Visit to Cuba, Havana, 19-22 February 2007

On the invitation of the Swedish Christian Democratic Foundation (KIC), Mrs Zsuzsana Roithova, MEP and former Czech Minister of Health, Mr Lennart Sacrédeus, Swedish MP and former MEP, Mr Daniel Lipsic, Slovak MP and former Minister of Justice, and myself, visited Havana during three intense days in February 2007. Though we were certainly followed by the security service out through the whole visit, this was not very obvious, as had been the case during other recent visits. We did not meet any problem, and could fulfil the programme as planned, with some additions, despite no special precaution. Some meetings had been set up in advance, but mostly we just drove to the address given, without previous phone calls, in the hope to find somebody at home.

The visit had a special focus on the health system, and to a certain extent also the justice sector. It took place in a context where Fidel Castro seemed to be recovering, and a video of him had been shown on the TV a couple of weeks before our arrival. Some days later, he appeared live, for the first time as a convalescent, on the radio together with Hugo Chavez.

The "delegation" met in Paris on 19 February, and landed in Havana at 18.00, local time. We were able to enter the country without any problem or special treatment, and could start the programme the following day.

20 February

10.30 – 12.30 Meeting with Proyecto de Bibliotecas Independientes (the Independent Libraries), director Mrs Gisela Delgado and Mr Hector Palacios, sociologist and newly released prisoner of conscience

The meeting with Gisela Delgado and Hector Palacios, at their home, was very encouraging, despite the precarious situation of Hector’s health. After spending so much time in a very small cell, his blood circulation system has collapsed, and he is in urgent need of operation. He has indeed been conditionally released for health reasons on 6 December 2006, but without being able to see or get his medical file, which complicates further treatment. “It’s hard to say, but they didn’t want to take the responsibility for him dying in prison, and gave him to me for to die” said Gisela.

No specialist in Cuba could do this complicated operation, and treatment would have to be given outside Cuba. Apparently, a French NGO (FIDH?) has promised to take this on charge, and this is now dealt with at ministerial level, awaiting news regarding permits to leave the country and visas to France.  Hector seemed rather optimistic about his possibilities: “It’s a good moment. If even Mr Castro needs a foreign doctor for his treatment, why shouldn’t they let me out of the country for the treatment I need?” However, they recognised that Mr Tamayo, the first prisoner out of the 75 who died in January, did have his visas and all other details in order, but was just refused to leave the country.

Gisela gave us a list of the medicines Hector is taking, and also said they would need equipments for measuring the blood pressure and long elastic tights. She witnessed about especially hard treatment against her compared to other wives, being herself politically active, during the time in prison, when she was denied visits to her husband for over more than a year. Under constant threat of being imprisoned herself, she had also been the subject of several “actos de repudio”, and could tell that people participating were normally not known to her, but had been ordered to take part while at their work, and transported to her home from other districts in Havana.

The library, with all books confiscated in March 2003, was now fully operative again, and the shelves full of books. We handed over some volumes and newspapers.

During our stay, Elsa, the wife of Victor Rolando Rollo, arrived. She was going to a meeting at the EC delegation, before visiting her husband, suffering amongst other things from high blood pressure. Others were calling on the phone, and in general, it is obvious that the families are in close contact with each other.
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Mrs Roithova and Mrs Delgado in the library.
Mr Palacios with the certificate of his conditionally release for health reasons.
In the afternoon, Mr Lipsic and Mrs Roithova visited the Slovak Embassy. Mrs Roithova tried to go to the Czech Embassy, but it was closed and she was told by somebody in the street, obviously from the Cuban Secrete Service, that the Ambassador had left for another Latin American country in the morning. This was later confirmed by the Slovak Ambassador, who also told that the Czech Embassy had had their diplomatic post opened by the Cuban authorities two weeks earlier, in breach of international agreements. It is clear that they work in a very tough environment and are very much observed. 

17.00 Meeting with Darsi Ferrer, physician and Human Rights activist
We met with Mr Ferrer at his home, together with his wife and little son. They live in very humble conditions, not very far from Mr Payá. Previously running a clinic specialised in helping poor people, Mr Ferrer was dismissed having organised a silent march on 10 December, the Human Rights Day. 

In September last year, he had been detained by 50 policemen, while he was at home alone with his 4 year old son. Taken to the police station, without any consideration of leaving the little son home alone, a neighbour tried to reach the mother, who was in another part of Havana. When she got home, she found the door locked, her son inside, and somebody had left the gas on, in a clear attempt of assassination.

Conversations were mostly focused on deficiencies and deterioration in the health system. He clearly denounced the repercussion, especially on the primary health sector, of the policy of sending so many Cuban doctors abroad. With up to 35 000 doctors involved, many from the primary health sector where 2 or 3 three out of 5 doctors are now missing, large part of the population, and most often those with small economic means, are left unattended. The family doctor system, proudly launched and defended by the government, in practice doesn’t work any more.

He also witnessed about to what extent the government use statistics for their propaganda, and how far they are prepared to go in this direction. As infant mortality is a very important measure within the UN statistics, all priority is given to pregnant women and to babies under one year. As soon as infants are more than 12 months, they don’t receive the same treatment at all, with a high death rate for 12-36 months infants as a consequence. Women with high risk pregnancies are under pressure to abort, in order to avoid negative statistics. 

We were promised some of his articles, and some photos, for the following day. He also gave us some web sites where articles are published. 

20.30 Meeting with Mr Oswaldo Payá Sardiñas, national coordinator of Movimiento Cristiano Liberación
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Together with Mr Payá and his wife, in their home, under the Sakharov poster.

Though agreed in advance, Mr Payá was a little bit late for the meeting, as his father had been hospitalised during the last weeks, adding on to responsibilities and worries.

This gave us the possibility to converse with his wife, Ofelia, and their eldest daughter, who, by the way, is very good in English. (Maybe useful information for later visits?) The daughter had experienced some problems at university when refusing to join the University militia, but was now back in class again. Ofelia was clearly suffering from living under hard pressure. She told us how they have to live through complete isolation; as soon as somebody approach them in church, this other family is soon called up by the Secret Service in the evening, threatening them with consequences of further contacts with the Payá family. Their children had the same experience at school; should any of their colleagues at school seem to be too friendly, the parents of the latter received the same threats. 

Slogans had been painted just by the door during last year’s “acto de repudio”, giving the well known “Socialismo o muerte” a very concrete meaning.

When Mr Payá arrived, he presented the situation of the Varela project and the National Dialogue, and gave a further picture of the pressure they feel to be under. 

According to Mr Payá, the power vacuum left by Fidel Castro, is not tenable for much longer. Though his brother Raúl is formally fulfilling the functions, everybody knows that while Fidel is still alive, he cannot assume all powers, effectively leaving the country without leadership. This will affect the economy and the country.

In general, problems in the country are more widely recognised than before, but in a very uncertain climate, people are still very afraid of speaking out or getting engaged.

Mr Payá expressed his gratitude regarding the support from the European Parliament, and said that so far, it has been one of the clearest voices for a democratic change in Cuba.

I asked about the situation of Regis Iglesias. Apparently, he is doing under the circumstances rather well, suffering, as most of the prisoners, from respiratory problems, not improved by heavy smoking.... 

21 February

16.00 Meeting with representatives of Ladies in White, Miriam Lleiva, Laura Pollán, Berta Soler and Alejandrina García de la Rivas, as well as with Oscar Espinosa Chepe
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Ladies in White (from the left) Laura Pollán, 

Alejandrina García de la Rivas, Berta Soller and MiriamLleiva

After sightseeing in Havana in the morning, we went to Oscar’s and Miriam’s home. After a little while, the other ladies joined us, all dressed up in white and with a pin of their husband on the chest.

It is obvious that the solidarity and work done by the ladies, has been very important. Alejandrina, who gave a very colourful, detailed testimony about the day her husband was detained, and the following trial, said that the money she has received from different sources, as from the KIC, has helped her, not only to survive and pay for the visits to the prison, but more specifically to also be able to participate in the activities organised by the other wives. Living at the countryside, she would otherwise not have been able to pay for these trips.

Next big event, which they were actually planning, was the anniversary of the imprisonments. They were going to have a big Assembly on the 18 March, and they show me a letter addressed to the President of the European Parliament, asking for this day to be declared the Day of Prisoners of Conscience, a request they have already presented to Amnesty International.

In the following discussion after the ladies had made their introduction, Mr Lipsic insisted on the importance of knowing the name of all those who had participated in the trials, as judges, prosecutors, etc, claiming that this is also a personal responsibility. One of the points often underlined by Mr Lipsic during the visits, drawing from the own transition experience, was the importance of changing the whole administration. Changing laws are not enough, if those who are going to implement them do not have a changed mind.

My discussion with the ladies was, for obvious reasons, dealing with their thoughts about the Sakharov prize. It was clear that their wish was to receive the money in an official way, preferably in the European Parliament, otherwise by an official delegation. “If we share the money between 70 families, it will be very little for each of us, and in a couple of months, we will have used it all. The symbolic value of not being able to receive the money is much higher. By not letting us leave the country, or others coming in, this regime shows its real face”. I emphasised that they would still have the possibility to address the Plenary, and that the Parliament would continue insisting on this, the issue of the money could be dealt with separately. They said they would discuss it again in their meeting on 18 March, but did not think the common view would change.

Other discussion touched upon the economic situation and developments in the country. It was a very friendly and open meeting, with more personal conversations, facilitated by the possibility to converse in English, and we stayed for several hours.

Mr Lipsic had to leave for the airport, while we went for a short visit to Dr Hilma Molina.

20.00 Meeting with Dr Hilma Molina, 

Dr Molina, once one of Cuba’s most prominent physicians and member of Parliament, left her post in protest against a health system she found deeply discriminative, giving preference to foreigners ahead of Cuban nationals. She is now dedicating herself to taking care of her elderly mother (94 years).

Mrs Roithova had prior to our visit, received an article, where Dr Molina had described a system in deterioration, and with clear deficiencies.

Dr Molina was very critical about the policy of sending so many doctors abroad, and more specifically of the consequences this has had on the quality of the training of new doctors. The urgent need for more doctors has lead to a forced speed, and medicines studies have been shortened by more than two years, mostly cutting down on studies of general medicine during the introductory years.

22 February

9.00 Meeting at the Swedish Embassy

Mr Sacrédeus and I had the opportunity to visit the Swedish Embassy for a fruitful and interesting meeting.

Peter Svensson, responsible for human rights, briefly told us about the good cooperation and burden sharing between the European Embassies. Amongst the responsibilities of Sweden are the visits to the provinces, undertaken regularly 1-2 times a year. However, it is also clear that different EU members have different positions, some more outspoken and prepared to have a Human Rights agenda than others. In general, EU MS are locked out from contacts with the authorities; all contacts need to be taken through the Foreign Office, which do affect the possibilities to work efficiently in the country, a constraint that some MS suffer more from than others.

We were able to have a discussion with Mr Ingemar Cederberg, first secretary, and finally also with the Ambassador Mr Christer Elm, who gave their view on the programmes currently taking place and recent developments. While there have been some openings under the leadership of Raúl Castro, who has recognised and criticised i.e. the public transport system, it is also clear that for the moment, no major changes are to be expected.

Asked about the Common Position and previous additions, the representatives said that in reality, the invitation of dissidents to National celebrations had been very difficult to put in practice. Sweden therefore opted for not hosting any celebration, others for hosting two different events. 

12.30 Meeting at the EC delegation, Ms Cristina Martinez, responsible for Human Rights

Ms Martinez gave us an overview of the situation and her frequent contacts with the human rights defenders and the dissidents, but she clearly expressed frustration of not being able to do more. She could hand over some light office equipments, such as papers and pencils, out of her own stock, but the delegation budget does not allow for a more substantive help. More specifically, digital equipments are often requested, such as flash memories. This is an issue that will need to be discussed, maybe within the framework of the EIDHR, for delegations to be able to give practical support to the civil society.

Another issue raised, was the access to internet for the public within the premises of the Delegation. According to Ms Martinez, this was not possible in Havana, as the building does not comply with internal security conditions for public access. It could however be an issue for consideration in the long term.

On our way to the airport, we visited the family of Antonio Diaz Sánchez. Gisela Sánchez Verdecia received us, together with her two daughters at their home. Gisela gave us a list of the health problems Antonio is encountering since 2003, as heart and visually problems. The only time he has been able to visit hospital was in 2005, suffering from tinnitus. He was brought to hospital and taken through the boards in handcuffs, while another prisoner, in jail for assassination, at the same time was able to walk freely.

Gisela said they have noticed increased persecution since Antonio’s book was published, but was very grateful for the help and the support. 

At 20.15, we left Havana, returning back to Europe, after a visit I believe had been very interesting for all of us participating. 

Helena Halldorf Romero







