The Future of Cuban Journalism

An assessment by independent journalists in exile

Once a measure of freedom of the press returns to Cuba, it is likely the Cuban media could leapfrog the advances of the last 50 years and end up becoming the world’s first truly twenty-first century news media.

After nearly half a century of dictatorship, only a small percentage of Cubans are still around from when Cuba had one of the most vibrant and competitive news media in Latin America. None of the newspapers of that era still exist, having been replaced by publications produced by the Communist government. There is only one daily newspaper in Cuba, Granma, an eight-page tabloid that is the official organ of the Central Committee of the Communist Party. A second daily, Juventud Rebelde, the corresponding organ of the Communist Youth, became a weekly after the economic crisis caused by the cutoff of aid that followed the breakup of the Soviet Union.

Various foreign organizations, such as the Miami Herald, have plans to open daily newspapers in Havana when a suitable opening develops. But Cubans are no longer accustomed to spending half an hour or an hour a day perusing a newspaper, so readership campaigns would have to be undertaken.

More successful will be radio and television, since Cubans already listen and watch clandestinely to foreign stations.

But given the fact that much of the news in Cuba is now spread by word-of-mouth, Cubans will probably be attracted to the Internet for its similarity to neighborhood news. Many Cuban government news outlets have Web sites, but access to the Internet is still limited to top government and military officials. Once the Internet is democratized in Cuba, many of the more than one hundred independent journalists currently active on the island will very likely become bloggers. In that they will be joined by hundreds of others.

This will be a natural step for Cubans, given their former traditional leadership in embracing American innovations and marketing them elsewhere in Latin America. In 1946, Cuba became the second hemispheric nation to start television broadcasts, four years after the United States, and pioneered in color broadcasts 12 years later. As they had done earlier with radio, Cuban engineers performed many of the installations of equipment at television stations in Latin America and others became involved with programming. Cubans took the American concepts of advertising, public relations and marketing and introduced them to the rest of Latin America. That ended, of course, in 1959. 

The problems facing independent journalists

These and other topics were discussed January 27 at a conference of Cuban independent journalists in exile and academics held at the Kovens Center of Florida International University under a grant from the Knight Foundation.

Speaking for their colleagues in Cuba, the participants at the conference said their main problems are threefold:

· Lack of tools of the trade: notebooks, pens, tape recorders, telephones, cameras and laptops.

· Threats and harassment from government supporters and, in many cases, jailing and imprisonment; twenty-four journalists are currently serving prison sentences of up to 28 years.

· Lack of an income; those who openly defy the regime soon lose their jobs since the government is the sole employer in Cuba. All agreed that getting paid for their work is desirable and necessary, although the manner in which this is done demands delicate consideration, since they are already routinely accused of being agents of the U. S. government or of other foreign interests.

FIU invited those independent journalists who left Cuba most recently in order to get as fresh a picture as possible on the situation on the island, especially that involving the news media. Six journalists who fit the bill were able to attend, three of them having left Cuba in the past two years. The six were relatively young, reflecting the greening of the independent movement; all were in their thirties or forties. None of them is making a living as a journalist in the United States, although one writes for a Spanish-language weekly and another one conducts a weekly radio program.

All the journalists at the conference affirmed their desire and intention to return to Cuba to resume their careers in journalism. Like all but a handful of independent journalists, they had no formal training when they first decided to report and write about events in Cuba.

For reasons of security, FIU has elected not to reveal their names.

Others attending the conference were John Virtue, director of the International Media Center of the School of Journalism and Mass Communication; IMC editor Jorge Dalmau; journalism professors Mercedes Vigón and Mario Diament; magazine editor Sandra Marina, a graduate of the journalism school at the University of Havana; Uva de Aragón, associate director of FIU’s Cuban Research Institute; and Silvia Wilhelm, founder and executive director of Puentes Cubanos, an NGO that conducted educational, professional and cultural exchanges between the people of Cuba and the United States.

The independent journalism movement

The general consensus is that the independent journalism movement started in 1995. In that year, Raúl Rivero founded CubaPress, the first independent agency. A graduate of Havana University's School of Journalism, Rivero was a correspondent for the government news agency, Prensa Latina, in Moscow from 1973 to 1976. He returned to Cuba to head the agency's science and culture service, but broke with the government in 1991 when he signed a petition calling upon President Fidel Castro to free prisoners of conscience.

Rivero was among the 75 dissidents arrested in March of 2003 for allegedly collaborating with the United States government. He was sentenced to 20 years in prison but was released in November of 2004 for health reasons. He now lives in Spain.

If the 2003 arrests and imprisonment of the dissidents, including 27 journalists, was meant to cripple the independent movement, it failed. Since then, the number of independent journalists has grown by 65 percent, to over 200, including those who have chosen or been forced into exile.

Of the 100 or so independent journalists who are regularly and steadily working at present, their colleagues in exile said a few are now capable of assuming positions of responsibility in the news media once freedom of the press returns. The others still need training.

The state media

There are approximately 1,000 journalists currently working for the government media in Cuba. Frustrated by the lack of opportunity as the various media have shrunk in recent years, many journalists have left the profession and sought government employment elsewhere.
The independent journalists in exile divided the “official” journalists into three categories: on the one side, the older, ideologically committed cadres who are in all probability irredeemable; and on the other, those with a genuine passion for journalism, and, thirdly, the younger journalists who tend to question authority. They feel that the last two categories lend themselves to retraining for employment in the news media in a transitioned Cuba.

If the independent journalists came to journalism with no formal training, so did the people who are the top executives in the Cuban media now. They were bright young military officers who were chosen for their loyalty to the revolution. Once in the media, they underwent training.

As a skillful manipulator of the media since his days in the Sierra Maestra mountains, Fidel Castro appreciates the power of the press. Since there are no private news outlets in Cuba, the state media have assumed a powerful role that rivals that of executive branch, legislature and judicial system.

Yet, one of the independent journalists present felt the independent movement was a viable opponent of the state media. “The independent press today is their worst enemy inside of Cuba and it has become a big nightmare since no viable solution has been found to neutralize it. Unlike those on the big news outlets that were confiscated, the independent journalists use only one instrument – the telephone.”

The University of Havana School of Journalism

The University of Havana’s journalism school is modeled after that of the Social Communication School at Mexico’s national university, UNAM. They both train social communicators rather than journalists. Enrollment at the University of Havana is not open to everyone. The slots open to aspiring journalists are few indeed, sometimes in the single digits in a given year, making admission extremely selective. The actual numbers depend on the forecast openings in the media, which have been shrinking for the past 15 years. The class is typically filled with scholarship students from developing countries.

Internet access

Ordinary Cubans do not have access to the Internet nor are they allowed to freely buy computers. Even when independent journalists have computers – some have been given laptops smuggled into the country or left behind by foreign visitors – they cannot readily connect to the Internet. Internet access is reserved for foreigners, although Cubans manage to squeak by. The cost, however, is prohibitive, on the order of a month's average wages for an hour’s service. Some independent journalists are able to access the Internet through their friendships with foreign residents or simply because they have access to dollars. Most have e-mail accounts. State security agents last year warned foreigners about giving Cubans access to their computers. The only guaranteed Internet access that the independent journalists have is at the U.S. Interests Section. They can reserve an hour a week, but they can’t bring in any material on diskette or CDs for filing.

Transition

The independent journalists in exile expressed a fear that their colleagues on the island will feel intimidated by the sudden surge of freedom they’ll experience after a transition in Cuba. That happened in Panama with the generation of young journalists who had come of age knowing only press censorship. Many there were aghast and felt that “libertad” (liberty) had become “libertinaje” (uncontrolled excesses) and that the government should control the news media. 
The independent journalists felt that their colleagues in Cuba might run the danger of becoming beholden to whatever political party obtains power and thus be unable or unwilling to fulfill their watchdog role in a democracy. They recommended an emphasis in training on the role of the press in a democracy. Given the fact that the independent news agencies have political agendas, some felt that the journalists might not be as objective and impartial as they should be in their reporting and writing once there is a transition to a more democratic form of government.

The independent journalists’ target market

It became apparent at the conference that independent journalists target their neighbors in Cuba and the exile community in Miami with their reporting, ignoring the role they could play in influencing public opinion in Latin America. Yet they concede that little written by the independent journalists makes it way back to Cuba. They appreciate the fact that Fidel Castro and the Cuban Revolution enjoy considerable support in Latin America, especially among journalists. But they feel it more important to write for fellow Cubans and Cuban-Americans rather than trying to interest a newspaper editor in Buenos Aires in a story. Yet, it became clear that the independent journalists have an advantage over foreign correspondents in the sense that they are living the stories about which they write.

Frustrations

Speaking on behalf of independent journalists operating in Cuba, those in attendance said they were frustrated in their desire to reach average Cubans with their reporting. Their articles appear on Websites to which average Cubans have no access, their voice reports are used by TV Martí, “which is not seen in Cuba,” and on Radio Martí, which suffers “strong interference.” Pamphlets with their articles are mailed to random addresses and other copies are smuggled in, but readership is slight. There is no viable clandestine press published in Cuba, as has been the case in many Latin American countries living under a dictatorship.
U.S. Cuban policy

While appreciative of efforts to train independent journalists, those in exile who attended the conference were critical of U.S. government policy toward Cuba. Many agreed it has primarily been geared to garnering the votes of Cuban-Americans in South Florida and not to helping those on the island. They were wary of the exile community, not considering themselves members of it, since they all planned to return to Cuba. Radio and TV Martí came in for special criticism. Most of them shared the view that programs were seldom of interest to Cubans in Cuba. Signals are usually blocked. One journalist went as far as accusing the U.S. government of a “lack of respect” for using the name of Cuba’s national hero, José Martí, for radio and TV stations that transmitted propaganda.

The conference represented the first time that they had met with so many colleagues, especially to discuss journalism. As they left after seven and a half hours of discussion, they were making plans to form an association of independent journalists in exile.
Recommendations

The journalists in attendance reached a consensus on two broad recommendations:

· That Florida International University offer a two-year certificate program for independent journalists in exile who wish to perfect their skills and knowledge of journalism. This would permit them to monitor courses in the Spanish-language Master’s journalism program.

· That Florida International University set up and run a Web site for independent journalists in Cuba and in exile. Their articles would be posted on the site, as well as educational material and articles of interest.

