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HAVANA: Five years ago this week, Washington and
Havana surprised the world when they agreed to reopen
diplomatic ties severed in 1961, but relations have since
slid downhill as if on a fresh layer of Cold War ice. United
States President Donald Trump has regularly assailed
Cuba on Twitter and tightened sanctions over the
Communist-run island’s human rights record and its sup-
port for Venezuela’s socialist regime.

President Miguel Diaz-Canel, who assumed power last
year amid high hopes of reform, has in turn cracked down
on dissidents. Relations are at “a very low point” the top
Cuban diplomat with responsibility for relations with the
US, Carlos Fernandez de Cossio, told AFP. And according
to Fernandez de Cossio “they could get even worse”, say-
ing the Americans were pushing to weaken existing diplo-
matic ties until they were broken off.

“It’s hard to imagine the relationship improving signifi-
cantly unless the Cuban government takes real steps to
allow dissenting voices, to respect the rights of its people,
and to cease its malign activities in the region,” said Carrie
Filipetti, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Cuba and
Venezuela at the SU State Department. “There will contin-
ue to be costs for the Castro regime’s violations of human
rights, and our sanctions are helping to ensure that,”
Filipetti said in a written response to questions from AFP.

Ordinary Cubans like Odaydis Marante, 34, say the two
countries are like “a couple who don’t get along” as she
walked across the aptly-named Square of Sighs in Havana.
The two countries “are always looking for one excuse or
another to argue unnecessarily,” she said. Close to the US
embassy, the square was a gathering place for people
awaiting appointments for a US visa. The place is mostly
deserted now, as the embassy’s consular services have
been shut down.

Washington has piled pressure on Cuba in recent
months, cutting the amount US-based Cubans can send
home in remittances, ending US cruise-ship stopovers in
Havana, and imposing fines on oil deliveries from its key
supplier Venezuela.

‘Cold War mentality’
It’s all a far cry from the optimism surrounding the his-

toric Dec 17, 2014 agreement by US President Barack
Obama and his Cuban counterpart Raul Castro to turn the
page on more than five decades of Cold War and revive
diplomatic ties. Most analysts point to Trump’s rise to the
White House as the catalyst for the change.

Michael Shifter, president of the Washington-based
Inter-American Dialogue, says there are three motives
behind Trump’s aggressive policy: Florida, where the votes
of exiled Cubans could be decisive in the 2020 election, a
“Cold War mentality” that seeks revenge for 60 years of
Cuban socialism, and Havana’s persistent support for
Venezuela’s socialist leader Nicolas Maduro.

But “the Cubans have their responsibility because
they lost an opportunity when Obama opened up,” as
the ultra conservatives in the Communist Party put the
brakes on what they saw as a too-rapid change.
“Instead they hardened their position, they closed more,
they became more repressive because they felt threat-
ened,” said Shifter.

There were further signs of that tougher policy last
Tuesday - International Human Rights day - when around
a dozen journalists and Cuban militants said they were
prevented by the police from leaving their homes, a tactic
often used the authorities to control protests on symbolic
dates. “It’s not just Trump’s hostile policy that has led to a
tougher response, internally, from the Cuban government.
That had already begun before,” says Alina Lopez
Hernandez, researcher and editorialist for the online La
Joven Cuba.

Inside the ruling Communist Party “conservative ten-
dencies are naturally encouraged, and reinforced as the
US government acts as it does now,” she said. Obtaining
“real change” on the island, as Washington wants, “is diffi-
cult in these siege conditions.”

The Ferrer case 
A current point of friction is the case of well-known

activist Jose Daniel Ferrer, imprisoned since October 1.
Leader of the Patriotic Union of Cuba (UNPACU), he is
accused of what human rights activists say is a trumped-
up case of assault. The US chargee d’affaires in Havana,
Mara Tekach, says Ferrer “is a political prisoner who is in
grave danger.”

Tekach has campaigned on social media for his release,
which the official daily Granma - the Communist Party
mouthpiece - has slammed as US “interference” in Cuban
affairs. The government has long accused Washington of

financing the local, illegal opposition. It says that Tekach
“personally directs” Ferrer, a claim the US refutes. “We
summoned her and told her that Cuba will not allow the
United States to intervene in the internal affairs of our
country,” said Fernandez de Cossio.

Esteban Morales, a specialist on US-Cuba relations,
says he is “convinced this is an escalation” with a final
objective in mind: “Trump will want to break off diplomatic
relations”. “Diplomatic relations are almost a joke,”
Morales says. “There aren’t any anyway.” — AFP 

Cuba-US relations backslide 
5 years after landmark thaw 

Washington has piled pressure on Havana in recent months

Malema re-elected 
as head of South 
African radical left 
JOHANNESBURG: The controversial head of
South Africa’s far left Economic Freedom Fighters,
Julius Malema, was re-elected unopposed as at a
party congress in Johannesburg. “For the position
of president, it is Mister Julius Malema, may he
please come forward,” vote organizer Terry
Tselane of the Institute of Election Management
Services in Africa announced to some 3,000 dele-
gates late on Saturday. Malema, 38, formed the EFF
in 2013 after he was thrown out of the ruling
African National Congress, whose youth league he
once led, following hate speech convictions.

Clad in his trademark red beret, Malema por-
trays himself as the defender of society’s most dis-
advantaged. He backs radical wealth redistribution
with the black majority still comprising the bulk of
the poor a quarter century after apartheid ended.
His anti-capitalist rhetoric as well as his support for
the seizure of white land without compensation has
earned him several run-ins with the courts - as well
as his eviction from ANC ranks.

In last May’s general election the EFF scored
almost 11 percent to capture 44 seats. “We are here
as the representatives of the poor and the down-
trodden, united by our love for our people, and our
determination to unchain them from their inhumane
realities,” Malema told the EFF congress. “The
scars of colonialism and apartheid live on. The fail-
ure to undo the ownership patterns of our econo-
my and the failure to give back the land to our peo-
ple has resulted in our people having political
rights, but no economic freedom,” he added to
applause.

The congress has been marred by the party’s
refusal to accredit various local media, including
the online Daily Maverick news site which has pub-
lished several articles accusing party leaders of
embezzlement. Malema dismissed the allegations,
charging that “sensationalism is now the order of
the day; starting storms in a tea-cup against those
the media simply declares as enemies of society.”
In solidarity with the banned media the eNCA
news channel decided to suspend coverage of the
congress. “Good riddance,” was the EFF response
to that news. — AFP 

Cuba reluctant 
to cut ties with 
US: Top official 
HAVANA: Cuba is bracing for the possibility of the United
States breaking off diplomatic ties but will seek to main-
tain them nonetheless, Havana’s top diplomat in charge of
relations with Washington told AFP. “We must be aware
that this can get worse,” said the official, Carlos Fernandez
de Cossio, summing up months of mounting tension
between the two countries. The reason for the downturn in
relations - five years after an historic thaw between the
Cold War foes - is simple, he said in an interview with AFP. 

“Those in charge of US policy towards the Western
Hemisphere have attitudes and positions that are extreme-
ly aggressive towards our country. We are seeing that
what they want to do is to break all the exisiting links, to
close the embassies,” he said. “We hope that this won’t be
the case but we cannot trust that this will not happen,”
said Fernandez de Cossio, director general of the US desk
at Cuba’s foreign ministry. “We are prepared, ready for
such an eventuality but we do not wish it.” 

The embassies were reopened in 2015, months after US
President Barack Obama and Raul Castro agreed to revive

diplomatic ties severed since 1961. It was a shining
moment that drew a line under nearly six decades of Cold
War rivalry, and promised a new era of openness. “It was
an emotional moment for the Cuban people,” said
Fernandez de Cossio, recalling the hope that prevailed in
his country at the time.

‘Gradual erosion’
But five years on, he has mixed feelings about the

progress made. The first two years were unremittingly
positive: travel and trade restrictions were eased, a direct
telephone link was restored, and Obama visited Havana.
But then it all changed with the arrival of President Donald
Trump in the White House. “In the last three years, there
has been a gradual erosion (of the relationship) until the
current moment when the US government is clearly
declaring its aggressive intent towards Cuba.” 

As long as Washington maintains an economic embar-
go, which Obama failed to lift during his presidency, “it’s
very difficult to think seriously about sustainable progress
in the bilateral relationship.” Right now “it’s at a very low
point,” Fernandez de Cossio said, citing what he called the
“drastic” US measure of depriving 11 million Cubans of
fuel by targeting shipments from ally Venezuela with
sanctions. He also pointed to Washington’s criticism of
Cuba’s foreign medical aid program under which it sends
thousands of doctors abroad. That criticism, he says, “is
an extreme which no American government has ever
reached before.”

The US has focused its ire on Cuba over two issues:
Its human rights record and its support for Venezuela’s
socialist President Nicolas Maduro. Fernandez de
Cossio dismissed the human rights criticism as “a pre-
text, totally hyprocritical” given that Washington spon-
sors “the most brutal regimes on the planet.” The
Cuban government has always refuted the existence of
political prisoners on its soil, estimated at around a
hundred by various NGOs. — AFP

TLAJOMULCO DE ZUNIGA, Mexico: A staff member of the Specialized Prosecutor’s Office for Missing Persons
works in the El Mirador neighborhood of this city in the state of Jalisco on Nov 22, 2019. — AFP 

HAVANA: In this file photo taken on March 21, 2016,
Cuban President Raul Castro raises US President Barack
Obama’s hand during a meeting at the Revolution
Palace. — AFP 

50 bodies unearthed 
from Mexican 
mass grave
GUADALAJARA, Mexico: The bodies of at least 50 peo-
ple have been unearthed from a mass grave at a farm out-
side Mexico’s western city of Guadalajara, local authorities
said. The grim site was discovered just over three weeks
ago in Jalisco - a state hard-hit by violence linked to
organized crime. The local prosecutor’s office said
Saturday 13 of the dead - 12 men and a woman - have
been identified and the remains given to their families. The
process of identifying more of the victims and how they
died will continue, it added.

A mass grave with 34 bodies was discovered in a
suburb of Guadalajara on Sept 3, while another was
found nearby in May with the remains of 30 people.
Nearly 2,500 murders were reported between January
and November in Jalisco - where the powerful Jalisco
Nueva Generacion cartel is based - state authorities
have said. — AFP 

HAVANA: In this file photo taken on Jan 18, 2017, Cubans observe the arrival of a cruise ship bringing
tourists to the capital. — AFP 

Int’l backlash after 
re-arrest of Nigeria
opposition figure 
LAGOS: Rights groups and the media have reacted
furiously to the re-arrest of journalist and opposition
figure Omoyele Sowore by Nigeria’s secret service ear-
lier this month. Civil society groups and newspaper
editorials were scathing when the journalist was re-
arrested a day after a court ordered him freed, follow-
ing months of detention for having called for protests
against the president.

These critics place the blame squarely on President
Muhammadu Buhari, accusing the former military ruler of
an “authoritarian drift” towards “dictatorship”. The outcry
reflects rising fears over the increased detention of jour-
nalists and opposition figures since Buhari took office in
2015. And dramatic smartphone footage of a brawl as what
appeared to be government agents tried to seize the jour-
nalist during a courtroom hearing have only added to the
mounting anxiety.

Agents of the Department for State Services (DSS) ini-
tially detained Sowore back in August, after he called for

protests against misrule in
Nigeria under the online
banner “#RevolutionNow”.
He was charged with treason
and held pending trial - and
although a court ordered his
release in September, the
DSS kept him locked up. He
was only freed on Dec 5 -
along with co-defendant
Olawale Bakare - after a
court again ordered his
release and levied a symbol-
ic fine against the DSS for
having ignored the earlier
order. But Sowore’s freedom
was short lived.

Courtroom brawl 
A day after being freed, Sowore was back in court for

the rest of his trial when armed men, some wearing hoods,
forced their way into the high court in the capital Abuja. As
they wrestled him to the ground and tried to drag him
away, a crowd of supporters rushed to his defence. In the
ensuing chaos, the chief judge had to be evacuated by a
side door. One of Sowore’s lawyers, Femi Falana, told AFP
that it had been DSS agents who tried to re-arrest his
client. Once they had promised to release him after ques-

tioning, he had driven Sowore to the DSS offices himself,
he added. More than a week later, he is still in custody.

In a press release, DSS spokesman Peter Afunanya
blamed Sowore’s supporters for the courtroom court
chaos. Sowore had participated in a meeting the day
before at the Hilton Hotel in Abuja, where he had promised
“to sow anarchy in the country”, Afunanya added. But
nobody had told Sowore why he was being held, his
lawyer, Adeyinka Olumide-Fusika, said. “He looked his
ebullient self,” Olumide-Fusika told AFP after visiting his
client - even if after almost five months in solitary deten-
tion, his health was a concern. 

‘Military dictator’ 
Sowore, 48, is the publisher of the online news site

Sahara Reporters. A vocal critic of Buhari’s government,
he was an unsuccessful presidential candidate in
February’s elections after running a populist campaign
tagged “Take It Back”. When on August 1 he called for a
“Revolution Now” movement of demonstrations, the
authorities responded with a fierce clampdown. When
Sowore was first arrested, he was charged not just with
treason but with money laundering and cyber-harassment
against the head of state. After the courtroom clash, pres-
idential spokesman Garba Shehu took to Twitter to
accuse Sowore of attempting to “overthrow a democrati-
cally elected government”. “No government will allow
anybody to openly call for destabilization in the country

and do nothing,” he said. Yet footage of the courtroom
struggle has sparked a backlash from the country’s media.
The Punch, one of the oldest and most widely circulated
newspapers in Nigeria, published a scathing editorial,
denouncing the “autocratic” drift of the president, elected
in 2015 before winning a second term in February. From
now on, it announced, it would refer to Buhari using the
rank he held “as a military dictator in the 80s, Major
General, and refer to his administration as a regime, until
they purge themselves of their insufferable contempt for
the rule of law”. Other newspapers were similarly scathing.

International condemnation 
Sowore’s re-arrest also provoked international con-

demnation. On Twitter, US Democratic senator Cory
Booker and presidential contender denounced it as “a
shocking affront to the country’s rule of law...”Nigeria
must cease its dangerous attacks on freedom of expres-
sion,” he added. Sowore’s family lives in Booker’s New
Jersey constituency. The British embassy in Abuja said it
was closely monitoring Sowore’s detention.

And now concern is growing about government plans
announced at the beginning of the month for two new laws
to combat “internet falsehood” and hate speech. Amnesty
International, which last month adopted Sowore as one of
its “Prisoners of Conscience” has already condemned the
bills as “attempts to censor and punish social media users
for freely expressing their opinions”. — AFP

Omoyele Sowore


