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Cuba is Like a Hijacked Plane: 
The Cubans know the regime 
is finished, but they are 
waiting to be told
Jan PeRgleR  2



Havana, Prague / After 50 years 
of Fidel Castro’s despotic rule, 

the Cuban government led by the 
younger Castro, Raúl, introduced a 
series of decrees that give Cubans, 
and the whole world, the impres-
sion that Cuba is becoming a better 
country. The opposition calls these 
cosmetic changes, such as allow-
ing Cubans to own mobile phones, 
buy computers, and stay in luxury 
hotels, a charade. “Many people say 
that Cubans only want to improve 
their current standard of living. They 
want to have something to eat, they 
want to have better transport and 
are not so concerned about human 
rights. And I say: We, Cubans, want 
freedom,” comments Oswaldo Payá 
Sardiñas, a prominent opposition 
politician, on the current situation 
in Cuba, adding that life in Cuba 
reminds him of a plane. “Cuba is a 
big plane where the Cubans are the 
passengers and the government is 
the crew with no obligation whatso-
ever to inform the passengers about 
where the plane is heading, where 
it is directed or where it is going to 
land. As if the most important thing 
about the flight is that the crew has 
not changed and that it will continue 
piloting the plane. This is the reality 
under which 11 million Cubans are 
living. This plane is hijacked.”

Where do you think that the plane, 
i.e. Cuba, is heading?
It doesn’t matter where the hijack-
ers are taking it, what matters is the 
situation and the sensation of being 

kidnapped. Individuals, families and 
the whole society cannot make plans 
for the future. The very life of the 
people is the subject of this hijacking. 
The government keeps robbing entire 
generations of time, which for every 
one of us is limited. The totalitarian 
regime is not interested only in politi-

cal power, but in having power over 
the people as well. Most of the people 
want changes and are aware that the 
regime is exhausted and has nothing 
to offer them. The regime’s official 
position is that there is no alterna-
tive, but to live under this regime. If 
it ended, the only alternative would be 
chaos or an intervention from abroad. 
And the regime has intimidated peo-
ple with these ideas for 50 years. This 
intimidation is expressed by the omni-
present motto Socialism or Death 
(socialismo o muerte). We are living in 
a culture of fear that has been built 
for the past 50 years. This lie has per-
meated our lives and, thanks to the 
fear, it has become a big theater. That’s 
why people emigrate and the youth for 
example only have hopes of running 
away from the country. 

I know the imaginary journey to the 
cockpit is dangerous and difficult. Do 
you think that Cubans will be brave 
enough to change their government?
People in Cuba have different life 
experiences; there are people who 
have changed their mind. For vari-
ous reasons, personal, historical or 
through their family, many people 
are linked to the regime. However, 
they also want a change, but there 
are two types of fear – fear from the 
regime and, at the same time, fear of 

Cuba is likE a HijaCkED planE: 
THE Cubans know THE rEgimE is finisHED, 
buT THEy arE waiTing To bE TolD
an interview with oswaldo Payá sardiñas 
by Jan pergler

Who are prisoners of 
conscience? They are people 
who expressed and promoted 
their own free ideas on the 
right to change. They have 
been imprisoned for peaceful, 
pacifistic expression. And 
they were sentenced to 
20, 23 or even 28 years for 
this. There will be no real 
change unless all prisoners 
of conscience are freed.

 



EDiTorial

This issue of the Cuba Europe Dialogue is dedicated to the 55 Prisoners of 
Conscience and Oscar Biscet González, who have remained incarcerated in 
deplorable conditions for over five years now for doing nothing more than 
exercising their civil rights. When they were arrested in March 2003, they became 
the latest examples of extreme injustice in a country where there are hundreds of 
other political prisoners. In March 2003, while much of the world fixated on the 
start of the US led invasion of Iraq, Fidel Castro launched a massive crackdown 
against his opponents thinking it would go unnoticed. Yet, Castro was wrong 
and the events have deeply affected relations between the EU and Cuba for the 
last several years.

For this issue, it seemed best to have the dissidents speak for themselves, 
rather than being spoken for by those of us who are fortunate enough to be 
able to write and demonstrate without the fear of being jailed for twenty years. 
There are reflections, analysis and opinions from leaders who represent the 
different threads of the opposition – independent journalists, librarians and 
trade unionists, as well as an interview with Oswaldo Payá Sardiñas, founder 
of the Christian Liberation Movement and the Varela Project. It is an honor 
to be able to publish their work, since it is still impossible for them to do so 
in Cuba. 

As for voices from the EU, this issue offers Pavla Holcova’s article that explains 
how the repression has simply moved out of Havana to the eastern parts of the 
island that receive less international media coverage. Portuguese MEP Jose Ribeiro 
e Castro gives us his policy recommendations for the Council’s approaching review 
of the Common Position in June. And, the Cuba-Europe NGO Network presents 
a photo-essay of the events and actions taken to mark the fifth anniversary of 
the Black Spring across Europe.

It is indisputable that the Cuban regime continues to oppress all forms of 
political dissent. The recent flurry of reforms announced by Raul Castro since 
becoming president may make it seem as if things are changing quickly, but 
they are not in any real way. Raul is trying to buy time by reducing the pent up 
frustrations of the Cuban people to consolidate his own power to establish some 
degree of legitimacy. Despite all of this, the possibility for systemic change in 
Cuba is greater than it has been for nearly 20 years. Cuba’s heroic dissidents 
have more than proven how much they are willing to sacrifice to make sure that 
these changes happen. The question now is how much will the rest of the world 
sacrifice for them?

scott Hudson 
editor

the changes. Also, there are different 
views on the future of Cuba. The oppo-
sition has created the program, Foro 
Cubano, which is based on very simple 
ideas. Yes, there is a variety of opin-
ion on the past, future, history. And 
Foro Cubano says that the society as a 
whole, has to agree at least on the fact 
that we have common rights. Both the 
journey and the destination should be 
the right. The result should be political 
and economic democracy and a new 
constitution. But, the people have to 
be the protagonists. And in order to 
show the way, to make decisions about 
constitution, society, citizens have to 
have rights. In the past, there have 
been various moments when the elite 
with power, government and opposi-
tion, decided to make changes. How-
ever, the Cuban government has not 
shown any willingness to change.

Do you think the crew is aware of 
the atmosphere inside the plane?
We don’t hate those who govern us, 
but they are incredibly arrogant. 
They absolutely don’t respect freedom 
of expression. It’s not about permit-
ting somebody something, but about 
introducing the freedom of expression. 
It’s a scandal that we still have pris-
oners of conscience, unjustly impris-
oned. They are in prison for advocat-
ing human rights, but primarily, for 
supporting freedom of speech. Who 
are prisoners of conscience? They are 
people who expressed and promoted 
their own free ideas on the right to 
change. They have been imprisoned 
for peaceful, pacifistic expression. And 
they were sentenced to 20, 23 or even 
28 years for this. There will be no real 
change unless all prisoners of con-
science are freed. They are trying to 
exterminate our brothers. Those who 
want to do something for Cuba, first 
of all have to express their solidar-
ity with the prisoners of conscience, 
demand their liberation and also they 
have to respect the Cubans’ right to 
have their rights. The right to have 
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rights, is actually the motto of our 
program. We Cubans have a right to 
our rights. 

Do you think there is hope for Cuba 
to change?
I don’t know if Czechs, when they read 
this interview, will be capable of jump-
ing back 25 years in their thoughts. 
Yes, Cuba finds itself in a pre-change 
period. There will be changes soon. The 
society asks itself about what chang-
es, how things could be. There are a 
lot of speculations about the future of 
Cuba. Should we opt for the Chinese 
model or for the Vietnamese? What 
initiative should be taken by the suc-
cessors of Fidel Castro? There are risks 
that the people of Cuba have to con-
front, but great hopes exist as well. 
The risks exist, because for the past 50 
years a privileged group of people has 
been governing that has an incompa-
rable standard of living compared to 
the majority of the population. On the 
one hand, the regime has been send-
ing signals inside the government and 
abroad that pretend that there have 
been changes. On the other hand, they 
are closing all of the doors to the 
future and maintaining a governmen-
tal ideology and harsh repression. The 
only thing they have guaranteed so far 
is that socialism will continue, that it 
will improve, but that it will continue 
with the same people and in the same 
direction.

In your opinion, what changes does 
the regime have to make first?
People have to have the right to vote, 
to express themselves, to travel, to do 
business freely. And my question is: 
Would this still be communism? Yes, 
the change has to be radical. It has to 
stand for the recognition of rights for 
everybody. Some emphasize economic 
changes, the liberalization of the mar-
ket, which make the economic factor 
the absolute priority. Look at China, 
they are very successful as far as the 
market economy is concerned, but 

most of the people live partially like 
slaves. We say that we want Cubans 
to have market-economy conditions, 
to be able to establish businesses, but 
this must go hand in hand with the 
establishment of basic human rights. 
If we introduce privatization where 
not everybody has the same rights, 
they will cut Cuba as if it were a cake. 
And Cuba is not a cake. It is the home 
of all Cubans. So far, the government 
has not allowed the people to partici-
pate. It has been basically warming 
up the pressure cooker. Until recently, 
most Cubans didn’t believe any chang-
es could take place. They didn’t believe 
the regime could end. Today, Cubans 
know that the regime could be over. 
And this creates certain expectations 
in midst of this fear. Cubans know 
and believe that the regime is finished, 
they are only waiting to be told.

On the 16th November 1989 in Czech-
oslovakia, no one believed all pris-
oners of conscience would be freed 
within ten days and that Václav 
Havel would be elected president 
within one month. Do you think 
Cuba is somewhere in November 
1989 or deep in the 1970s? 
I can see two similarities. The regime is 
exhausted, both historically and mor-
ally. And just like in Czechoslovakia, 
there are the people who long for free-
dom and for change. But there are dif-
ferences between Cuba and the Czech 
Republic. No Eastern European coun-
try was subject to the level of defor-
mation of the truth as we see here in 
Cuba. When there was communism in 
Czechoslovakia, the whole of Western 
Europe said there was no freedom in 
your country that there was totalitar-
ian regime. However, the same is not 
said about Cuba. On the contrary, lots 
of influential people say that perhaps 
Cubans want to live under this regime, 
opposed to the United States. Because 
as Cubans, we look so cool, so relaxed, 
we have great beaches, great music, and 
we keep on smiling. The view of Cuba is 

still superficial in the world. But I have 
to be fair. Change in Cuba only depends 
on us. That’s why we are trying to open 
a dialogue with the government. The 
government doesn’t want to accept us 
even as persons. The only negotiation 
method is to insult and to underesti-
mate. This is very dangerous for Cuba. 
The government still has decisive pow-
ers and it is vital that the changes are 
peaceful. If the government fails to 
accept a big part of the society, which 
is not identified with its total power, 
and it will keep on imprisoning peo-
ple for their ideas, the changes won’t 
be peaceful. 

Many opposition politicians fear that 
the rage of Cubans could turn into 
violence. Do you think it’s possible?
If Cuban government recognizes our 
rights, there will be no violence. If 
human rights are recognized, there is 
a margin for reconciliation. And once 
we reach reconciliation, it will be eas-
ier for us to look into the future and 
away from all of the injustices of the 
past. The aim of our activity is to make 
peaceful changes. Violence would be a 
huge tragedy not only for the Cubans, 
but also for the democratic opposition. 
I don’t believe that the government 
would be so blind. I don’t believe the 
government is counting on its power 
lasting forever and hoping that peo-
ple will not ask for their rights out 
of fear. If Cuba doesn’t open the door 
to dialogue, hate and corruption will 
keep on accumulating here and the 
government and the whole country 
will be challenged by instability, vio-
lence and repression. But sometimes, 
the arrogance of the representatives 
of the regime when they speak makes 
me think they must be blind. With all 
modesty, I must send them a message: 
the people of Cuba will continue fight-
ing to conquer human rights.

Jan Pergler is a deputy editor-in-chief 

of the Czech daily, Denik 



On March 18, 2003, when the 
world’s attention turned to the 

war in Iraq, a wave of repression 
swept across Cuba. 75 dissidents 
were arbitrarily arrested. 27 of them 
were journalists. They were all con-
victed to harsh jail sentences.

On March 26, 2003, the EU Presi-
dency issued a Declaration on behalf 

of the European Union condemn-
ing those arrests and demanding 
that the persons detained, whom it 
considered prisoners of conscience, 
be released without delay. On that 
occasion, the Presidency remarked 
those events highlighted the com-
mon position on Cuba adopted on 
1996, specifically the call for demo-
cratic reform and greater respect for 

human rights and also declared that 
violations of fundamental civil and 
political rights would be monitored 
very closely by the European Union 
and would continue to influence the 
Union‘s relations with Cuba.

Following this initial response, the 
EU Presidency issued another decla-
ration, on June 5, 2003, calling once 
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more the Cuban authorities to imme-
diately release all political prisoners. 
This declaration also expressed the 
EU‘s unanimous decision to limit 
the bilateral high-level governmen-
tal visits, reduce the profile of mem-
ber states’ participation in cultural 
events, invite Cuban dissidents at 
national days‘ celebrations, and pro-
ceed to the re-evaluation of the EU 
common position on Cuba.

These measures had an enormous 
impact within the dissident commu-
nity in Cuba, which felt supported by 
the EU. In specific, the active promo-
tion of the leaders of the democratic 
movement that the Cuban regime 
had so eagerly tried to conceal from 
the general population was widely 
seen as a promising positive step of 
the EU’s diplomacy.

The irritation that these measures 
generated within the Cuban nomen-
klatura was so obvious that revers-
ing them became a priority for its 
diplomats. And obviously also for 
Cuba’s allies in Europe that focused 
on the indifference in some govern-
ments and pro-Castro activism from 
Zapatero ministers after he won the 
Spanish elections in March 2004.

On June 16 2003, the General 
Affairs and External Relations Coun-
cil declared its intention to monitor 
the situation of the Cuban citizens 
engaging in peaceful opposition, 
recalled the measures previously 
announced by the EU and considered 
the Cuban authorities’ behaviour 
towards the EU, its Member States 
and acceding States, unacceptable. 
The EU Presidency’s conclusions from 
June 19 and 20 2003 clearly reflected 
this position.

Due to the sudden increase of human 
rights violations in Cuba, the EU felt 
compelled to re-evaluate its Common 
Position towards the country six 

months early on July 21, 2003. The 
External Relations Council conclud-
ed that not only there had been no 
positive steps, but that the human 
rights situation had severely dete-
riorated. 

Immediately after the arrests, there 
were demands and suggestions made 
during parliamentary debates in the 
European Parliament‘s plenary ses-

sions of April and May 2003 (“urgen-
cies” and “questions to the Council,” 
respectively). 

I personally led a group of eleven 
members of the European Parlia-
ment that addressed a letter to the 
three Presidents – President in Office 
of the Council, President of the Com-
mission and President of the Euro-
pean Parliament, as well as to the 
High-Representative for the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy. 

The letter was a direct response to 
this extremely serious crisis in Cuba 
and made a specific set of propos-
als, namely: 

– To honour Oswaldo Payá, the 
Sakharov Prize winner in 2002, 
whom the European Parliament 
had awarded the previous Decem-
ber and to give a strong and vis-
ible practical expression to this 
homage;

– To have Representatives of the 
Council, the European Commission 
and of the European Parliament 
contact Mr. Oswaldo Payá as soon 
as possible in Havana, in order to 
transmit to him our sympathy and 
our support and to invite him to 
come to Europe immediately so 
that he could present European 
institutions with his vision of 
what was happening in Cuba;

– That Oswaldo Payá would be invit-
ed to come to Europe to meet in 
person with the highest levels of 
the Presidency in office of the EU, 
the High-Representative for the 
CFSP and Secretary-General of the 
Council, the President of the Com-
mission and the competent Com-
missioners, the President of the 
European Parliament and the ple-
nary of our Parliament.

More than 200 Members of the Euro-
pean Parliament individually sup-
ported this appeal, which I named 
the “Sakharov Initiative”. This includ-
ed Pat Cox, the President of the EU 
Parliament at the time, who on May 
26, 2003 personally endorsed the 
initiative.

Once the Damas de Blanco were pre-
vented from attending the award 
ceremony after being granted the 
2005 Sakharov Prize, the Sakharov 
Initiative included a standing invi-
tation for them as well. This would 
allow them to travel to any of the 
seats of the European Parliament 
to receive their prize and the hom-
age of European parliamentarians 
properly.

The irritation that these 
measures generated 
within the Cuban 
nomenklatura was so 
obvious that reversing 
them became a priority 
for its diplomats. 
Obviously this also 
triggered reactions 
from Cuba’s allies in 
Europe, especially from 
Zapatero’s ministers…

 



Notwithstanding several parliamen-
tary resolutions demanding firm 
action from various European insti-
tutions and members states against 
the constant violations of human 
rights by the Cuban authorities and 
police apparatus, the EU’s position 
has been softened lately. 

Following the political change in 
Spain after the socialist victory 
on March 14, 2004, it soon became 
clear that the new Spanish govern-
ment would attempt to reverse the 
measures adopted by the Council 
that were seen as one of the main 
causes of discomfort in Havana. The 
perfect excuse for this change was 
the release of some prisoners in June 
and November 2004, regardless of 
the fact that they were not released 
unconditionally and that majority of 
the others arrested during the Black 
Spring remained in jail. 

As a result of this, on January 31, 
2005, the Council agreed to tem-
porarily suspend the restrictions it 
imposed in June 2003 with regard to 
Cuba and to take stock of the situ-
ation again between then and next 
July in the light of developments 
regarding democracy and human 
rights in that country. In June 
2005, in June 2006 and in June 2007, 
under Zapatero’s pressing and, with 
a few exceptions, the indifference 
of several member States, the Coun-
cil repeatedly maintained the sus-
pension of the restrictions, did not 
adopt any other new possible imag-
inative measures, even though it 
acknowledged that the human rights 
situation in Cuba had not improved 
at all and that in some ways had 
even got worse. The texts of these 
EU’s unfortunate Council resolutions 
are indeed quite puzzling and seem 
to defy elementary logic.

Since then, in fact, the only thing 
that really changed in Cuba was 

its leader’s first name. The rest still 
remains substantially the same: no 
freedom of the press, no free elec-
tions, no Parliament worthy of the 
name, none of the political fun-
damental liberties, no freedom to 
travel, hundreds of political prison-
ers stuck in harsh prison conditions 
(including 55 prisoners from the 
March 2003 crackdown), the Damas 
de Blanco continuously harassed, 
and more.

Specifically, the change of policy 
regarding the invitation of Cuban 
leading democrats to official events 
at the EU’s embassies in Havana 
was incomprehensible and deeply 
disturbing. On the one hand, these 
invitations should never be seen as 
a “sanction,” but rather as a normal 
practice of democratic countries such 
as ours. And, on the other hand, as I 
made clear to the Presidents of main 
EU institutions at the time, because 
such a specific policy change towards 
Cuba meant that European countries 
and the European institutions would 
be accepting that a third country 
had the final say about whom we, 
Europeans, were allowed to invite, 
or not to invite, to our embassies 
and delegation. This is absolutely 
shameful.

I have no objection in general to 
political dialogue. On the contrary, 
I think political dialogue is positive 
and often decisive. But I regret that 
European diplomacy allowed itself to 
fall into such a trap.

After 3 years of the new Europe-
an approach towards Cuba, it has 
becomes crystal clear that it has 
been a failure, as I and others fore-
saw. The Cuban regime could verify 
that the EU approach is not seen 
as soft power, but instead as soft 
and powerless. The Cuban demo-
crats were left without public praise, 
help and recognition and as a result 

many have become suspicious about 
the coherence and persistence of 
European policies. This is sad, real-
ly sad.

The recent change of protagonists 
in Cuba’s leadership should be used 
by the EU as a moment to reconcile 
itself with the dissidents it aban-
doned and to show resolve to test 
the new leadership’s proclaimed 
openness. The Sakharov Initiative 
must be put in place and can work 
as an excellent effective indica-
tor, drawing the attention to those 
Cubans we have honoured for their 
commitment to the welfare and lib-
erty of Cuban people and to the 
peaceful transition to democracy in 
Havana.

I share the view that we must be 
open-minded regarding Raul Castro’s 
coming to power and that we must 
examine any positive sign of change. 
But, in international politics, espe-
cially where promoting democracy is 
concerned, an open mind only suc-
ceeds if accompanied by a sharp eye, 
a clear voice and a firm hand; and, of 
course, by lending attentive ears to 
our suffering friends that we must 
never abandon, nor neglect.

As has been widely announced, the 
EU intends to reanalyze its Common 
Position towards Cuba soon. I believe 
that the problem is not the Common 
Position itself, but the way it is has 
been dubiously interpreted over the 
last three years. More than a new 
document, what the EU needs now is 
to stand by its solid old values: soli-
darity, respect and moral strength. 
To change our approach towards 
Cuba without listening to the ones 
facing the daily burden of oppression 
would be the absolute opposite.

José Ribeiro e Castro is a Member 

of the European Parliament
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For many years we have asked our-
selves why the Cuban government 

acts one way or another. In the end, 
no one has been able to supply a cor-
rect answer. In Cuba everything is 
done Fidel Castro’s way, which means 
that the regime always acts in favor 
of his interests; to maintain the rev-
olution and the socialism, the same 
things that keep him in power.

Now, many are asking us the reasons 
why we were freed, only the Cuban gov-
ernment could really answer this ques-
tion, it could well be that it was done 
as a concession to the Spanish govern-
ment, which has made so many good 
gestures toward them. The Spanish 
authorities have the best of intentions 
with regard to the fight of Cubans for 
democracy, and because in Cuba there 
might be a true democratic and free 
society established. But this alone does 
not suffice as a rationale, though it is 
necessary to maintain contacts and the 
dialogue with the regime, the Cuban 
people also must be included, which 
in this case represents the opposition 
inside the country. This dialogue with 
the Cuban authorities should be critical 
and non-obliging, since one must keep 
in mind that more than 200 political 
prisoners still remain in the jails under 
extremely precarious conditions and 

living together with common prisoners. 
The state continues to violate Cubans’ 
human rights with impunity, while 
denying access to free and independent 
organizations. 

The economic changes that are appar-
ently coming into affect are necessary, 
but so are changes in the laws neces-
sary that guarantee the fundamen-
tal liberties that govern in free and 
democratic society. It is necessary for 
the Cuban people to be able to express 
their ideas freely without requiring a 
president telling them that they can 
speak without fear of retaliations.

We are very grateful to the Spanish 
people government for everything 
that they have done for our release. 
Spain is starting a new phase in its 
relations with Cuba, José Luis Rodrígu-
ez Zapatero’s socialist government will 
know to design a more effective strat-
egy than could make the authorities 
on the island understand that the 
changes are necessary and they must 
adjust to the new democratic requests 
that govern in the world today, so that 
the Cuban nation can take the road of 
a free development and democracy.

In Cuba, the workers lack unions that 
can defend their rights, because the 

independent trade unionism is prohib-
ited by an official mandate. In our case, 
we have been accused of being state-
less mercenaries for trying to defend 
Cuban laborers. The Unified Counsel 
of Cuban Workers (CUTC) was found-
ed on July 14, 1995, when we filed a 
request for legalization before the Jus-
tice Department, under the protection 
of Cuban legislation, but since then 
the repression against our activities 
have only intensified. On many occa-
sions we had suffered arrests, registra-
tions and imprisonment – for instance 
I had been arrested in the final days of 
January 2001, but on March 18, 2003 
we were seized and nine union mem-
bers of the CUTC condemned, along 
with 66 other countrymen, to high 
miseries of jail. Our organization was 
deeply affected by this and from that 
moment the Unified Counsel’s leaders 
and activists began suffering all types 
of harassment, threats of imprison-
ment and intimidating actions with 
the intent of destroying the organiza-
tion. Yet, they have failed, since they 
have maintained all of their members. 
It is certain that the Cuban govern-
ment fears losing control of the work-
ers that it maintains through the cen-
tral Cuban Office for Workers (CTC). 
Independent trade unionism of the 
sort that we are advocating for would 

rEflECTions from 
a rECEnTly rElEasED 
prisonEr of ConsCiEnCE
by pedro pablo alvarez ramos

 



impede to the current leadership of 
the country from doing whatever it 
pleased, since freely organized work-
ers would be able to have more power 
over their future decisions. 

This action of the Cuban government 
has generated a solidarity movement 
and international support for our 
cause everywhere, international union 
organizations like the World Confed-
eration of Work, the International 
Confederation of Free Union Organi-
zations, the Latin-American Confed-
eration of Workers, the Pan-American 
Regional Worker’s Organization, the 
International Union Confederation, 
the National Confederation of Chris-
tian Unions of Holland (CNVINTER-
NATIONAL), the Syndicated Labor-
ers Union of Spain, the Solidarity of 
Cuban Workers and other humanitar-
ian and human rights organizations. 
Also, I have to express a special bit of 
gratitude to the representative of the 
Union of the People of Navarre, Carlos 
Savior Armendáriz, who’s proposal for 
a Non-Law Proposition, which called 

for the immediate liberation for me 
and the remainder of my countrymen, 
was successfully approved by the Span-
ish Congress by a majority with only 
two abstentions, the UI-ICV and the 
Mixed Group.

In addition to the congratulations 
for our liberation, we have received 
the firm resolution of the majority 
of these organizations to continue 
requiring the release of all the pris-
oners that continue imprisoned in the 
island for having different political 
ideas than the Cuban state. 

Our release out of the country to 
Spain was conditional, there was no 
other option – you either go now or 
remain in prison and serve the rest 
of your sentence, this and only this 
was the condition. For a 60-year-old 
man to comply with 20 more years 
more in jail is a serious risk, though 
it was not easy for me to say yes, but 
it was more difficult for me to say 
no, since in a way it meant abandon-
ing the fight and the sacrifices that 

I shared with my brothers as one 
for the liberty of our country. This 
was very hard. I think about this a 
lot and I feel remorse, though many 
advised me by saying that I could be 
more useful in the exile, denouncing 
the reality of political gulags to the 
world, and here we are complying 
with just that task.

Exile is a new experience for me that 
I have not yet adapted to, neverthe-
less, my commitment remains with 
the liberty of my country and to those 
who are still prisoners in Cuba. They 
are making me design a new setting 
for the fight, so that from Spain I can 
continue being useful to the fight of 
my companions in Cuba. Now I am 
the one who obeys – like our apostle 
of independence José Martí said: “Cuba 
is the one that gives the orders.” This 
and only this will be my only purpose, 
to fulfill the orders of my companions 
from the island.

Pedro Pablo alvarez Ramos
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From March 17th through 19th in 
2003 the Cuban regime imprisoned 

a hundred peaceful opponents, many 
of whom were independent journalists. 
Seventy five were condemned to long 
prison sentences after “court cases” in 
which they were denied every legal 
guarantee. Of those 75, the majority 
are still living as prisoners in condi-
tions incompatible with human life, 
the others were sent back to their run 
down houses with the threat of being 
forced to return to the dungeons and 
fewer still were given permission to 
take refuge abroad by the State.

Of those that they released, one –Tama-
yo Valdés– died after a few days of 
being “freed.” The health of each of 
them had deteriorated with each day in 
prisons almost to the point of death. 

If those prison sentences seem rash, 
consider the facts that the “defense 
attorneys” were only informed of 
their defendants’ cases minutes before 
“judgment,” that there were instances 
where laws were applied retroactive-
ly – as in the case of Hector Mase-
da Howard – and that days later the 
Government moved even quicker to 
execute three black youths who tried 
to abduct an tugboat in order to emi-
grate to the United States. 

The state’s spin-doctors proclaimed tri-
umphantly that the opposition „was fin-

ished“ and at the same time Fidel Castro 
recognized on T.V. that the executions 
were carried out to impede a wave of 
illegal emigration that put Cuba in dan-
ger of invasion – an admission that was 
designed to teach a lesson. 

The official justification of these 
crimes was that the country was in 
danger: the Iraq War was authorized 
by public opinion so quickly – they 
cannot be considered judgments – as 
if Cuba was an Iraqi province. 

The regime has always liked using blows 
for a theatrical effect, such as massive 
raids to surprise those who went to bed 
innocent and woke up guilty by order of 
decree, but this time it was the govern-
ment that was surprised by internation-
al condemnation to the point where it 
even tried to hide the full extent of the 
repression from its own people. A sign 
the times had changed. 

Why such a heavy blow against peace-
ful opponents? Perhaps we should ask 
– how did the opposition and inde-
pendent journalism become so strong 
under the Castros without them dar-
ing to repress it before? 

The times change: Even though the 
Cold War died, its children continue to 
survive. However, they could no longer 
act as they did in the times when there 
were two sides that acted as godfathers, 

one for “good dictatorships” and their 
allies against “bad dictatorships.” 

Worse raids had occurred in Cuba, eve-
ry morning people were executed for 
years without creating a scandal in a 
world where the image of the Cuban 
regime was dictated through the left’s 
little ditties and the mythology about 
Ché Guevara. Compared with the 
period from l959 to 1990, “the black 
spring” was “something small.”

The opposition, facing the dictatorship’s 
legal monstrosities, put all its efforts in 
order to survive, as is its right, and will-
ing to endure whatever cost, it started 
making inroads into global and national 
public opinion and getting organized. 

Its peaceful approach is very alien to the 
Cubans’ idiosyncrasies that have been 
nourished on the young nation’s violent 
and revolutionary history. It took a lot 
to get the Cubans to accept a pacifist 
way, but it disarmed the regime – every 
time the government tried to demonize 
its opponents as „people who plant 
bombs, want to kill, and want the yan-
qui invasion,” it became less believable. 

Fidel Castro made a calculated error 
when he decided to destroy the oppo-
sition by suddenly taking advantage of 
the fact that the world was looking in 
another direction – perhaps his error 
was not so great, as demonstrated by 

fiVE yEars  
of THE blaCk spring 
by Jaime leygonier

 



the Castros’ many political defenders 
that insist Europe leave these prison-
ers to their tormentors and issue the 
Castro’s false certificates for reform 
and good conduct.

Why this inconsistency with the Euro-
pean Community’s solemn statement 
for “immediate liberation?” The power of 
corruption in a dictatorship is immense, 
even in bankruptcy, we add Europe’s eco-
nomic interests and politicians in Cuba 
– Cuba’s debt, the dirty tourism of pros-
titution, the exploitation of the rights of 
private labor by a State uses contracts, 
like a master rents his slaves, the Cas-
tros’ political influence in the guerrillas 
movements, like ETA. 

Disgrace is all over the loincloth of this 
“dialogue.” A dialogue with deaf people 
shouting that they refuse to discuss 
things and filled with false prophe-
cies about their „intentions“ to make 
reforms. The prophecies have reap-
peared since the 80s as time serum to 
prolong the life to the regime and, now, 
to shorten the life to the prisoners. 

The Castros were counting upon these 
allies when they decided to unleash 
the repression of the 2003, when they 
would refuse to free their victims and 
when they claim new victims. 

The repressive essence of the dictator-
ship, its total failure that stripped it 
of every ideology exposing its ulcer-
ated body, its terror like panic about 
freedom of the press and expression, 
its method of terrifying the people 
with cyclical “lessons,” like executions, 
televised judgments, marked the logic 
of „the black spring“. 

They did not want to imprison everyone, 
but wanted to break as many of them as 
possible by having the accused defame 
themselves on television. That effort 
failed, after barely eight of them agreed 
to exhibit themselves as “pro-imperialist 
enemy agents that had infiltrated the 

states security apparatus,” looking like 
timid, lamentable beings. The regime 
dropped this approach after the spec-
tacle was done and one tried to hang 
himself. Furthermore, the State is illogi-
cal – not surprising since it is a person-
al regime that itself is not governed for 
laws but by the whim of the powerful 
“one” – in that it did not imprison only 
the most distinguished critics but also 
lesser known opponents.

The regime sought revenge against 
those that were former government 
officials or those that fought it from a 
leftist position, such as Raúl Rivero and 
Oscar Espinosa Chepe. It did not par-
don Nelson Aguiar for giving his asso-
ciation the name of a party associated 
with the mythology of Fidel Castro 
– The Party of the Cuban People (Ortho-
dox) of whose dead leader – E. Chibás 
– proclaimed Castro as his heir. 

Nelson Aguiar is paying for meddling 
in the mythology of Castro with a 
prison cell that is incompatible with 
his state of health: His abdominal 
muscles already can’t put up with the 
operations, they can’t hold back the 
internal organs that tear at them. But 
he is neither in the hospital nor in his 
home, but in his cell. 

The families are also being punished by 
having their loved ones incarcerated in 
distant provinces far from their homes. 
Each visit, each phone call, are objects 
of blackmail so that the imprisoned 
and relatives stay quiet about the hor-
rors of the prison. Already one of these 
families, included a little girl, died in 
an accident of car when they were 
returned from visiting to one of these 
“dangerous criminals.” 

Accidents occur in Cuba, but there are 
more and more cases of members of 
the opposition declaring that the State 
Security agents attacking them among 
their families make threats to them that 
they’ll make it look like traffic accident. 

But after the hard blow of 2003 the 
opposition continued their peaceful 
fight, some withdrew, other contin-
ued, some returned, and they add-
ed new members. Since the 2003, a 
regime that is falling to pieces, los-
ing credibility and splintering, is the 
same one whose abuses create the 
opposition. 

The people may not be acquainted 
but vaguely with the 75, and yet the 
regime that claims to be supported by 
the people, hides the repression of its 
“mercenary imperialist” enemies. And 
every time it shows more and more 
fear by having to repress popular riots 
that can be driven by its incapacity to 
satisfy their basic needs.

But, stripped of all of its social or 
patriotic ideology, and drowning itself 
in the contradictions of their need to 
repress and their desire for good pub-
licity, to the masters only the repres-
sion remains, and – encouraged by 
the moral inconsistencies of their 
European allies – they will continue 
to repress.

„The black spring“ should not hide the 
fact that there are more than 200 
prisoners of conscience among a penal 
population of some 80,000 common 
prisoners all of whom existing in sub-
human conditions. Not forgetting that 
the 75 were imprisoned for peacefully 
fighting for the liberty of 10 million 
Cubans. 

Not forgetting that the State will 
repress again – it doesn’t know how 
to do anything else – and that if being 
imprisoned isn‘t enough for someone, 
it can complete their threats with 
traffic accidents. 

Havana, April 2008

Jaime leygonier is an 

independent journalist in Cuba
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THE 55 prisonErs of ConsCiEnCE 
anD osCar bisCET gonzálEz

nelson Aguiar ramírez 
Sentenced to 13 years,  

president of Orthodox Party of Cuba

pedro Arg üelles moran 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

independent journalist and Cuban 
Committee for Human Rights

Victor Arroyo carmona 
Sentenced to 26 years,  
independent journalist

mijail Bárzaga Lugo 
Sentenced to 15 years,  
independent journalist

oscar Biscet González * 
*Sentenced to 25 years, founder of 

Lawton Human Rights Foundation, but 
he was arrested in December 2002

Dr. marcelo cano rodríguez 
Sentenced to 18 years, medical doctor 
who served as national coordinator of 
the Independent Medical Association

Antonio Díaz sánchez 
Sentenced to 27 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

eduardo Díaz fleitas 
Sentenced to 21 years,  

member of Cuban Human Rights Party

Alfredo Dominguez Batista 
Sentenced to 14 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement

Adolfo fernández saínz 
Sentenced to 15 years,  

independent journalist for the Patria 
agency

efren fernández fernández 
Sentenced to 12 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

José ferrer García 
Sentenced to 25 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

Luis ferrer García 
Sentenced to 28 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

Alfredo felipe fuentes 
Sentenced to 26 years,  

independent journalist and part of 
Varela Project

próspero Gaínza Agüero 
Sentenced to 25 years,  

member of the National Civic 
Resistance Movement

miguel Galván Gutiérrez 
Sentenced to 26 years,  

independent journalist and trade unionist 
in the Independent Union Movement 



Julio Gálvez rodríguez 
Sentenced to 15 years,  

independent journalist and part of the 
United Cuban Worker’s Council

Dr. José García paneque 
Sentenced to 24 years, independent 
librarian and independent journalist 

that started the Libertad news service

Diosdado González marrero 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

member of Peace, Democracy and 
Liberal Party

Jorge González Tanquero 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

president of the Carlos Manuel de 
Céspedes Independence Movement

ricardo González Alfonso 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent journalist

Lester González pentón 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent journalist  

and member of Human Rights Party

Leonel Grave de peralta Almenares 
Sentenced to 20 years, member of 
Christian Liberation Movement and 

Varela Project, independent librarian

iván Hernández carrillo 
Sentenced to 25 years,  
independent journalist  

and trade union activist

normando Hernández González 
Sentenced to 25 years,  
independent journalist

Juan Herrera Acosta 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent journalist

régis iglesias ramírez 
Sentenced to 18 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

José izquierdo Hernández 
Sentenced to 16 years,  

independent journalist and librarian

reinaldo Labrada peña 
Sentenced to 6 years,  

active member of the Varela Project

Librado Linares García 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

president of the Cuban Reflection 
Movement

José martínez Hernández 
Sentenced to 13 years, independent 
librarian and a leader of the Christian 

Liberation Movement and Varela Project

Héctor maseda Gutiérrez 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent journalist

Dr. Luis milán fernández 
Sentenced to 13 years,  

member of the independent Medical 
College of Cuba

nelson molinet espino 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

secretary-general of Cuban 
Democratic Workers Federation

Angel Juan moya Acosta 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

founder of the Alternative Option 
Movement

Jesús mustafá felipe 
Sentenced to 25 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Porject
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félix navarro rodríguez 
Sentenced to 25 years,  

founder of Pedro Luis Boitel Movement 
for Democracy

pablo pacheco Avila 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent journalist

Arturo pérez de Alejo rodríguez 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

president of the Escambray Human 
Rights Front

Horacio piña Borrego 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

fabio prieto Llorente 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent journalist

Dr. Alfredo pulido López 
Sentenced to 14 years, independent 
journalist and member of Christian 

Liberation Movement and the Varela Project

Arnaldo ramos Lauzerique 
Sentenced to 18 years,  

member of Cuban Institute of 
Independent Economists

Blas reyes rodríguez 
Sentenced to 25 years, independent 

librarian and member of Christian 
Liberation Movement and Varela Project

Alexis rodríguez fernandez 
Sentenced to 15 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement and Varela Project

omar rodríguez saludes 
Sentenced to 27 years, independent 

journalist and director of Nueva Prensa 
an independent Cuban news agency

omar moisés ruíz Hernández 
Sentenced to 18 years,  
independent journalist

claro sánchez Altarriba 
Sentenced to 15 years,  

member of Youth Movement for 
Democracy

Ariel sigler Amaya 
Sentenced to 25 years,  

founding member of  
Alternative Option Movement

Guido sigler Amaya 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

founding member of  
Alternative Option Movement

Dr. ricardo silva Gual 
Sentenced to 10 years,  

member of Christian Liberation 
Movement

fidel suárez cruz 
Sentenced to 20 years,  
independent librarian

manuel Ubals González 
Sentenced to 20 years,  

president of Cuban Liberty Council

Héctor raúl Valle Hernández 
Sentenced to 12 years,  

independent trade union activist

Antonio Villareal Acosta 
Sentenced to 15 years,  

member of Valera Project, independent 
librarian and economist

orlando Zapata Tamayo 
Sentenced to 25 years,  

member of Alternative Republic 
Movement 



Deciding whether or not to become 
an independent journalist in Cuba 

is no small matter. You are voluntar-
ily joining one of the most persecut-
ed opposition groups in Cuba and at 
the same time, engaging in a long 
fight tilting at windmills. Your only 
weapons are your own determination, 
access to the internet somewhere in 
Havana and a bunch of friends who 
share your opinions and are ready to 
help you found a press agency, which 
may only provide local coverage, but 
will be known around the world.

The reforms that have started to 
change the image of Cuba’s new gov-
ernment have also affected the situ-
ation for Cuban journalists. While 
Havana has turned into a showcase of 
reforms, changes, and openness to the 
world, the other provinces have seen 
the regime become even harsher. The 
more remote the area, the less visited 
by tourists and the more removed from 
the focus of the world, the more severe 
repressions it has suffered during the 
last year. Whereas Havana saw the 
founding of Cuban PEN Club, the direc-
tor of a local hospital on the island Isla 
de la Juventud was denied treatment as 
a patient suffering from severe diabe-
tes on the grounds that he has written 
several articles against the regime by 
complaining about his hard life.

“Having been labeled an independ-
ent journalist has deprived me of the 
posibility of getting regular doses 
of insulin – instead of getting 60, 
which would be the adequate amount 
to treat my condition for one month, 
I only get 12. My kidneys started 
to fail, my eyesight worsened, and 
there is a chance I will have to have 
a leg amputated,” complains Rober-
to Sánchez Valdes, an independent 
journalist from Nueva Gerona. The 
treatment he was prescribed is una-
vailable. Even if somebody managed 
to procure the insulin for him, he 
has no means for storing it, since 
his refrigerator was confiscated dur-
ing last year’s ‘energy revolution’ for 
being too old and used too much pow-
er. “So, what can I do,” adds Roberto, 
shrugging his shoulders. “I can only 
write another article full of criticism, 
which will make my situation worse. 
So the only thing that I’m trying to 
do now is come to terms with the 
fact that I may die soon.”

In the provinces outside Havana, 
independent journalists are still sub-
jected to persecution known as “actos 
de repudio” or “acts of repudiation.” 
These acts usually consist of an indi-
vidual being confronted by an angry 
mob throwing stones and accost-
ing the accused as a punishment for 

abandoning the Castro doctrine and 
becoming a “mercenary paid by the 
terrorist of the USA.” By doing things 
this way, the regime can deny its 
responsibility for such obvious acts 
of intimidation. 

However, the reality is different. Mem-
bers of the opposition movement (a 
status that one acquires automatically 
by becoming an independent journal-
ist in Cuba) are usually popular with 
the people around them, who tend to 
see him or her as an ombudsman, a 
person, to whom they can come and 
share their experience with unjust 
acts. In general, they only need some-
body who would listen to them, who 
would understand and encourage them. 
However, if they refuse to participate 
in acts of public violence, there is a 
chance they might be dismissed from 
their schools or jobs. 

Yuri Pérez was a fourth year law stu-
dent when he refused to take part in 
one of these acts of repudiation. As a 
result, he was expelled from his uni-
versity for political reasons. “In spite 
of the fact that the vast majority of 
my classmates stood up for me, the 
chancellor was uncompromising. He 
said that my loose morals, which 
keep me from beating old defense-
less men simply because they upset 

THE CraCkDown 
moVEs EasT
by pavla Holcová
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some bureaucrat, could spread among 
other law students like an infection,” 
he said. 

Local government authorities are in 
charge of organizing these “repudia-
tion trips.” Their job is to fill a bus up 
with as many people as possible from 
a school, a factory or a Committee 
for the Defense of the Revolution in a 
neighboring town under the threat of 
having problems at work if they don’t 
obey. The people have to assume the 
role of an infuriated crowd. If they 
refuse to do that, they run a risk that 
their children will be expelled from 
school or that their sick mother will 
be denied a bed in hospital.

However, there are other problems that 
Cuban independent journalists have to 
confront: the absolute lack of informa-
tion available to them and others. This 
does not merely refer to the much dis-
cussed issue of internet access. Consid-
er that even the news that Fidel Cas-
tro had officially given up his post of 

Cuban political leader after almost 50 
years spread among the citizens living 
outside Havana only in passing, from 
foreign sources, or that the informa-
tion that citizens will have a legal right 
to use mobile phones was published in 
an article hidden among some sport 
results on the second page of the Gran-
ma newspaper. The government still 
has a monopoly on information, and, 
as a result, on being right and express-
ing an opinion.

When samizdat emerges spontane-
ously, the regime destroys it with 
fervor. The political police confiscate 
not only recorders and basic technical 
equipment, but even ballpoint pens 
and paper. 

Nevertheless, people feel that some-
thing is happening and they are capa-
ble of figuring out the details. Accord-
ing to Roberto Santana, an independ-
ent journalist, the Cuban people have 
become masters at piecing together 
rumors of all types and spreading 

them far and wide. “One of the most 
popular and most dangerous rumors 
is that Fidel Castro has died. In the 
last year alone, this rumor spread 
several times like wildfire and was 
even reported in the international 
media. And yet, all of this could be 
prevented quite simply. It would suf-
fice for the government to loosen its 
tight rein on information by speaking 
openly about the fact that even Fidel 
Castro is mortal, that certain reforms 
are necessary and that those who do 
not go with the flow simply go their 
own way,” Santana concluded.

The current Cuban regime is afraid 
of information and of all those who 
could work with it. Instead of trying 
to spread the most important pieces 
of news in a civilized way, it acts as 
if it doesn’t exist at all, which is a 
very short-sighted stance in the age 
of information highways.

Pavla Holcová
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The independent libraries were 
founded in March 1998 after the 

National Book Fair. Fidel Castro had 
visited the event and was asked by a 
journalist if there were banned books 
in Cuba, to which he responded: “in 
Cuba there are no banned books, in 
Cuba there simply isn’t enough mon-
ey to buy books.” After this, Ramon 
Colas, my husband, and I came up 
with the idea of opening up a house 
to the public and placing the books 
we have there. The books were from 
our private collection – the ones that 
we had kept hidden, because they 
were banned, and offered them to our 
friends and neighbors when they came 
to our home. 

This was the original idea for opening 
the first of the independent libraries. 
We wrote a project proposal where 
we decided to create 15 independent 
libraries across the entire country 
with one in each province. In Cuba, 
there are 14 provinces and the Isla de 
Pinos, a small piece of national terri-
tory that is treated like a province. 
After making this decision, we had the 
task of going from province to prov-
ince to set up independent libraries. 
We opened one up in Las Tunas, then 
another in Pinar del Rio, and after 
that one in Santiago de Cuba. We were 
growing quickly. Soon after opening 

one library per province, we start-
ed founding more in each area that 
already had one. By the end of 2001, 
there were 75 libraries that met our 
minimum requirement of needing to 
have at least 250 books and a person 
to promote reading or be in charge of 
lending books out to the people. Last-
ly, the person had to accept that they 
were going to have to give up some 
of their privacy, since the independ-
ent libraries are all run out of pri-
vate homes.

The libraries were never intended to 
be out of sight and each librarian con-
ducts his or her activities openly. No 
one was trying to hide anything from 
their neighbors or from the govern-
ment. However, the laws in Cuba are 
such that no one is allowed to rent a 
public space for the purpose of run-
ning any kind of business that brings 
in money or establish an NGO. As a 
result, there were no opportunities 
for renting a house, a local space or 
office that we could run a library out 
of, let alone a for profit cafeteria or, 
even worse, to promote human rights. 
So, the people that are a part of the 
incipient civil society, which is neither 
authorized, nor recognized legally, by 
the government, have to make their 
institutions and organizations in their 
homes on account of these laws. 

The independent libraries, independ-
ent press agencies, opposition political 
parties, independent farmer associa-
tions are located in private homes. As 
a result the libraries do not formally 
have a public space. Due to the laws 
of the Cuban government, the signs 
of an institution can not be placed 
outside of your house, because it is 
part of the public domain, but you 
can put a sign inside your home. So, 
when someone goes to an independent 
library they will only be able to find 
the sign inside.

This was the initial idea. 

Several people that wanted to open 
an independent library imagined that 
they were going to have a place full 
of books exclusively against the Cuban 
regime. And we would have to explain 
that the idea was not to carry only 
anti-governmental books, since we 
would be lowering ourselves to the 
same level as the government. If this 
had been the case, we would have only 
been doing the government a favor.

The independent libraries were set 
up to be places that have all kinds 
of books. A public space where one 
can find books by Karl Marx, Frie-
drich Engels, Ché, and Fidel, as well 
as more international Cuban writers 

THE origins anD ExpEriEnCEs 
of THE inDEpEnDEnT library 
moVEmEnT in Cuba
by berta Mexidor
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like Jose Marti. However, there are 
also hard to find titles by living writ-
ers like Carlos Alberto Montaner, as 
well as other authors, who have been 
banned by the government. There are 
also international authors from East-
ern Europe and Latin America, such as 
Václav Havel and Mario Vargas Llosa, 
or specific titles, like 1984 and Ani-
mal Farm that are forbidden by the 
regime. The opposition to the govern-
ment understands that the independ-
ent libraries are supposed to be places 
were ideological barriers are broken 
down. Under a totalitarian regime, or 
in a post-totalitarian society, libraries 
have to be open spaces for all types of 
literature and contain works from all 
types of writers. 

Each library has a minimum of 250 
volumes, though some of the col-
lections are much bigger and have 
upwards of 1000 titles or more. The 
libraries generally start with the 
books from someone’s personal collec-
tion and then are added to by look-
ing for more books through personal 
connections. There are Cubans who 
leave the island and have to leave 
behind their books. (Some of these 
people give their books up freely and 
others try to sell them, but usually 
independent librarians try and con-
vince them to donate them.) This 
is the first step, but it is extremely 
difficult, since the government can 
confiscate everything and then the 
librarian has to start all over again 
from scratch. 

Building up a collection is hard, since 
foreign newspapers or magazines are 
not for sale in Cuba and there are 
no places that one can go to ask for 
book donations. Some people living in 
Havana close to embassies go search-
ing for donations there, but while cer-
tain embassies are in support of this 
type of activity, others simply close 
their doors. In the past, there were 
more possibilities to get literature in 

Spanish from the Embassy of Spain, 
but due to the closer ties between the 
governments less is available. Howev-
er, the libraries still get some maga-
zines, short histories, or general fic-
tion from them.

The Cuban regime, like all totalitarian 
governments, sees information as a 
dangerous thing and has either direct-
ly attacked the independent libraries 
or tried to limit their activities. The 
government believes that bringing 
a book to Cuba could be against the 
interests of the revolution and has an 
agreement with the republic’s customs 
officials to confiscate whatever books 
they find that go against the general 
interests of the nation. Through this 
they can censor everything, from the 
writings of Martin Luther King, to 
the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, to all types of children’s lit-
erature. Fidel once told the intellec-
tuals that joined the revolution that 
they could “write about whatever they 
wanted,” but after the revolution they 
weren’t allowed to do any such thing. 
Instead movies, music, and books were 
all censored if they went beyond the 
ideological margins determined by the 
Cuban government.

The repressions of 2003 affected 
everyone and little has changed 
since then. All of the major figures 
of the independent civil society 
organizations and opposition groups 
were directly affected and initially 
lost members, because some people 
became afraid. But little by little 
things returned to normal, the jour-
nalists, librarians or members of the 
opposition’s political parties that left 
either returned or were replaced by 
new people. For example, after 2003 
we were down to around 50 inde-
pendent libraries, but today there are 
around 177, because there are always 
people that want to do something in 
response to the fact that conditions 
haven’t changed. 

The censorship continues, but the peo-
ple still want to read. There are still 
many people that are ready to go to 
Havana or to other places to pick up 
materials to set up an independent 
library, even though they are scared 
on account of the ongoing censorship 
and repression. But in the end, many 
say to themselves that “I have already 
lost some things, so I don’t have that 
much more to lose if I join the opposi-
tion.” However, the level of repression 
can depend somewhat on where people 
are on the island.

The repression in the eastern parts of 
the island was stronger than in the 
capital, but this has always been the 
case. The capital has always been a 
little different, because it is the face 
shown to the world and to those that 
arrive. Capital cities in most countries 
tend to be more cosmopolitan and are 
more open to all types of influences. 
For example, the opposition members 
that live in Havana have greater access 
to people and institutions connected 
to the foreign embassies. They have 
access to the internet and email that 
they can use to communicate with 
foreign members of the credentialed 
press, all of whom live in Havana. So 
for example, when the Damas de Blan-
co recently went to the Plaza of the 
Revolution to peacefully demonstrate 
for the release of their imprisoned 
loved ones, the international press was 
there. However, the foreign press can’t 
move around Cuba freely or travel to 
Santiago de Cuba, just because some-
one in the opposition has asked them 
to come for a demonstration, a book 
presentation, or anything else. In the 
end, the further someone is from the 
capital the fewer options they have for 
fighting against the state’s repression, 
but all and all everyone is still taking 
the same risks.

There are some activists, such as 
Gisela Delgado, the executive direc-
tor of the Independent Libraries, Car- 



los Menendez, the associate director, 
Omaida Padron, Aini Martin, Guiller-
mo Fariñas, along with the 15 region-
al coordinators of the libraries on the 
island, that are more visible than oth-
ers, because they promote their activ-
ities openly and, consequently, are 
watched more closely by the Cuban 
regime. There are some librarians that 
have dedicated themselves to books 
exclusively, or focus their activities 
only on children or young people. And, 
sometimes the repression against 
them is more moderate, but in the 
end, it is all the same. The CDRs and 
political police can still accost them, 
scare their friends, intimidate people 
who use the libraries, and threaten 
the librarians or in certain instances 
even have them arrested. 

There are still 13 independent librar-
ians that have been incarcerated 
since the repressions of 2003. The 
books and magazines that they had 
in their homes were proof enough 
to condemn them to long sentences. 
Any independent librarian can still 
be condemned and sentenced for up 
to 25 years in prison for simply hav-
ing books that the government pro-
hibits. 

The independent libraries and librar-
ians are important for Cuba – as I 
believe that libraries are all over the 
world – because they are more than 
just places where books are lent out. 
Around the world there are many 
institutions that are supporting the 
movement, such as the “Friends of 

the Independent Libraries,” Jackson 
State University in Mississippi, Cent-
er for a Free Cuba, People in Need, 
SILC (The Swedish Liberal Party), 
among others. Support from organi-
zations such as these help to ensure 
that the Cuban independent libraries 
are able to function as cultural cent-
ers that make room for debates, dis-
cussions, and teaching people about 
other ways of being. The independent 
libraries are helping Cuba’s growing 
civil society prepare for the brighter 
future that awaits them when ide-
as and people are allowed to move 
around freely and without restric-
tions.

berta mexidor

a rEsponsE To rECEnT 
EVEnTs in Cuba anD Eu 
poliCy rECommEnDaTions
by the europe Cuba nGo network

In the first few months of 2008, 
Raúl Castro announced several eco-

nomic and agricultural policy chang-
es designed to eliminate “excessive 
regulations” and improve the overall 
efficiency of Cuba’s economy. These 
‘changes’ allow Cubans: to buy certain 
goods (cell phones, microwaves, com-
puters, DVD players, and certain agri-
cultural inputs) that have been largely 
unavailable or illegal in the past; to 
stay in previously restricted “foreign-
er only” hotels and resorts if they can 

pay for it in hard currency; to navi-
gate the bureaucratic systems regu-
lating land usage, filling prescriptions, 
acquiring housing deeds more simply; 
and lastly to no longer have to accept 
limits on what they can legally earn 
through wages. None of these decrees 
are far reaching enough to be con-
sidered major reforms, but they have 
increased speculation about whether 
or not more significant changes are 
on the way. At this point, this is far 
from certain.

The electoral process that result-
ed in Raúl Castro becoming Cuba’s 
president was deeply flawed, undem-
ocratic in nature, and designed to 
inhibit change. Every candidate for 
the National Assembly was nomi-
nated using a public process that 
neither allowed the use of secret 
ballots nor the presence of independ-
ent international election observ-
ers. This made it nearly impossible 
for anyone to support an opposition 
leader or to vote against the Cuban 
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Communist Party’s nominees with-
out facing potentially severe con-
sequences. As expected, not a sin-
gle one of the 614 nominated can-
didates lost, but then again no one 
ever has since they all run unop-
posed. And yet, it was this newly 
‘elected’ National Assembly that offi-
cially chose Raúl Castro as Cuba’s 
new head of state and supported his 
appointment of five vice presidents 
with a median age of 70. 

Every decision and announcement 
Raúl has made since assuming power 
stresses that stability and continu-
ity will be the priority, not making 
changes leading toward democrati-
zation and improving Cuba’s human 
rights record. Even though Raúl’s 
first statement when he took office 
was that he would consult with 
Fidel on all major decisions, he knew 
that he had to take small steps that 
would allow him to emerge independ-
ently from underneath his brother’s 
long shadow. He was well aware that 
he needed to improve the perform-
ance of Cuba’s economy, increase 
food production and buy enough 
time to firmly establish control 
over each sector of Cuban society. 
When looked at closely, these goals 
are exactly what the recent flurry 
of ‘reforms’ are designed to accom-
plish. It is important to remember 
that Raúl has accumulated a tre-
mendous amount of power over the 
course of his brother’s reign as the 
head of the military and has gone to 
great lengths to ensure that he will 
have their continued support. (Con-
sidering the Cuban military directly 
controls over 60% of Cuba’s tourism, 
export/import, and agriculture sec-
tors, these ‘changes’ could make his 
backers extremely happy.) Further-
more, we anticipate that Raúl will 
exploit his position as the head of 
the Non-Aligned Movement and build 
upon the gains that Cuba has made 
since the friendlier “Pink Tide” gov-

ernments in Venezuela, Bolivia, Ecua-
dor and Brazil came into office over 
the last several years.

Raúl Castro’s government has shown 
no willingness to change its approach 
to Cuba’s internal opposition or to 
heed international calls for imple-
menting democratic reforms. Raúl 
has continued to detain and arrest 
members of the Cuba’s independent 
civil society organizations, though 
mostly outside of Havana, but has 
been more careful to try and garner 
more positive press within the inter-
national media in order to splinter 
the regimes detractors in Europe and 
the Americas. To that end, it is high-
ly likely that a small percent of the 
political prisoners will be released 
in the near future by the regime as 
a symbolic gesture. However such a 
maneuver does not signal a change 
in attitude about human rights, the 
need for fair trials, or granting free-
dom to those who were wrongful-
ly imprisoned by the regime, but is 
intended to shift the focus on human 
rights concerns into a “let’s wait and 
see what happens next” situation 
where the issue is largely dropped. 
The more time Raúl has to consoli-
date his authority over the island’s 
internal affairs the more likely he 
will be able to remain firmly in pow-
er. There is the possibility that Raúl 
Castro will be unable to maintain 
control over the pace of change much 
like Gorbachev in the late 1980s, but 
what is clear that he won’t let this 
happen without a fight.

In light of all this, the Europe Cuba 
NGO Network recommends that 
the EU not only keep its empha-
sis on the goals and spirit of the 
1996 Common Position, but that the 
measures that were enacted in 2003 
and provisionally suspended in 2005 
remain until Cuba meets strictly 
defined benchmarks and the follow-
ing conditions. 

(1) The unconditional release of all 
political prisoners and respect for 
human rights.

The EU’s policy must hold the Cuban 
government accountable to the U.N.’s 
International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights and the Internation-
al Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights which Cuba formally 
signed in February. Raul Castro has 
already stated publically that he will 
only honor the parts of these trea-
ties that he considers “relevant.” The 
unconditional release of 55 of the 75 
pro-democracy activists arrested in 
March 2003, as well as the other 200 
or so political prisoners still incar-
cerated, should be a starting point 
for negotiations, not an end goal to 
justify a policy change. Likewise, a 
release of a small number of politi-
cal prisoners should not be used as 
an excuse by other countries to par-
don the original crimes of the Cas-
tro regime. 

(2) The organizing of free and fair 
elections with the presence of inter-
national observers. 

Cuba is the only government in the 
Western Hemisphere that has not 
embraced democracy and represses all 
forms of political dissent. The current 
regime should legalize other political 
parties and allow the Cuban people to 
vote for the representatives of their 
choosing without having to worry 
that it will land them in prison, cost 
them their livelihood or result in an 
act of repudiation. All of this should 
be done in the presence of internation-
al observers.

(3) The passage of reforms that 
allow greater civil liberties and the 
free flow of information in Cuba.

The Cuban government needs to 
implement reforms that guarantee 
the basic rights to expression, press  



and assembly by removing its strict 
controls over all forms of media. This 
should include free and unrestricted 
access to national and international 
news outlets, television, radio and 
the internet. The reforms must allow 
for the dissemination of information 
to be unrestricted both inside and 
outside of Cuba.

(4) The EU should support inde-
pendent civil society and peaceful 
democratic opposition a) by provid-
ing funding for their projects and 
organizations; b) by providing them 
with access to the internet and/
or any other independent source 
of information; c) by continuing 
to invite their members to official 
events; by promoting people-to-peo-
ple contacts through targeted “social 
networking” programs

Until the Cuban government allows 
for civil society organizations and 
political parties to operate openly and 
freely the EU should support them 
with funding; access to information; 
training and capacity building; and 
symbolic gestures to dissidents and 
opposition leaders that assure them 
that their efforts are recognized, val-
ued and valid. In addition, the Cuban 
government needs to recognize pub-
lically the legal right of civil society 
organizations to exist. Furthermore, 
the EU should commission an inde-
pendent review of the EU delegation 
in Havana’s grant program aiming to 
support cultural exchange and the civ-
il sector in order to check allegations 
that some projects have been canceled 
or not approved due to direct pressure 
from Cuban authorities. At the same 
time, the EU should develop a “social 
networking” component as an addi-
tional vehicle for supporting Cuba’s 
independent civil society that enables 
Cuban citizens and institutions (edu-
cational, cultural, scientific, youth, 
etc.) to participate in exchange pro-
grams with Europeans, and vice ver-

sa, under the condition that all Cuban 
citizens have the right to participate 
in that exchange. Freedom of move-
ment and the importance of education 
are enshrined in the UN Declaration 
of Human Rights to which Cuba is a 
long standing signatory and must be 
held accountable. 

(5) The acquired know-how and 
experiences of the EU member states 
that endured communism in the 
past and made transitions to democ-
racy should be offered to Cuba

There are at least 10 EU member states 
that have made successful transitions 
to democracy from single party Com-
munist states, whose experiences 
should be shared openly and honest-
ly with Cuba. The EU should be using 
these experiences as a means of show-
ing the Cubans the variety of ways 
in which these transformations have 
happened, what lessons have been 
learned and that Cuba can find its 
own way to do so for the betterment 
of its people.

(6) Any change is EU policy must be 
contingent on strict benchmarks and 
conditions being met by Cuba before 
the change is made 

Cuba has recently stated that the sus-
pended sanctions from 2003 are the 
main stumbling block for closer ties 
between the island and the EU, but 
this can hardly be taken at face val-
ue. Cuba is the only country in the 
Western Hemisphere with whom the 
EU hasn’t signed a bilateral coopera-
tion agreement, and is the only ACP 
country that has not formally signed 
onto the Cotonou Agreement. It is no 
mere accident or case of discrimina-
tion that has led to Cuba being treat-
ed differently than so many other 
countries, rather is a direct result of 
the Castro regime’s attempts to get 
greater privileges without having to 
take steps towards democratization 

and improving Cuba’s human rights 
record. There is a pattern of détente 
and disengagement on behalf of the 
Cuban government that makes it rea-
sonable for the EU to establish bench-
marks and extraordinary conditional-
ity clauses that would structure the 
negotiations on establishing normal-
ized relations between the two sides. 
Cuba should be required to resubmit 
its application to the Cotonou Agree-
ment, taking into consideration the 
clear human rights implications out-
lined in Article 96 as criteria for its 
acceptance. The suspended measures 
from 2003 should not be dropped 
until all 75 of the prisoners of con-
science and political prisoners are 
released, since they have committed 
no crime other than peacefully advo-
cating for the type of democratic 
changes that are supposed to serve 
as the cornerstone of all EU exter-
nal relations. 

Without Cuba agreeing to such steps, 
there is no legitimate reason for the 
EU to make a major policy change 
to its Common Position or to view 
the current events that have taken 
place there as any more than the lat-
est example of the great lengths to 
which an authoritarian regime will go 
to maintain its grasp on power for as 
long as possible. 

Prague, April 2008

endorsed by:
asociacion iberoamericana 

por la libertad (spain)
Christian solidarity worldwide 

(united kingdom)
Fundacion Hispano Cubana (spain)
international society for Human 

Rights (germany)
kiC – Christian democratic 

international Center (sweden)
People in need (Czech Republic)
People in Peril association (slovakia)
Pontis Foundation (slovakia)
solidaridad española con Cuba (spain)
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people in peril’s and 
pontis’s solidarity March 

through bratislava

people in need’s symbolic Cuban 
prison Cell in the center of prague

EuropE Cuba ngo nETwork’s 
DEmonsTraTions on 18 marCH �008

 



international society for Human 
rights’ protest in front of the 

Cuban embassy in berlin

solidaridad española con Cuba 
Joins the damas de blanco in 
calling for the release of all Cuban 
political prisoners in Madrid
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