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[The TUC] has opposed the US blockade of Cuba. We have opposed any threats of military intervention and interference, and have made our position clear on this to the British government. And we will continue to lobby on these issues. We believe that the European Union and its governments should adopt a more constructive approach to relations with Cuba and should not link the issue of human rights with issues such as the blockade. We have argued successfully in the trade union movement to de-couple the issue of Cuba’s self-determination, and human rights and trade union rights, and we believe that governments should do the same.

The TUC, I should also say, welcomes the social advances that have been made in Cuba, especially in the fields of healthcare and education; and we are pleased that this has been illustrated by practical support. For example, the offer of free eye operations and medical scholarships, to the people of Bolivia most recently, and its contribution to the Pakistan Earthquake Relief Effort. But also the work that Cuba is doing, particularly in the Caribbean Region, to assist the social development programmes in other areas, and in particular in Venezuela.

We do believe that if the blockade was lifted, Cuba would have every chance of being the most successful economy in the Caribbean, largely because of its well educated work force, and also, its social progress. We do not believe, as some do, that we should only defend Cuba if it adheres to standards of human and trade union rights. Cuba we believe should be defended unconditionally. But neither do we believe, as some do, that trade union freedom and independence can only be allowed once the threat of intervention has been lifted. We believe that trade union rights should be defended unconditionally too, and we want to develop closer links and more dialogue with the Cuban trade union movement, and believe that the concerns we have about Cuba should be raised quietly and privately, rather than in public, of course recognising that there is always a question about where that line should be drawn however.

On Latin America generally, the TUC has very strong links with the Colombian trade union movement. We are campaigning to defend them, to support them, and to ensure that they are protected and respected. Colombia is the most dangerous place to be a trade unionist today, and that is partly because of the government’s failure to act on the issue of impunity. Trade unionists, are targeted by unscrupulous employers and right wingers, and are killed. Yet they go unpunished. So we are seeking to help Colombian trade unionists to bargain collectively, resist privatisation, struggle for better jobs and wages, and ensure their trade union and human rights in the courts. And we want the UK government to suspend its military aid to Colombia until UN proposals on human rights are acted upon.

And the TUC is pleased that Congress last year voted to defend Venezuela from outside interference, primarily from the USA, and to support the social achievements of the Venezuelan government. We are trying to develop stronger links with the Venezuelan trade union movement and hope to send a TUC delegation out to Venezuela in May.

The TUC also has strong links with the Brazilian trade union movement, and we have exchanged visits in the past, discussing issues of labour market and industrial relations reform, world trade union, and other matters. We believe that developments in Latin America at the moment are very positive – the situation in Venezuela. The election for the first time of a Workers’ party government in Brazil, led by former trade union leader Lula. And it looks like he might be re-elected. The Left retained power in the Chilean Presidential elections, maintaining their unbroken rule since the Pinochet dictatorship ended, and the new president is the first women president in Latin America, which we are pleased about. And it is important that we continue to work with the trade union movement across Latin America to ensure that can give what kind of practical assistance the trade union movement requires. We believe that Latin America is primarily governed by left, or left-leaning, governments and there are excellent models of social achievement. Social democratic governments are now in Argentina, Brazil and Chile, and more radical governments in Bolivia and Venezuela. 


So we believe that trade unionism is relatively strong in Latin America – trade unions need to be accepted as positive force. In addition are the economic prospects, which we know are looking better and brighter than previously. For example, Argentina has paid off its debts early to escape control of the international financial institutions, and living standards are rising in Brazil, albeit not as fast as many would like them to. So, on the whole, we believe that Venezuela, like others, is beginning to find ways to tap into resources and riches for social ends.

