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Background Note

1. Situation in Cuba

In 2008, Raúl Castro was designated as President of Cuba and introduced various reforms 
to liberalise the economy and promote the role of private sector and market mechanisms. 
An important step was the document 'Guidelines of the Economic and Social Policy of the 
Party and the Revolution' which foresees a market reform to be carried out gradually over 
five years. The economic reforms have not been matched with political ones, however, and 
the human rights situation remains mainly unchanged. According to Human Rights 
Watch, Cuba is the only country in Latin America that stifles any criticism of the regime. 

Damas de Blanco and other activists continue to be attacked and arrested. Ahead of the 
International Human Rights Day in December 2012 Cuban police arrested more than 100 
dissidents and put another 100 to 150 under house arrest, including 94 members and 
supporters of Damas de Blanco. In total 6,602 cases of short-term arbitrary detentions 
were documented in 2012 by the Cuban Commission for Human Rights and National 
Reconciliation’s, 50% more than in 2011. The number of political prisoners sentenced or 
awaiting trial amounted to 90 as of January 2013, twice as much as in March 2012. More 
than 1200 arrests have reportedly taken place so far in 2013.

126 political prisoners were released in 2010 and 2011 as a result of mediation of the 
Catholic Church and Spanish government, however, most were forced into exile and the 
charges were not dropped.

The government controls the media and access to external information, while only a small 
percentage of Cubans have access to the internet. Nevertheless, the new media play an 
increasing role as bloggers find ways to sidetrack the imposed limitations and young 
people use their mobile phones to transmit political messages via Twitter, according to 
Freedom House. 

Freedom House has placed Cuba among the world’s most repressive countries and 
ranked it Not Free in Freedom in the World 2012. The Press Freedom Index 2013 of the 
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Reporters without Borders places Cuba in position 171 out of 179 countries (167th in 
2012), worst in the region. 

Cuba is currently member of the UN Human Rights Council, having been re-elected in May
2009.

2. EU and Cuba

The EU policies are based on the 1996 EU Common Position that links full cooperation to 
the improvement of the democracy and human rights situation. 

In 2008 the EU lifted the diplomatic measures adopted in 2003 and resumed political 
dialogue and development cooperation with Cuba. Around EUR 40 million have been 
allocated since then to programmes in areas such as disaster management, food security, 
environment protection and education. The Country Strategy Paper for Cuba adopted in 
2010 foresees EUR 20 million for cooperation in the period 2011-2013. 

While the Common Position is the lowest common denominator and, unlike the USA, the 
EU Member States do not support sanctions, the EU is divided between countries who 
want more diplomatic pressure and those who argue in favour of dialogue and cooperation.

The EU and Cuba do not maintain 'normal' trade relations. Exports of goods that are
undertaken are contained to foodstuffs and medical products on the part of the EU and 
cigars and other tobacco products on the part of Cuba. Today, Cuba benefits from the 
Generalized System of Preferences (GSP) in its trade relations with the EU. However, from 
1 January 2014 onwards when the reformed GSP enters into force, Cuba (for reasons that it 
will be put into the category of 'upper-middle income country') is going to fall out of this 
preferential system and only be eligible for the EU's Most Favoured Nation (MFN) trade 
regime. Approximately a quarter of all tourists visiting the island every year comes from the 
EU. 

Cuba is the only country in Latin America and the Caribbean that has not signed a 
cooperation or political dialogue agreement with the EU. Cuba was admitted into the 
ACP group in 2000, but it is not a signatory of the Cotonou Agreement. Cuba is one of the 
16 States of CARIFORUM (the Caribbean Forum of ACP States), but has not participated in 
the negotiation for the CARIFORUM-EU Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA). The 
Cuban government has repeatedly expressed interest in upgrading relations with the EU 
through a bilateral agreement. Yet, it is doubtful whether both, Cuba and the EU, are ready 
to fully commit themselves to a comprehensive free trade agreement. 

In November 2012 the EU Foreign Affairs Council discussed options for future relations 
with Cuba agreeing to develop a negotiating mandate with a view to a new bilateral 
agreement. 

3. Role of the European Parliament

The European Parliament has, on one hand, established relations with the Cuban 
National Assembly through the Euro-Latin American Parliamentary Assembly (EuroLat) 
and the Latin American Parliament (Parlatino), on the other hand it conducts regular 
dialogue with activists and opposition. Many activists perceive the EP as the EU 
institution with the strongest human rights profile.

The European Parliament has adopted several resolutions (see annex) on Cuba. In its 
resolutions the Parliament has repeatedly condemned the travel ban for Damas de Blanco 
and other activists and calls for the unconditional release of all political prisoners. The 
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Parliament has also voiced concerns about the freedom of expression and religion and the 
termination of the mandate of the Special Rapporteurs on Cuba.

A recent study commissioned by the EP ('The Impact of the Resolutions and Other Activities 
of the European Parliament in the Field of Human Rights Outside the EU', 2012) suggests 
increasing impact of EP's activities by a more consequent follow-up, raising the human 
rights issues at the EuroLat Assembly, organising parliamentary visits and expanding EP's 
participation in EU-Cuba dialogue.
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ANNEX

EP resolutions on Cuba:

 The resolution on prisoners of conscience 11 March 2010 condemned the death of 
Orlando Zapata and asked the EU to step up action to demand the release of prisoners 
and to begin a structured dialogue with civil society and democrats in Cuba. The official 
Cuban newspaper Granma reacted to this resolution saying that the EP 'joins the US 
blockade, although in the elegant, European way'.

 The resolution of 21 June 2007 on Cuba urged EU institutions to give unconditional 
support to peaceful transition process to a multi-party democracy in Cuba and 
demanded release of political prisoners. 

 The resolution on the EU's policy towards the Cuban Government of 2 February 2006
condemned the worsening repression and the increase in the number of prisoners of 
conscience. 

Resolutions mentioning Cuba:

 Resolution of 13 December 2012 on the Annual Report on Human Rights in the World 
2011 

 Resolution of 16 December 2010 on the Annual Report on Human Rights in the World 
2009 and the European Union's policy on the matter  

 Resolution of 7 May 2009 on the Annual Report on Human Rights in the World 2008  
and the EU's policy on the matter

 Resolution of 14 January 2009 on the development of the UN Human Rights Council, 
including the role of the EU 

 Resolution of 4 September 2008  on evaluation of EU sanctions as part of the EU's 
actions and policies in the area of human rights

 Resolution of 8 May 2008 on the Annual Report on Human Rights in the World 2007 
and the European Union's policy on the matter 

 Resolution of 21 February 2008 on the seventh session of the United Nations Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC)


