adopted. By the way, another proposal, supported by several million signatures and of the opposite tendency, was dealt by the same Commission and it was adopted in the relevant procedure.

4.2 The economic situation

Last year has been quite bad for Cuban economy. Tourism was badly hit as a result of the 11th September events; the price of sugar sank in international markets. And the island suffered from two hurricanes with considerable effects. All that made that it was not possible to keep the growth rates of the last years (around 4% yearly growth) and that went down to a mere 1%. Anyhow that was quite better than the average in Latin America (-2% in this very year) and much better than the average in the Caribbean region. Fortunately the prospects for tourism for 2003 show already a clear recovery.

Generally speaking, what seems obvious is that Cuba has known reasonably well how to adapt to the new situation which they had to face after the soviet block collapsed more than eleven years ago. And they have passed from an economy that used to be defined as a “subsidised” one, to a certain acceptable autonomy and stability. This has meant admitting that tourism revenues have become their essential basis, that they had to open their country to foreign investments and that one had to transform much of the existing industry in order to make out of Cuba a services providing country.

What one may see is that foreign investment is really growing. Canada – which provides also with the largest number of tourists – is strongly involved in the nickel industry, Cuba being the first world producer of that metal. Italy has a stronghold in the telephone industry and currently there is strong competition in other telecommunications sectors. Spain is the main investor in tourism and it has also strongly entered a diversified spectrum of small and medium size industries. Spain and France, together, secure the tobacco trade. And month after month the presence and trade grows in relation to Germany – its potential is very highly evaluated – and The Netherlands. One has to recall that it is a Spanish multinational which is responsible for oil prospections that are already very advanced. By the way, Cuba has already a production of oil and natural gas that covers a high percentage of its energetic needs - up to 80% of its electricity requirements -. That may be also explained by the fact that energy consumption has been seriously cut down, out of pressure, but also out of a technological renewal and out of a higher environmental awareness and policies.

4.3 The social situation

It is a fact that tourism inputs and also the sums sent by Cuban living abroad, have made a sufficient economic basis as to secure that the Cuban regime can maintain what have been the main stream of its social policies. So, education keeps improving day after day, reaching standards that cannot be compared with those of countries of similar categories – the Caribbean, Latin America, and the Third World -. There is no longer a single school without computer equipment, nor a single classroom with more than 20 pupils; and for many years illiteracy doesn’t exist in Cuba. On the contrary there are in Cuba more academics, artists, researchers, scientists, sportsmen/women, etc than in any other country in the same area. Health remains another point of reference. And even under very hard material conditions – for instance in what has to do with clinic supplies – they keep improving public health services, and training more and more high level medical staff. Cuba co-operates with many countries, training doctors and putting medical professionals at their disposal. And Cuban research in fields like biotechnology, pharmacy is very high even at world level.

But moreover Cubans have known how to implement large industrial reconversions       – for instance half of the sugar mills of the country have just been closed – without that meaning unemployment and misery. Similarly and even under very hard conditions, housing seems to be secured for all families: their homes are also repaired with large public support when natural disasters destroy them, as it has bee the case last year out of the effects of the hurricanes.

An obvious problem is the duality which is appearing in the Cuban society, between citizens who may have access to dollars and to the consumption that dollars allow, fully legalised by the way, and the other citizens who have no access to that currency. However a number of efforts are undertaken in order to somehow compensate this second category of citizens – who are still a large majority – even paying them salaries partially in dollars too.

In few words, and following what Cardinal Ortega himself told us, economic and social situations are quite stabilised. The main priorities of the regime have been maintained and moreover nowadays Cuba is no longer one of the Latin American countries with the largest degree of uncertainty concerning neither its present nor its future. There are ten or twelve other countries – from Argentina to Venezuela and from Colombia to Haiti –where future and even close present are much more uncertain. Furthermore, again according to the Archbishop of Havana, the policies of the Republican Administration and President Bush are giving the Cuban regime a second chance in Latin America, where the radical failure of neoliberal policies makes more and more appealing the confirmed achievements of the Cuban Revolution.

4.4.
The US embargo

All the time in Cuba people refer to the consequences of the embargo which was imposed by the US upon them more than 40 years ago and which the Washington Administration has justified in different ways, decade after decade. First it was justified because the Castro regime had confiscated American properties on the Island. Afterwards the explanation was that Cuba belonged to the Soviet block and meant therefore a strategic threat for the USA. And, after some more stages, they came to explain that in Cuba human rights are violated in order to justify a blockade that is not similarly applied to other countries – for instance China, or Saudi Arabia -. 

We shall not repeat here figures or comments that one hears everywhere in Cuba, concerning the embargo. But what must be said is that Cubans have the feeling that in the USA a certain pressure is gaining ground aiming at putting an end to a policy that has been unfair and moreover has failed to accomplish the goals that it was formally instated for.

Thus, some opening is taking place, for instance that of allowing Cuba to buy food or medicine in America. Similarly a group has been settled in the US Congress including more than 40 representatives and senators – with equal number of Democrats and Republicans – and which claims to have two goals: the lift of the embargo, and the deletion at the US Federal budget, of the sum that is formally addressed to finance groups of people who carry out activities against the Cuban regime. Besides that, in year 2002 more than 80000 American tourists have visited the Island in spite of that being forbidden and subject to sanctions. That does not include 120000 US citizens of Cuban origin who travel with a special permission – only once a year and having to state humanitarian family grounds -.

It seems in this respect that the White House is getting more and more isolated             – together with some radical groups in Miami and elsewhere – as regards its policy towards Cuba.

4.5 Relations with Europe

All our partners in Cuba stressed how important is for their country the relationship with Europe and more precisely with the European Union. And they all expressed regrets about the fact that the Union seems to accept very often political pressures from the USA that prevent our relations to make as much progress as it would be possible and convenient for both sides. They insisted also in stating that Cuba’s interest in Europe is not a matter of circumstance but rather a clear strategic goal for them. They do not regard it as an alternative in order to survive for a time as long as they undergo the embargo from the USA. Even more, they made it clear that Cuba’s partnership with Europe will be even more vital for them when the embargo will be lifted, because at that time Cubans will not wish to fall into a total dependence from the United States, not even in what has to do with tourism visiting their country. That is why Cubans see with great satisfaction the increasing trade and economic co-operation with practically all member States of the European Union, and they do not understand why the very same countries create obstacles to the improvement of Cuba’s specific relations with the European Union as such.

A few more words should reflect the comments that we heard from representatives of Cuba NGO’s about the difficulties that they were meeting to get in touch with the European Union after ECHO stopped operating in their country a few months ago. These friends were among the happiest ones when the announcement was made that soon a Delegation of the European Commission will be opened in Havana. They hope that such a body will be a direct and clearly identified partner and thus, the contacts will be much more fluent, particularly concerning concrete co-operation programmes and the often complicated procedures for such projects to be approved in Brussels.

4.6 Human Rights and fundamental freedoms

This issue was on the agenda of practically all our meetings. By the way, our Cuban friends were far from showing any reluctance to enter that discussion; they appeared rather quite interested to deal with these questions in any talks with Europeans. One has to add that they did always listen to us in a very relaxed way. Actually they do accept that one may express criticisms about these or those limitations that exist in their country, but they also insist in saying that from 1959 onwards every policy of the Cuban Revolution has had as its main goal to “improve” the standards of the fundamental rights of their people – including, by the way, their dignity as a people– and to contribute to the improvement of the rights of all other peoples all over the world.

That is why the Cuban regime seems ready to compare the standards of rights and freedoms of their own country with those existing in any other, especially in Latin America and in the Third World. And they are ready too, to compare their standards with those of the 77 States that are associated to the European Union through the Cotonou Agreement, in Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific.

The Cubans argue that when it comes to the first of all human rights, which is to say the right to life, in their country only six babies die out of one thousand births, while in Latin America the average figure amounts to 60. They carry on addressing the right to eat: in their country nobody dies out of starvation, and even the European Union has closed its Office for Humanitarian Aid when recognising that in Cuba one does not meet the required low standards that would justify such an action. Further on, Cubans insist in all that has to do with the right to education, to culture, to social care, especially for women and elderly, and so on.

Even on other issues they have quite serious arguments; for instance when we came to speak about the situation in prisons they recalled that there is a recent report by the Latin American Parliament whose delegates have visited the prisons in all countries in Latin America. They underlined, by the way, that Cuba was the first country to accept the creation of the Committee that had to do this work; then Uruguay followed… and it took all other countries more than a year until they finally joined the initiative. Well, out of that report, Cuba has quite a favourable mark, when compared to other countries in the region.

Indeed, our partners did not deny that as a matter of fact it is forbidden in their country to create political parties or enterprises in certain fields like the press, education or health. But, when talking to Cardinal Ortega we were told that the Catholic Church finds no handicaps to exercise its ministry and the Greek Ambassador confirmed that the first Orthodox Church is currently being built in Havana. In some of our visits we could check that all what refers to “Santería” – the religion of afro-Cuban syncretism – operates largely and freely. And everywhere in Cuba one may see Lodges open for freemasons to meet.

On the other side the Archbishop of Havana himself confirmed to us that the Church keeps its organisations for Catholic Youth, Women, Workers and Academics, and that they print their publications – without even registering them at the Ministry of Culture as indicated by law – where they write about any questions and certainly also about human rights at large. The Catholic Church equally operates a significant number of social centres, for instance for elderly or sick people. There, care is taken of people who request it with resources and means that the public authorities put at the Church’s disposal for it to exercise such tasks. “There are always a number of tensions, but we carry on”, we were told.

Something else which may look quite surprising is that a letter that was handed to our Delegation by some leaders of the “Cuban Democratic Socialist Stream” includes the heading, the address and the email and the phone and fax number of the Organisation in Havana, as well as the name and signature of its Secretary General. And that is quite a contradiction with the image that is given of the situation in which organisations that oppose the regime in Cuba are forced to act.

Some of our most interesting talks concern freedom of expression and freedom of press. We were told that “dissidents” regularly organise press conferences that are attended by foreign correspondents without any trouble. We were also reminded that Cuba is the only country in the world that is surrounded by ships that broadcast 24 hours a day radio programmes where, by the way, the same opponents which we have just mentioned express their views regularly. Finally two more things were said that deserve attention. The first one was that since 1958 not a single journalist has been murdered in Cuba, while the average in Latin America amounts to around 20 casualties per year. The other one was that in Cuba there are several tens of correspondents from US media – with CNN in the front line – who operate regularly as they may wish. On the opposite, the United States do not allow in their country one single representative of media from Cuba. There is one Cuban journalist working at the UN Headquarters in New York who must commit himself not to comment or write a single word about what happens in that country… But nobody seems to be concerned about this issue as a violation of freedom of press or expression.

4.7. The Ambassadors of the European member States

A very important part of our programme was the meetings which we had with the Ambassadors of the member States of the European Union who are permanently located in Havana (we enclose as Appendix 1 to this report the list of these Ambassadors). We meet them and talked with them and they gave us all their support throughout our visit. Most of what we discussed in those encounters is reflected in what we have mentioned about the situation in Cuba and about Cuban relations with Europe. But there are a couple of other matters which may be important to be noted now, while insisting on our gratitude for their welcome and for the cordial sincerity that they all showed in our talks.  

Perhaps the most interesting was to notice that there are two slightly differentiated groups in this team of Ambassadors.  One of the groups – certainly the majority – seems to appreciate more the progress implemented in Cuba in relation to social justice and the efforts for safeguarding national dignity. The other group – obviously less numerous –, while recognising such progress, emphasises that there is still a regrettable lack of freedom and a generalised manipulation of the population by the apparatus that holds the power.

Having said that, what was more important is that not a single one of the Ambassadors argued against our own view that the “common position of the European Union on Cuba” had no positive effect, not even for the sake of its proclaimed goals to get more freedom and progress for the Cuban people.

We were even more satisfied with the fact that all of them seemed to be in favour of Cuba being allowed to sign the Cotonou Agreement on equal conditions than the ones applied to all other ACP signatories. And all of them seemed to welcome the next opening in Havana of the Delegation of the European Commission. On this last issue it was very significant to have among us the Delegate of the Commission in Mexico who has monitored relations with Cuba from a distance. His contribution will be instrumental for the launching of the Delegation in Havana in a few weeks time.

4.8. The European NGO’s in Cuba

Our meeting with representatives of a number of European NGO’s which operate in Cuba, and the visit on the spot to some of their projects were a particularly interesting and moving moment of our visit (we enclose to this report the list of those organisations as Appendix 2).

This moment was specially meaningful because these European field officers know very well the reality of the country, but they also know the reality of other countries in the region as their organisations operate in most of them; that is why they had the required background for establishing most useful comparisons.

During the meeting a few points were made clear, some being quite negative and many others being positive and optimistic ones.

The negative criticisms were four. First of all, the fact that in the Cuban legal set up, there is no status foreseen for solidarity organisations and their field staff; and that means that there is all the time in a certain formal instability for them. They also criticised the bureaucratic handicaps, which they often meet, mainly when they try to initiate the procedures for launching any project. The third criticism, in line with the second one, concerned their actions in provinces which are far from Havana; there, the bureaucracy is even more rigid and moreover, the whole system being strongly centralised, they are obliged to go to the capital city whenever they need to solve any problem. Lastly, they referred to precise incidents that have taken place, for instance when, in a project that was being implemented and which consisted of building a number of houses, suddenly they fell short of concrete or other materials, because the Government had then decided to give priority to rebuilding all houses destroyed by the hurricane. The fact was that the Cuban authorities then failed to fulfil their commitments to provide the project with cheap price materials, the project was interrupted, nobody knowing for how long, and those bodies financing the whole of it from Europe felt deeply frustrated and even cheated by the NGO’s in charge of the whole operation.

The positive aspects were also very important. Perhaps the most outstanding, especially when comparing with what happens in other places of the region, was the statement by our European volunteers that in Cuba, at this level, there is no corruption at all; this means that every Euro which is invested reaches the targeted beneficiaries. Another significant issue was said to be that public authorities do secure the continuity of the projects after the European funding for them is stopped, because all those projects are included in the general development programmes, which have been established beforehand. Our friends stressed also that, even if it is true that many projects take a long time to be launched, after they are accepted they carry on perfectly well in most cases. Lastly, it was underlined as another favourable factor that there is a very active involvement in all projects of the people who are to benefit from them, without any intermediaries; that seems to be a decisive element in the success of each project.

Here again, the European NGO’s organisers expressed great hope and satisfaction because of the Delegation of the European Commission to be opened at last in the coming days in Havana. They felt that thanks to this they too will have a direct partner – they hoped that it would be also an efficient one – in order to forward the procedures for the different projects, and above all in order to understand specific circumstances or even difficulties that may appear at any time on the spot.

5. SOME RESULTS, SOME IDEAS, SOME CONCLUSIONS

5.1 A bit of success

The visit of our Group for Friendship and Solidarity got some significant success          – mainly small steps forward – which consolidates our role as a bridge between Cuba and the European Parliament. For instance we got two invitations from the National Assembly for our European Parliament to come to Cuba in year 2003: one was addressed to our Committee on Development and Co-operation and the other to our Delegation for Central America and Mexico. Both invitations have been forwarded to the respective Chairmen, and as far as we know both have received  - or are on the point of receiving – a favourable response.

On the other side and while we were in Havana, as we said before, Fidel Castro stated at the Caribbean Summit that Cuba will apply again to sign the Cotonou Agreement. In some of our meetings at high level it was reported that when taking that decision one had very much taken into consideration the repeated requests from our Group in this very direction. And we were granted that the letter with the formal application would leave Havana in a few days time.

Our talks in view of the opening of the European Commission Delegation in Cuba were also most satisfactory. So was also the unanimity that we found, stressing that this measure will have a most positive influence in the relations between Cuba and the European Union. Moreover the Delegation will consolidate the presence of the Union in Cuba, not the least among the civil society of this country.

In our talks with Vice-president Carlos Lage, he took careful note of some of the obstacles that our NGO’s meet in the launching and in the implementation of solidarity projects. And we got his commitment to improve those matters: one of his closest assistants was given the task to receive any claim as soon as a problem of such type was identified.

We may add that I succeeded to have an interview with Enrique Montoto and we forwarded him the request from the people who deal with interpretation issues at the European Parliament. Mr. Montoto is in fact the Director of the Team of Translation and Interpretation Services, which operates in Cuba.

5.2 The Osvaldo Payá case

We have already mentioned that we spoke with our Cuban partners on two specific cases. The first one concerned a blind activist who had been reported to be in prison at the province of Holguín: our Cuba parliamentarian colleagues committed themselves to get the relevant information on this issue and to forward it to us.

On the case of Osvaldo Payá, we had a request by the President of the European Parliament – forwarded through Paquita Sauquillo – to let him leave the country without difficulties so that he could travel to Strasbourg and collect the Sakharov Prize there. The subject was raised with the Speaker of the National Assembly, Ricardo Alarcón, Foreign Minister Felipe Pérez Roque and which Vice-president Carlos Lage. Some approaches with the same goal had been made by the Spanish Prime Minister José María Aznar and by the President in Office of the European Union in Havana, George Kostoulas. We have evidence that both of them had received a negative answer. It is true that our request was presented with a different tune: we did not threaten with the negative consequences that Cuba would have to face if Payá was not allowed to travel; and we did not even say that such a thing would not be convenient for Cuba. On the contrary we stated that they certainly knew best what was more convenient for Cuba… What we also said was that on the one side we regarded it as a basic right for any citizen to be able to freely move as he would best wish. And we also stated that for our Group for Friendship and Solidarity, it was certainly convenient not to have an incident created which enemies of the Cuban system would certainly exploit.

Our partners took respectfully note of our request, which was that of President Patrick Cox and we got no final answer on the spot. Actually some of them pointed out, quite ironically, that at the gates of the Embassies of all European countries we might see hundreds of Cuban men and women who had all permits to leave and were queuing, waiting for a visa from our authorities to be able to exercise their right to freely circulate in Europe. And we were reminded that nobody was claiming for all US citizens who so wished to be allowed to travel freely to Cuba without that being a crime according to their national legislation…

When we landed at Madrid airport on Saturday December 14, the Cuban Ambassador in Spain was waiting for us and she conveyed us an urgent message by Minister Pérez Roque. Even if it was the middle of the night in Cuba, we spoke with him on the phone and he told us that, having examined our arguments, they had decided to grant Mr. Payá his passport, the required exit visa, and they were going to grant his security so that he might travel to Strasbourg. Once here, Osvaldo Payá recognised privately and publicly how instrumental our request had been in making possible his trip to Europe.

The recognition of the President of the Parliament was equally expressed to us. Pat Cox received our Delegation at his office on December 18th. He thanked us for our action and he congratulated us for our efficiency on this issue.

The case of Osvaldo Payá was not the goal of our mission, and it was not the main issue of it; but it helped in making better known the existence and the usefulness of our Group for Friendship and Solidarity and to stress the political importance that it may have for the Parliament and even for the European Union at large.

5.3. Some ideas

There are some more ideas which we have referred to President Cox and which we shall keep on working for the coming months. The first one is a visit of himself – or of one of our Parliament’s Vice-presidents – to Havana. Another one could be an invitation to the Speaker of the Cuban National Assembly to come and visit our Parliament; or a similar invitation to some other delegation of their National Assembly.

But besides such measures of quite a “domestic” nature, there are other important ideas: for instance the ones concerning the offer made by Cuba to the European Union and to the Commission, to put at our disposal medical doctors, just as they have done with the UN, available for tripartite co-operation programmes in Africa or in the Caribbean, in actions against AIDS or some other diseases. And there are many other ambitious projects, as for instance to co-operate in production and trading of vaccines in which Cuban research is very much advanced, which could have a tremendous impact in Third World countries – hepatitis, meningitis, and so on -.

5.4. Closing down

As a matter of fact the mission that we have tried to summarise in these pages might produce a much more systematic and comprehensive report. What we want, out of this summary, is to have our colleagues and our friends reading it and understanding the sense of what we are doing in the Group for Friendship and Solidarity with the People of Cuba of the European Parliament.

We must recognise that our motivations, the reasons that pushed us to get involved in the Group have been confirmed through this mission. The Cuban people are a people who deserve our friendship and our solidarity: they certainly deserve the friendship and the solidarity of Europe.

Cuba does share with our countries many aspirations and often the Cubans do not understand why we do not respond to their interest about us with a similar interest on our side about them. Neither do they understand that on a number of issues in Europe one gets the impression that we are following what the United States suggests should be done.

No doubt, there is lot to do in Cuba; and probably no doubt, there is a lot that Europe could do in Cuba. We sincerely think that it is a country whose record on all issues, including certainly that of human rights, compares favourably with the record of most States in the developing world, with which the European Union maintains good co-operation relations. Meanwhile, in Cuba we have found little dogmatism and a lot of will to listen to what we tell them; but we have also found a lot of dignity  - a lot of self-respect – and plenty of conviction that if they have succeeded in resisting for forty years such a powerful neighbour as the United States, that is due to the strength of their ideals and also it is due to a policy that often has had to be extremely – perhaps excessively – hard. Cuba is evolving and in the future, just like in recent years, it will undergo significant changes. But those will be the changes that the Cubans want for themselves. And not others.

But above all our Cuban friends know and state that, when they invest in the education of their youngsters and children, they are investing in their future, in their national identity and in their freedom. And they know that when they invest in solidarity – for instance when they train, without any cost for them, medical doctors from countries of the Third World – they are investing in the respect, the understanding and the sympathy which people from those countries feel for Cuba, for its system and for its leaders. Which is to say, for its people.
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Ambassadors and Heads of Mission from member States of the European Union in Cuba 

Ambassador George Kostoulas

Greece

Ambassador Patrick De Beyter

Belgium

Ambassador Alfredo Duarte Costa

Portugal

Ambassador Jesús Gracia Aldaz

Spain

Ambassador Eivor Halkjaer

Sweden

Ambassador Paul W. Hare

United Kingdom and Northern Ireland 

Ambassador Helga Konrad

Austria

Ambassador Jean Levy

France

Ambassador Elio Menzione

Italy

Ambassador Cornelia Minderhoud

The Netherlands 

Ambassador Bernd Wulffen

Germany

Mr. Germano Straniero

Delegate in office

European Commission Delegation

Appendix 2

European NGO’s

GAA.  German Agro Action
ANNF. Navarra Association for the New Future, Spain

CISP. International Committee for the Development of the Peoples, Italy

CISS. International Co-operation South-South, Italy

CRA. German Red Cross 

ERISKHALPEN, Sweden

GVC. Group of Civil Volunteers of Italy.

HABANAECÒPOLIS - CONSORCIO COSPE, CRIC, TERRA NUOVA,
 LEGAMBIENTE, LAIPEI, Italy

MDM- Doctors of the World, Spain

MDM- Doctors of the World, France

MPDL. Movement for Peace, Disarmament and Freedom, Spain

MLAL, Italy

OIKOS, Portugal

PTM. Peace and Third World, Spain

SCF. Save the Children Fund, United Kingdom
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