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CUBA

Harassment, exile, imprisonment
One hundred independent journalists face the State

Introduction

State control of published or broadcast information has not dackened in Cuba At a time when their
potential audiences are increasing owing to the Internet, about one hundred independent journalidts,
considered by the authorities to be " counter-revolutionaries' , are one of the main targets of repression.

Since 1997 five of them have been sentenced to between six months and six years imprisonment, and over
one hundred arrests and cases of questioning have been reported. These journdidts are frequently victims
of accusations, attacks, seizure of equipment, house arrests, pressure on families, friends or contacts, and
attempts to discredit or divide them. On 31 of january 2001, two are till jailed.

The relative respite from harassment of al "opponents’ after the Pope's January 1998 vist lasted no more
than a year. Attempts by severa heads of state or government (at the lbero-American Summit in
November 1999 in Havana) to get the Cuban government to democratize the regime were fruitless.
Freedom of expression, of the press and of association are still not established in Cubar.

Y et, despite the difficult conditions in which they work and the large numbers in voluntary or forced exile,
the ranks of independent journaists continue to swell. According to the information collected by Reporters
Sans Frontieres (RSF), there are currently just over one hundred independent journdists in Cuba, as
opposed to a handful in the early 1990s. Formerly with the officid media (from which they resgned or
were dismissed), the communication sector (editors, trandators, archivigts, librarians, etc.), the education
world or smply technicians, they now work in Havana and in the provinces where police harassment is
more intense.

Internet to therescue

Whether they are experienced professiondls, trained by their peers or sdf-taught, the possibilities open to
independent journdists have widened owing to new technologies to which they themsdlves have no access.
The credtion in Western countries of Internet sites” which host the news they tranamit from Cuba (mostly
by telephone or fax, when they have one) has widened the scope for dissemination of news that cannot be
published in their own country. The number of their contributions (by telephone) to foreign radio ations,
usudly linked to exiles, has aso increased.

New " gagging law"

Promulgated in February 1999, the "88 Law" — soon nicknamed the "gagging law" in dissdent circles —
weighs like the Sword of Damocles over any person who "collaborates, by any means whatsoever,
with radio or television programmes, magazines or any other foreign media" or "provides
information” congdered likely to serve US policy. The law provides for very heavy sentences. up to 20
years imprisonment, confiscation of al personal belongings and fines up to 100,000 pesos (close to 4,800
dollars, while the average Cuban salary is 250 pesos or 12 dollars per month). This law, that no court has
taken advantage of as yet, dso provides for punishment for "the promotion, organisation or encouragement
of, or the participation in meetings or demondrations'.

! Article 53 of the Constitution recognises "citizens freedom of speech and press”, provided it is "consistent with the
goals of the socialist society". In Articles 54 and 62 other freedom is subject to equally restrictive conditions.

2 cubanet.org, nuevaprensa.com, BPlcuba.org, cubafreepress.org, are al hosted by a Cuban community in exilein the
United States, and the site of the Inter-American Press Association, cuba.sipiapa.org.



Two journalistsjailed

The five independent journdists who were tried and sentenced to jail since 1997 were not clearly charged
for disdlosing information without authorisation, but for other offences. Two are il behind bars. All are
congdered by Amnesty Internationd to be prisoners of opinion.

Bernardo Arévalo Padron: beaten up and in unauthorised exile

35-year-old Bernardo Arévao, founder of the news agency Linea Sur in October 1996 in Aguada de
Pasgjeros (atown 140 km south-east of Havana, in Cienfuegos province) was arrested on 18 November
1997. He was sentenced by the apped court on 28 November to Six years imprisonment for "insulting”
President Fiddl Castro and Vice-president Carlos Lage, by virtue of Article 144 of the Cuban pend code.
This former railway worker had said on a foreign radio station that two Cuban leaders were "liars', after
accusing them of not meeting democratic commitments made during a Ibero-American Summiit.

Manuel Antonio Gonzalez Castellanos : from provocation to the " graveyard of the living"

Manud Antonio Gonzdez Castellanos, aged 43, is a professond journadist and correspondent for the
agency Cuba Pressin Holguin in eastern Cuba. On the evening of 1 October 1998 he was on his way
home, where his mother, the daughter of Lidia Doce's, the famous "messenger of the Chée' during the
revolution, adso lives, when he was shouted a and insulted by an Interior minigry officid and two date
security agents. Thejourndist lost histemper and ended up holding Fidel Castro persondly responsible for
such incessant harassment. Manuel Antonio Gonzalez Cagtellanos was immediately accused of "insulting”
the president. On 6 May 1999 he was sentenced to 31 monthsin jail.

Arrestsand confiscation

The police try more and more often to prevent independent journdists from covering "sendtive' events.
Reporters are either arrested (more than 30 of these detentions, which sometimes last severd days, have
been reported in the year 2000) or are placed under house arrest. On 21 July 2000, for example, the day
of thetria (set the day before) of two opponentsin Santiago, L uis Alberto Rivera L eyva, director of the
APLO (Agencia de prensa libre oriental) was arrested at his home and released only after the hearing.
When these arrests take place the accused are systematically threatened and their equipment is often
confiscated.

Attemptsto discredit and pressure on families

30 independent journalists suddenly became known in Cuba on 1 November 1999 just before the Ibero
American Summit in Havana, when Presdent Fidel Castro cited the name of each of them on two national
televison channels. They were ridiculed and accused of vigting the US Section of interests in the capital on
the occason of an evening farewell reception organised for the director.

The families or friends of journaligts are o victims of reprisas. Countless spouses, brothers or ssters of
these "counter-revolutionaries’ have logt their jobs because they refused to condemn or inform on the
"culprits’, and parents or children have likewise been harassed. "All those who have links with an "anti-
social' person are victims of one or other form of reprisal until they cut all ties and state so
publicly”, commented Jor ge Olivera Castillo, former editor of the Cuban televison news and current
director of the agency Habana Press, and Marvin Hernandez (Cuba Press), whose families are
harassed intensvely.

Accessto the Internet and to all professional training prohibited

The only two servers on the idand are CENIAI, a branch of the Cuban science and technology minigry,
and Infocom, run by the Italian-Cuban company ETECSA (Empresa de Telecomunicaciones de Cuba).
Applicants must have a vaid reason, in the authorities eyes, to request access. Individua persons have to
go to the ministry themsdlves. If the gpplication is gpproved, they sign a contract with redtrictive clauses.
Thus, use of the Internet "that violates moral principles of Cuban society or the laws of the country”
is prohibited. Electronic exchange must not "undermine national security". Only senior government
officids, a few researchers or specidigts (watched by their superiors when they surf on the Net at work)
and foreign firms represented in Cuba have total access to the Web.



Survivein fear or gointo exile

On an idand where the gate is the only employer, independent journdigts, paid very little by the Sites that
host their articles and never paid for their contributions to US radio gtations, rely, like many Cubans, on
money sent from their families in exile. The Cuban authorities, which have aways preferred dissdents to
leave the country (without the possibility of returning), subject them to intense pressure to go into exile.
Some unrelentingly refuse. Others, tired of the pressure, especidly when it affects thair families, ask for a
visa, most often to the United States but aso to European or Latin American countries. Not al of them
obtain one. Fourteen independent journalists went into exile in 1999 and 18 have done so since the
beginning of 2000. Between 1993 and 1998 the totd was only 17, according to information collected by
RSF.



