
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Assisting Independent Trade Unions in Cuba 
A Conference of the Commmittee for Free Trade Unionism
Washington, D.C.

April 2, 2008
Panel 3
Strengthening International Action on Cuba 
Presentation by Eric Chenoweth 
Director, Institute for Democracy in Eastern Europe
It seems to me that the international context is outside the discussion here. And the international context is very serious. Even though there is a growing consensus among human rights organizations about the nature of the regime in Cuba, about the repression of human rights in Cuba, and the need to protest against it, there is an equally important and stronger political trend internationally towards engagement and reconciliation – an entente – with the Cuban regime.

This development is demoralizing for the Cuban opposition and the human rights movement in Cuba. It is demoralizing when the European Union lifts sanctions without any consideration of human rights, without any benchmarks, and, contrary to the claims of the Spanish foreign minister, without ever meeting with the opposition or human and worker rights activists in Cuba. 

This trend towards entente with Cuba is going on with Latin American leaders, even with President Bachelet of Cuba. In her case it is really quite surprising that she, who experienced repression under Pinochet, would refuse openly to meet with the Cuban opposition. 

This is the international context. It affects the civic and political movement in Cuba. And it should be the basis around which we discuss any change in policy. I have no fixed opinion about what policy should be adopted or whether or not the embargo should be kept in place or not, but any change in policy is an action toward the regime. If some change occurs, it should only happen with an equally strong action towards the opposition, towards support for human and worker rights in Cuba.

What has been lacking up until now with discussion about changes in policy, with moves towards entente with communist Cuba, is reaching out to the opposition. In my view, that should be central to any governmental policy. My friend, Aurelio Bachiller, likes to say it is not a question of right or wrong; it is a question of rights. I think that is absolutely correct. This is a question of basic human rights and we and our governments should have a central role in promoting them. All international action should be based on it.

Governmental actions make non-governmental actions even more important. And that makes the AFL-CIO’s mission ever more important at the ILO, ever more important because it is really the only significant international forum that is considering human and worker rights in Cuba today. It is the only place where we can possibly keep Cuba to account.

Let us consider previous cases. I can say from the experience of Eastern Europe that international solidarity works and is essential. I cannot imagine a situation in Poland during the period of martial law with the AFL-CIO silent, with the ICFTU silent, with major international trade union federations silent, with all governments silent. Solidarity would not have succeeded in surviving and regaining legal status without strong international solidarity. The cutting of the Rust Curtain in Hungary, the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia, the freeing of the Baltic States — all required concerted international solidarity.

What can be done? What should be done on the NGO front? I think there should be common delegations – not just AFL-CIO delegations or ICTU delegations – there should be common delegations of the human and worker rights international community to Cuba. 

There should also be common statements ad action. Yesterday there was a common statement of eight human rights organization on the Lev Ponomarev case in Russia, protesting his beating. Why not a common eight-organization statement at the ILO supporting the complaint that has been lodged or simply to support worker rights? 

In general, there should be ongoing physical contact with human and worker rights activists in Cuba. They don’t have it. They miss it. And it is extremely important. I think one thing that is very much underestimated is how isolated the democratic community in Cuba is. They need more international contact. They need to share ideas with people. They need to establish means of communication. This is something that the Institute for Democracy in Eastern Europe has been focusing on very, very much over the last 15 years, sending people to meet with and share ideas with the democratic community in Cuba. And we believe it has had some significant impact.

One thing that hasn’t been talked about in the conference is the need for communication with Cuba and the need to break through this monopoly of information that the Cuban government has, and the monopoly over communication. And that is especially important, I think, in terms of Internet freedom. 

Tom Kahn, the former director of international affairs at the AFL-CIO, once said that freedom of association is the most essential right. Without it, all other rights become empty. But the converse is also true. Freedom of association requires freedom of expression, freedom of assembly, freedom of petition to have any full meaning. And right now, for Cubans, the most important issue for them in communicating with the outside world is the denial of the Internet. And I would encourage that that be a common effort of international human rights organizations to allow free and unfettered access to the Internet.

We are expecting chage in Cuba. We expect that we won’t have a communist totalitarian dictatorship forever. But it is not just an issue of whether multi-national corporations will come in and exploit workers and how to prevent them from doing it. It is also a question of how we support Cuban workers now to create a true independent trade union movement. There are many examples in Eastern Europe of the old communist federations being allowed to continue with enormous privileges and enormous resources. As a result, they still continue to dominate labor relations as fundamentally democratic organizations. And they have warped the social and trade union scene in Eastern Europe. 

We can guarantee you that the official CTC [Confederation of Cuban Workers] will morph into some new group, but it will have the same people and same resources. And it will not allow the real development of independent trade unions. We need to prepare for that now. We need to think about how we help the independent trade unionists who have been working until now to plan for the time when they will be free to organize true independent trade unions. Who are those people? Some question whether there can be indepedent trade unionists in the conditions of Cuba. And clearly, independent trade unions cannot function freely. But I think a good measure of an independent trade unionist is someone who is willing to aspire to and promote the ideals of free trade unionism at the risk of imprisonment and even after being imprisoned. These are the people who should form the base of the future independent trade union movement and that can – should reflect the full history of Cuban independent trade unionism.


