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Today, I will not be going into the detail of the political situation between the UK, Europe and Cuba because there are many speakers who have done this, and are better qualified than me to do that. I want to take this opportunity to briefly talk about

· the work of the Cuba Solidarity Campaign ,

· our relationship with our Trade Union movement,

· and to explore one in particular of our campaign activities and talking a little about our current campaign focus.

Let me start by telling you a little about the Cuba Solidarity Campaign

We have been in existence for around 25 years, although in our present format only for around 10 years.

10 years ago we took the decision to build a relationship with the trade unions. To deepen understanding between our solidarity movement and the trade unions.  

In the early days, Unison and the Fire Brigades Union affiliated very quickly to the Cuba Solidarity Campaign. Since then we have worked with every single union organisation possible. In debeates and discussions, we have had victories and setbacks, votes and secret ballots, debates at congresses and so forth. And I am proud to say that today we have 23 national trade unions are affiliated to CSC. And that represents in this country over 86% of all Trade Unionists, are in unions affiliated to CSC.  

8 Trade Unions have members on our Executive Committee. So we can honestly say that the relationship is very deep and entrenched now, and we have a consensus if you like now.

In 2003 the Trade Union Congress passed a resolution in support of Cuba and against the blockade. This vote was taken at a time when Cuba was coming under a severe threat, when the propaganda offensive against the island was at its most determined. And it was passed unanimously in 2003.

Later that year we held a conference such as this. With 300 delegates from across the country, and 27 Cuban Trade Unionists who came to Britain, hosted by their sister trade unions. We held that conference in London, and again that deepened that relationship. 

In 2004 we are very proud that the TUC invited Pedro Ross to speak to its congress in Brighton. Pedro received a long standing ovation there. On the same platform, Tony Blair also addressed Congress, his reception was at best lukewarm, in stark contrast to Pedro Ross. This Conference too I’m sure shows that deep understanding, that deep relationship we have with our trade union movement. 

Of course as an organisation we do other things – many other things . We organise brigades, fund raising, Media work,  we publish the magazine ‘Cuba Si’ which we are very proud of. An increasingly, we do lobbying work, with members of Parliament and with minister. A few weeks ago we published the results of open letter demanding freedom for the 5 Cuban patriots signed by 10,000 people, Celebrities including the Nobel Prize winner Harold Pinter, 110 Members of Parliament and 15 General Secretaries. So in all these things we rely on our brothers and sisters in the trade union movement.

So why is it so important that a solidarity campaign works so closely with trade unions? Obviously it enables us to  reach millions of workers through the TUs own media. The CSC is at every trade union conference in this country and the TUC itself. With stalls, with exhibitions, and fringe meetings – many of which are the biggest fringes at those conferences. But most importantly, when we go to meet MPs, MEPs and Ministers, they know and recognise that we stand shoulder to shoulder, and that the trade union movement stands shoulder to shoulder, and therefore it gives us a power, a strength, and influence, with those who hold power currently.  Most Labour MPs in this country are sponsored by Trade Unions, and many of the Unions use their political officers, their link officers to pressure and lobby those MPs in their own unions. To again, increase that level of influence with the Government.

I want to look at one example of our campaigning work. After 9/11 and the ‘War on Terror’, Cuba was under the spotlight. It was added to the axis of Evil.  We launched the hands Off Cuba Campaign to defend Cuba at that time. 

Jeb Bush himself said "after Iraq, we should finish with the regime of Castro." There were bumper stickers in Miami – “Iraq today, Cuba tomorrow.”

John Bolton accused Cuba of having Biological weapons or the capability of having biological weapons of mass destruction. 

Cuba was under a real threat.

The main element of the Hands off Cuba campaign was getting our members together with our Trade Union friends to write to every Member of Parliament in this country asking just one very specific and carefully worded question: 

"Would you support military action against Cuba by the United States ?"

Obviously, it was a difficult question for many to slip out of. But, over 400 MPs, three quarters of our parliament, had responded in writing and an overwhelming 79% gave an unequivocal ‘no’ to military aggression. Tony Blair himself was forced to respond. He himself said:

"We do not approve of military intervention"

We don't have any illusions obviously over the comments of our Prime Minister at that time. But during the process of speaking to members of Parliament of all parties we build a relationship, the unions build that relationship, and it is a relationship that we’ve built on. We now have an All Party Group of MPs, doing a lot of work in Parliament, and we work with hundreds of members of parliament, as witnessed by the 110 MPs that signed the Miami 5 Appeal. And that relationship gives us an opportunity to lobby directly with our government. And we too have had a number of successes, we think, in terms of British policy vis a vis Cuba within the European Union.

So what about our current campaign?

In November, Caleb McCarry, who many of you will know is the Cuba Transition Coordinator driving forward the work of the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba, had a secretive meeting with our Foreign Office. They tried to keep it ‘hush hush’ – but we found out.

And that meeting is now a matter of intense scrutiny. From MPs, taking delegations, asking parliamentary questions. From Trade Unions, from the Cuba Solidarity Campaign, from the media. Who are all asking the same thing – What was the content of that meeting? What is  the extent of the relationship between our Government and the Commission? Our government has a policy of constructive engagement, as do the countries of the European Union. Caleb McCarry and the Commission for a Transition to a Free Cuba have a policy of intervention, aggression, and eventual occupation – regime change. These are incompatible. There is no commonality between the Commission and our governments, if the policy is genuinely one of constructive engagement, if it is a real policy.

We do not have our own commission for regime change, so who is Caleb McCarry meeting in London?  And if the British government, as we understand, want to say that they don’t want anything to do with a policy of aggression and military intervention and occupation and regime change, they should come out and say so. We demand that the British public have a right to know whether our government is discussing regime change and occupation in Cuba. And if they are, that is wrong, and we will make sure the facts come out, and find out the content of all the discussions between our government and the Commission. This battle is particularly important at the moment in the run up to June, when the European Union reassesses its common position towards Cuba.

In summing up, I’d like to thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak. As an organisation, we are proud to have helped organise this conference. To be with friends, old and new, from across Europe. And I hope that this conference will help us build networks, that will help deepen solidarity across the continent. We in the Cuba Solidarity Campaign focus on two things – things we can all take away with us. 

Our job is to build the broadest possible consensus against the blockade and in defence of Cuban sovereignty. We must turn the vote of 182 countries, into some kind of a reality. It is frankly an insult to the millions of people of the world who vote against the blockade, that the American government ignore the will of the world, and it’s more of an insult that our governments give tacit support to acceptance that the US can continue to blockade, terrorise and intervene against the beautiful people of Cuba, and the proud, sovereign Cuba that we want to defend.

Thankyou very much.

