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Friends and colleagues

First, I would like to praise those who took the initiative to arrange this conference. The decision to strengthen solidarity with Cuba and Latin America taken during TUCs congress is an example which should be emulated in the European trade union movement. The fact that a large majority of British unions support this conference is in line with the proud tradition of international solidarity amongst British unions.

The Norwegian trade union movement also has a long tradition of extensive international solidarity. The Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions, LO Norway, has extensive international activity within a limited budget. We have a colleague in the International department, Christine Parker who is present today, with responsibility for our relations with Latin America.

Our formal cooperation with CTC in Cuba began in 1998 when a cooperation agreement was signed. This agreement has been renewed several times. The latest agreement was signed in November last year when a new, extensive agreement was signed which is valid until the end of 2009. The agreement was signed by General Secretary Pedro Ross for the CTC and LO’s president Gerd-Liv Valla during the visit of a delegation in which I had the pleasure of participating. The agreement concerns training of union leaders and shop stewards in unions in the negotiation of collective agreements, labour law, adjustments in enterprise structure, gender equality and financial management.

The agreement also contains a paragraph which states that the CTC and LO are to encourage contact and cooperation between unions and local union organisations in Cuba and Norway. Local organisations and sectoral unions in LO and CTC have signed similar agreements. In my opinion this is extremely important since international solidarity at the shop floor level is equally important as that on the national level. All agreements are based on mutual respect and equality.

USAs economic blockade of Cuba, which the UN General Assembly has condemned with an overwhelming majority, is a criminal act. In the last years the blockade has been tightened and has resulted in serious burdens for the Cuban people. The Bush government has given out an extensive document where activities which are to bring about the downfall of the Cuban government are described. It is mentioned that CTC, which was founded before the World War Two, should cease to exist. The so-called “governor” of Cuba appointed by the US is now travelling around the world in order to drum up support for USA’s policy concerning Cuba. So-called “democracy seminars” are arranged with support and participation from terrorist groups based in Miami. USA’s authorities have granted 59 million US dollars for this subversive work in the course of a three year period. Bush has openly said that his goal is to have a new government in place in Cuba before the end of his last period in office. Use of military force is not out of the question.

In conflict with international law the US has occupied a piece of land in Guantanamo, Cuba for more than 100 years. The UN has established that illegal imprisonment and torture forbidden under the Geneva conventions occur on this base. Of course we are repulsed by this activity. In this conference we should agree on a resolution in which we demand that the illegal occupation of Cuban territory should be ended immediately. That is to say, not merely to condemn torture and illegal imprisonment, but also demand the end of the occupation of Guantanamo.

It is our concerted opinion that the Cuban people have the right to decide their own form of government. Neither the USA nor any other country has the right to interfere in this decision. Each country’s right to sovereignty is established by international law, but the US isn’t troubled by that. The US has a long and bloody history of interfering in the internal affairs of other countries. There are few countries in Latin America which have not suffered the results of USA’s interventions and attacks. Thus it is encouraging that fundamental political, and thereby social, changes are occurring in this continent. I can mention Brazil, Venezuela, Argentina, Bolivia, Uruguay, Chile and several nations in Central America. This means the failure of USA’s frantic efforts to isolate Cuba. However, this does not mean that the danger of an invasion of Cuba by the US is over. Quite the contrary – Bush’s promises concerning the downfall of the Cuban government in the course of his last years in office are still in effect and we never know what that man can do.

In addition to the activities I have named previously, in the course of our cooperation with CTC we have arranged a number of local and national seminars and discussed health and safety in the workplace, gender equality, human rights, freedom of expression, freedom of association and the independence of the union movement. We do not always agree, but it is important that the dialogue continues. Thus this seminar is an important contribution to dialogue and the union movement’s international commitment.

