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11J in Cuba: The “Homeland and Life” Protests

Look back at the July 2021 national protests in Cuba, and their
aftermath

The massive protests of July 11, 2021, set a precedent in the level of repression of the Cuban
regime against the civilian population and broke the false myth that the majority of Cubans
agreed with the dictatorship and the protests were isolated groups. On July 11, 2021, the
Cubans massively demonstrated and showed that they are against systemic poverty, the lack of
public services, the lack of food, the inefficiency of the health system, the permanent electricity
shutdowns and the permanent violations of their human rights by a totalitarian regime that has
destroyed Cuba for 66 years. More than 6,000 from the dozens of thousands of Cubans who
took to the streets to protest across Cuba, as six United Nations Human Rights Mandates
denounced, were brutally repressed, arrested and, all of them also tortured. The international
community spoke out forcefully at the time, but without much impact on changing the behavior
of a criminal regime. Four years after this demonstration of rejection of the authoritarian regime
that has held Cubans hostage, the situation has not improved. The repression continues, public
services have collapsed, and the situation in Cuba has become unlivable. The regime continues
to cling to power through violence and state terrorism and the support of few governments that
prefer ideological friendship to defending the right to life, liberty, and any other economic or
social rights of the Cuban people.

Governments of Mexico, Venezuela, China, Russia, Spain and others, keep providing a lifeline
of economic support to this brutal dictatorship with free oil and economic and military support.
Other governments are complicit in human trafficking through the use of Cuban medical
brigades in their countries, which are carried out under slave-like conditions, with the Cuban
regime appropriating 85% of the professionals' wages while professionals suffer a threat of an
8-year deprivation of liberty if they flee, among many other fundamental rights violations, as the
UN has denounced in three occasions. The European Parliament, the Spanish Congress, and
many other governments, parliaments, institutions and NGOs have also pronounced themselves
on this matter. The lack of strong international condemnation and effective policies to help the
Cuban people enjoy the same rights as any citizen in those complicit countries demonstrates
the hypocrisy of the situation.

Four years after the July 11 (11J) massive demonstrations, we need to raise our voices to
remember the ones that have been killed by the regime, the hundreds in jails suffering from

torture and the millions of Cubans neglected by the international community.

Background to July 2021 nationwide protests


https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=28795
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadPublicCommunicationFile?gId=28795
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Collapsing regime narrative

The Cuban dictatorship’s narrative is that it provides free healthcare, education, and the basic
needs of the Cuban populace, while claiming that sovereignty resides in the people.

This does not reflect reality either on the ground or in its legal and criminal justice system. The
regime in Cuba is a kleptocracy with a two-tiered system that is profoundly unjust, benefitting a
small elite, while driving the maijority of the populace into misery, and sustained political
disenfranchisement. It is fair to say that Russian, Chinese and Iranian nationals and
international tourists visiting Cuba are in a more privileged position in Cuba than Cuban citizens
themselves. Within the island, politically connected dynastic families and the military elite hoard
billions in wealth, while everyday Cubans lack medicine and other basic necessities that are
available to the regime's elite..

Nevertheless, the communist government in Cuba continues to claim, as laid out in their 2019
constitution, that the socialist system is irrevocable (Arts. 4 and 229), and that it is based on
social justice, collective well-being, and human solidarity.

The regime blames the United States and the economic embargo for all of Cuba’s ills. The
falsity of this political justification is evident, since the United States has been, for decades, the
largest supplier of meat to Cuba, accounting for more than 50% of imports, since restrictions on
trade in medicines and agri-food products were lifted by the Trade Sanctions Reform and Export
Enhancement Act, known as Title IX, enacted by the US Congress and signed by President Bill
Clinton in 2000.

Furthermore, Vincent Geloso, an assistant professor of economics at George Mason University
who obtained a PhD in Economic History from the London School of Economics, has exposed
Havana’s lies in a 2025 report titled “The Forsaken Road: Reassessing Living Standards
Following the Cuban Revolution and the American Embargo” which reveals that Havana’s
policies post 1959 were responsible for between 90 to 97% of the decline in living standards in
Cuba.

Most Cubans understood this intuitively prior to July 2021, and the Cuban regime’s “blame-
America” propaganda was falling flat on the island (and even more today), although still having
an impact internationally.

Major protests had broken out in Cuba before

On April 6, 1980, over ten thousand Cubans rushed into the Peruvian embassy seeking asylum
to leave the island, demonstrating dissatisfaction with life under the Cuban dictatorship. Fidel
Castro would deflect attention by redirecting this exodus into the Mariel crisis. Over 125,000
Cubans entered the United States between April and September 1980.



https://politicsrights.com/cuba-kleptocracy-why-it-matters/
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/09/splendor-amid-poverty-gallery-nights-with-cubas-gilded-elite/261956/
https://www.hudson.org/events/cubas-kleptocracy-how-it-works-why-it-matters-us-policy
https://www.hudson.org/events/cubas-kleptocracy-how-it-works-why-it-matters-us-policy
https://www.scmp.com/magazines/style/entertainment/article/3288141/ana-de-armas-really-dating-stepson-cubas-president-meet-manuel-anido-cuesta-who-was-spotted-kissing
https://thedailyeconomy.org/article/socialism-not-the-embargo-explains-nearly-all-of-cubas-poverty/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5235912
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5235912
https://time.com/archive/6857884/cuba-fleeing-from-fidels-rule/
https://www.latinamericanstudies.org/mariel/mariel-chronology.htm
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Cubans were angry in the summer of 1994. News of the murder of 37 Cubans who attempted to
escape the island on the “13 de Marzo” tugboat on July 13, 1994, by Cuban government
operatives, circulated amongst the populace, and the "Special Period," an official euphemism
for hunger and scarcity, was in full swing. On August 5, 1994, thousands of Cubans took to the
streets chanting “Freedom” and “down with the dictatorship” and were met with deadly force by
plainclothes agents firing into the crowds of unarmed protesters. This was followed by the
rafters exodus —the balseros crisis- where over 63,000 Cubans left.

The pattern would be: first, a popular social explosion in the island, followed by a violent
crackdown, mass arrests, and then an exodus of asylum seekers.

Prelude to the July 2021 protests

Cuba’s dictatorship had changed: Fidel Castro died in 2016, Raul Castro, who turned 90 in
2021, was a shadow of his former self. Sixty-two years of increasing misery and systematic
human rights abuses under a communist dictatorship had millions of Cubans already desiring
change. There were other aggravating factors that sparked the nationwide mass protests of July
2021..

The San Isidro Movement’s nonviolent example

The San Isidro Movement, a dissident group of artists that came into existence in 2018 to
protest Decree 349, a law that further tightened the dictatorship’s grip over the arts in Cuba. The
group was targeted with repression by state security in November 2020 for defending free
expression and demanding the release of Denis Solis, an artist and musician arbitrarily jailed by
the Castro dictatorship, a fact that the UN’s Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD)
condemned in its ruling A/AHRC/WGAD/2021/41. After sharing a video of a police officer entering
his home without any warrant or legal justification, harassing him for reasons of conscience on
November 6, 2020, Denis Solis Gonzalez, a rapper, human rights activist, and member of the
San Isidro Movement, was arrested in Havana on November 9th.

A citizen with no criminal record, previously unknown and with no history of activism, Luis
Robles Elizastigui, demonstrated silently and peacefully for Solis' liberation, holding a sign
calling for his release. He was brutally repressed by State Security and illegally prosecuted for
“disobedience” and “enemy propaganda”, as the UN-WGAD also condemned in its ruling
A/HRC/WGAD/2021/41. The regime sentenced him to five years of imprisonment.

San Isidro Movement members demonstrated outside the Cuba y Chacén police station on
November 12th, calling for Denis Solis’ release. The nonviolent activists received international
attention after being brutally attacked by Cuban police the next evening. According to the
International Society for Human Rights, an organization based in Frankfurt, a police motorcycle
patrol viciously beat Cuban professor Omara Ruiz Urquiola on November 13th while she was



https://cubacenter.org/cuba-brief/2024/07/09/cubabrief-officials-in-communist-cuba-commit-extrajudicial-killings-amnesty-calls-on-them-to-release-unjustly-jailed-cubans-end-repressive-laws/
https://www.historynewsnetwork.org/article/cubans-took-to-the-streets-in-1994-too
https://cubacenter.org/uncategorized/2024/08/05/35937/
https://cubacenter.org/uncategorized/2024/08/05/35937/
http://exhibits.library.miami.edu/balseros/index.html
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3969531/files/A_HRC_WGAD_2021_41-ES.pdf
https://cubacenter.org/uncategorized/2024/11/17/cubabrief-the-velvet-revolution-and-the-san-isidro-movement-protest-for-denis-solis-freedom-both-nonviolent-moments-began-on-this-day/
https://cubacenter.org/uncategorized/2024/11/17/cubabrief-the-velvet-revolution-and-the-san-isidro-movement-protest-for-denis-solis-freedom-both-nonviolent-moments-began-on-this-day/
https://lista.prisonersdefenders.org/prisioneros/luis-robles-elizastigui/
https://lista.prisonersdefenders.org/prisioneros/luis-robles-elizastigui/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3969531/files/A_HRC_WGAD_2021_41-ES.pdf
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605350006_26471.html
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605350006_26471.html
https://ishr.org/cancer-suffering-cuban-professor-beaten-bloody-by-police-in-peaceful-strike/
https://ishr.org/cancer-suffering-cuban-professor-beaten-bloody-by-police-in-peaceful-strike/
https://ishr.org/cancer-suffering-cuban-professor-beaten-bloody-by-police-in-peaceful-strike/
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participating in “a peaceful sit-in strike in front of a police station.” She posted a video of the
attack on Facebook along with a photo of the blood-stained dress she was wearing, later shown
on Telemundo 51.

On November 15th, San Isidro Movement protesters arrived at the organization’s headquarters
with the intention of performing a number of cultural events to call for Denis Solis Gonzalez’s
freedom. Government agents tainted the cistern’s water with acid, depriving the occupants of
potable water. Neighbors, family and friends were prevented from reaching them and providing
water or food. Protesters responded with an escalation in their nonviolent protest that drew
more international attention by organizing a sit-in. On November 18, 2020, Luis Manuel Otero
Alcantara, Esteban Rodriguez, Maykel Castillo, and Humberto Mena initiated a hunger and
thirst strike, and lliana Hernandez, Yasser Castellanos, Adrian Rubio, Oscar Casanella, and
Osmani Pardo started a hunger strike. They found ways to organize virtual press conferences,
and provide upates on their situation.

The dictatorship responded with more violence. On November 22, 2020 at 12:08 a.m., Cuban
independent journalist lliana Hernandez posted over Twitter, “they attacked San Isidro
Movement headquarters sent by state security repressors, who gave the criminal time to break
down the door (approximately 10 minutes), and after a while the patrol appeared’. She added
that Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara was beaten. Later that same day, in response to the
provocation, the San Isidro Movement called for protests in parks across Cuba. State security
started making preventative arrests of activists and independent journalists. In order to violently
target anyone who managed to get past the security perimeter and enter parks throughout the
island, the secret police formed paramilitary groups.

Officials organized a rapid response brigade and cut off the dissident’s phones and internet
access on November 26th at 8:00 p.m. Everyone inside the San Isidro Movement headquarters
was arrested, beaten, and forced out when secret police, disquised as doctors, raided the
building.

The dictatorship thought the matter was resolved. They were wrong.

Officials found themselves dealing with far more than 14 protesters in a modest home in
Havana’s San Isidro neighborhood. Young people, many well known national and/or
internationally recognized artists and academics, began gathering in front of the Ministry of
Culture on November 27th early in the day, and their numbers grew into the evening,
demanding that the Minister meet with the protesters to negotiate terms of a dialogue. Over
three hundred dissidents waited outside of the Ministry of Culture when night fell.

Dialogue betrayed

Thirty representatives elected by the hundreds gathered went in and met with the officials, and
emerged with a commitment to dialogue and to consider the points raised by the protesters.



https://www.telemundo51.com/noticias/cuba/activista-cubana-hace-denuncia-de-agresion/2138391/
https://www.telemundo51.com/noticias/cuba/activista-cubana-hace-denuncia-de-agresion/2138391/
https://www.telemundo51.com/noticias/cuba/activista-cubana-hace-denuncia-de-agresion/2138391/
https://www.martinoticias.com/a/lanzan-l%C3%ADquido-f%C3%A9tido-a-artistas-de-movimiento-san-isidro-que-exigen-liberaci%C3%B3n-de-denis-sol%C3%ADs/279196.html
https://www.martinoticias.com/a/lanzan-l%C3%ADquido-f%C3%A9tido-a-artistas-de-movimiento-san-isidro-que-exigen-liberaci%C3%B3n-de-denis-sol%C3%ADs/279196.html
https://cubacenter.org/uncategorized/2024/11/17/cubabrief-the-velvet-revolution-and-the-san-isidro-movement-protest-for-denis-solis-freedom-both-nonviolent-moments-began-on-this-day/
https://cubacenter.org/uncategorized/2024/11/17/cubabrief-the-velvet-revolution-and-the-san-isidro-movement-protest-for-denis-solis-freedom-both-nonviolent-moments-began-on-this-day/
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605732002_26576.html
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605732002_26576.html
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605732002_26576.html
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605732002_26576.html
https://diariodecuba.com/derechos-humanos/1605732002_26576.html
https://www.youtube.com/live/P-2px7EJnQo?si=8P8gWUrEng--4pf9
https://www.youtube.com/live/P-2px7EJnQo?si=8P8gWUrEng--4pf9
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SnOZcP5wQXM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SnOZcP5wQXM
https://twitter.com/ilianahcuba/status/1330377660502044673
https://twitter.com/ilianahcuba/status/1330377660502044673
https://www.diariolasamericas.com/america-latina/denuncian-agresion-sede-huelguistas-la-habana-n4211013
https://cubacenter.org/cuba-brief-archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba-2/
https://cubacenter.org/cuba-brief-archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba-2/
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba
https://twitter.com/cubacenter/status/1330637488738725903
https://twitter.com/cubacenter/status/1330637488738725903
https://twitter.com/Mov_sanisidro/status/1330659618327027717
https://twitter.com/Mov_sanisidro/status/1330659618327027717
https://twitter.com/cubacenter/status/1330614655262318596
https://twitter.com/cubacenter/status/1330614655262318596
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/23/cubabrief-castro-regime-escalates-violent-repression-against-the-san-isidro-movement-while-activists-call-to-protest-in-public-parks-across-cuba
https://www.diariolasamericas.com/america-latina/etecsa-es-complice-la-represion-al-movimiento-san-isidro-n4211352
https://www.diariolasamericas.com/america-latina/etecsa-es-complice-la-represion-al-movimiento-san-isidro-n4211352
https://www.diariolasamericas.com/america-latina/etecsa-es-complice-la-represion-al-movimiento-san-isidro-n4211352
https://www.breitbart.com/latin-america/2020/11/27/cuba-state-agents-disguised-doctors-conduct-late-night-attack-hunger-strikers/
https://www.breitbart.com/latin-america/2020/11/27/cuba-state-agents-disguised-doctors-conduct-late-night-attack-hunger-strikers/
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/27/cubabrief-castro-regime-raids-san-isidro-movement-headquarters-two-activists-still-missing-and-80-artists-now-protesting-outside-ministry-of-culture-in-cuba
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2020/11/27/cubabrief-castro-regime-raids-san-isidro-movement-headquarters-two-activists-still-missing-and-80-artists-now-protesting-outside-ministry-of-culture-in-cuba
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/outcry-cuba-removes-protesters-defending-rapper-74433624
https://abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/outcry-cuba-removes-protesters-defending-rapper-74433624
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9C7WXNRv2ig
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9C7WXNRv2ig
https://youtu.be/XopWgExM1_8?si=NEEVI88Dm9YXWwpd
https://youtu.be/XopWgExM1_8?si=NEEVI88Dm9YXWwpd
https://youtu.be/XopWgExM1_8?si=NEEVI88Dm9YXWwpd
https://youtu.be/1LGj6y3p5uY
https://youtu.be/1LGj6y3p5uY
https://youtu.be/4hnCp4mG32Y?si=OYn_HEnvd8zYuALu
https://youtu.be/4hnCp4mG32Y?si=OYn_HEnvd8zYuALu
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/cuba-protesters-unprecedented-talks-artistic-freedom-1927699
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/cuba-protesters-unprecedented-talks-artistic-freedom-1927699
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/cuba-protesters-unprecedented-talks-artistic-freedom-1927699
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/after-rare-protest-show-dissent-cuba-artists-say-government-agrees-n1249234
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/after-rare-protest-show-dissent-cuba-artists-say-government-agrees-n1249234
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Meanwhile the dictatorship sent truckloads of plainclothes security to surround the
demonstrators, and to intimidate them. They also closed off the path to the Ministry of Culture,
and began using tear gas and physical force to prevent others from continuing to join the
protesters. Instead of following through with the dialogue they had pledged to conduct to resolve
the differences that had generated the protests, the dictatorship launched a media assault
against the San Isidro Movement and the 27N protesters.

“Patria y Vida”/ (“Homeland and Life”)

Both Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara and Maykel Castillo Pérez, leaders of the San Isidro
Movement, collaborated in a work of art that shook the dictatorship in Cuba. Cuban artists in the
diaspora, Yotuel Romero, Gente de Zona, Descemer Bueno, and in the island, Maykel Osorbo,
“El Funky”, and Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara, collaborated in the making of the song and video
Homeland and Life (Patria y Vida). On February 16, 2021 the video premiered live on Youtube.
The song went viral in Cuba, and around the world.

Five months later on July 11, 2021 when mass protests broke out across Cuba the protesters
sang the lyrics of Patria y Vida while marching through the streets of cities and towns across
the island.

Maykel ‘Osorbo’ Castillo Pérez was arbitrarily jailed since May 18, 2021. Luis Manuel Otero
Alcantara was taken on July 11, 2021 when the political police arrested him to prevent him from
participating in the 11J protests. The UN-WGAD sentenced in its rulings AAHRC/WGAD/2022/52
and A/JHRC/WGAD/2021/63 Luis Manuel and Maykel’s arbitrary detention and a whole endless
list of violations of their fundamental rights and due process.

On November 18, 2021 the song Patria y Vida won two Latin Grammy Awards, and the artists
outside of Cuba performed the song live in the absence of Maykel and Luis Manuel, who were -
and still are- both in prison.

Both Maykel and Luis Manuel are recognized as prisoners of conscience by the UN, Amnesty
International, Prisoners Defenders and others. “El Funky” is now exiled in South Florida.

Economic Realignment (reordenamiento econémico)

The regime's economic inefficiency continued to deepen Cuba's economic crisis, and instead of
pursuing measures to generate investment and employment, the dictatorship decided to
implement an economic reform called the "Tarea Ordenamiento" (Ordering Task) on January
1st, 2021. This reform sought to unify the currency, eliminate subsidies and free services, and
adjust prices and wages. This measure, which began on January 1, 2021, involved the
elimination of the convertible peso (CUC) and the implementation of a single exchange rate of
24 Cuban pesos per dollar. The reform also entailed changes in income distribution and the
elimination of subsidies. The elimination of the convertible peso (CUC) as legal tender and
monetary unification, leaving the Cuban peso (CUP) as the sole national currency, led to a



https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/2/17/cubabrief-cuban-collective-in-paris-calls-on-artists-to-stop-working-for-govt-run-cultural-institutions-cuban-artists-reject-govt-slogan-in-favor-of-homeland-amp-life
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/3/2/cubabrief-castro-regimes-racist-attacks-against-cuban-musicians-eu-parliament-lists-to-cuban-artists-bacardi-partners-with-naacp-to-support-black-owned-businesses
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/3/2/cubabrief-castro-regimes-racist-attacks-against-cuban-musicians-eu-parliament-lists-to-cuban-artists-bacardi-partners-with-naacp-to-support-black-owned-businesses
https://youtu.be/pP9Bto5lOEQ
https://youtu.be/xssdg7jKqbs
https://youtu.be/xssdg7jKqbs
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/8/3/cubabrief-the-revolt-in-cuba-is-against-communism-dictatorship-and-for-freedom-cubans-need-the-solidarity-of-the-free-world
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/8/3/cubabrief-the-revolt-in-cuba-is-against-communism-dictatorship-and-for-freedom-cubans-need-the-solidarity-of-the-free-world
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/8/3/cubabrief-the-revolt-in-cuba-is-against-communism-dictatorship-and-for-freedom-cubans-need-the-solidarity-of-the-free-world
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2022/6/25/cubabrief-castro-regime-locks-up-two-artists-and-banishes-two-other-activists-all-affiliated-with-the-viral-music-video-patria-y-vida
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2022/6/25/cubabrief-castro-regime-locks-up-two-artists-and-banishes-two-other-activists-all-affiliated-with-the-viral-music-video-patria-y-vida
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2022/6/25/cubabrief-castro-regime-locks-up-two-artists-and-banishes-two-other-activists-all-affiliated-with-the-viral-music-video-patria-y-vida
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2022/6/25/cubabrief-castro-regime-locks-up-two-artists-and-banishes-two-other-activists-all-affiliated-with-the-viral-music-video-patria-y-vida
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/4036098/files/A_HRC_WGAD_2022_52-EN.pdf?ln=en
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/A-HRC-WGAD-2021-63-AEV.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/A-HRC-WGAD-2021-63-AEV.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/A-HRC-WGAD-2021-63-AEV.pdf
https://www.cubacenter.org/archives/2021/11/19/cubabrief-cuban-protest-song-patria-y-vida-wins-two-latin-grammys-and-world-got-to-hear-about-cubas-political-prisoners-and-threats-against-artists
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drastic devaluation of the Cuban currency, inflation, and a loss of purchasing power for Cuban
citizens. The economy moved to a more inequal system where the State pays its workers in a
devalued national currency, but monopolizes and imposes a dollarized market, controlled by the
state, with the system workers making less money, and also generated a major impact on self-
employed with imposed government restrictions in what is sold, price caps, and the rise in the
prices of supplies. Those terrible economic measures, coupled with the opening of MLC stores
(freely convertible currency stores), where products are sold in foreign currency, generated
greater inequalities and deep social discontent.

The Pandemic

On March 19, 2020, Barbara Cruz, the marketing director of the Cuban Ministry of Tourism,
said at a press conference that “Cuba has a strong health system and trained workers, including
the self-employed ones.” Over social media the Cuban government made the claim that SARS-
CoV-2 did not replicate at high temperatures, and exported scores of Cuban doctors abroad to
earn hard currency, in what amounted to human trafficking, the ones who remained behind were
stretched thin, and lacked basic supplies to deal with the pandemic. Meanwhile, when
something went wrong, regime officials blamed the healthcare workers.

The Cuban government decided not to get foreign vaccines for Cubans in order to claim that
Cuba was the first country in the world to vaccinate their entire population with homegrown
vaccines.

Officials decided not to acquire vaccines from their allies, China and Russia, or sign up with the
United Nation's COVAX program, though Russian and Chinese vaccines became available in
Latin America as early as December 2020.

Crackdown on the black market

Havana used the pretext of the pandemic to tighten monopoly control over distribution of
assistance with zero transparency, and refused to allow farmers markets. Cubans are resentful
of this internal blockade placed on them.

In 2020 the Castro regime seized a humanitarian shipment that would have helped tens of
thousands of Cubans. They continue to block grassroots efforts today.

The Biden Administration in early July 2021 granted a temporary authorization from the US
Department of Transportation for two cargo airlines to travel to the island with humanitarian
cargo. According to 14ymedio the "permit, which was in force until November 30 and was made
public on August 13, included charter flights “for emergency medical purposes, search and
rescue, and other trips considered of interest to the United States”. Two months had passed
and there was still no response from Havana, despite the urgent need on the ground.
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On July 14, 2021, Cuban Prime Minister Manuel Marrero appeared on television and
announced that the dictatorship would "temporarily lift restrictions on the quantity of food and
medicine incoming travelers could bring into Cuba’”.

The triumphalist vaccine narrative vs the stark reality

Official government journalist Leticia Martinez Hernandez over Twitter on May 18, 2021,
bragged that “Cuba will be the first country in the world to vaccinate their whole population with
their own vaccines. Live to see!” She even replied to her own Tweet that she would keep the
above “tweet fixed until then. | want to remember the feat on which we have bet.” Her tweets
have not aged well, but she is not alone.

The Cuban foreign ministry on June 9, 2021, repeated the same campaign theme as the official
journalist did the previous month: "Cuba could be the first country to immunize its entire
population with its own vaccines. The population wants and trusts the vaccine candidates, our
science, and the country’s experience in vaccine development’.

To achieve this, the regime rejected using alternative vaccines over the six months that they
were available with the general population (although regime elites were vaccinated with Pfizer,
Moderna, and other vaccines), because their “home-grown vaccines” had not been ready for
clinical trials until May 2021 in Havana, and in the rest of the island until June 2021.

Cuban official statistics on COVID-19 infections and deaths are not reliable. Professor Duane
Gubler of the Duke-NUS Medical School in Singapore in the January 8, 2019 New Scientist
report, "Cuba failed to report thousands of Zika virus cases in 2017", stated matter of factly that
"Cuba has a history of not reporting epidemics until they become obvious”. Doctors and
journalists have been jailed in Cuba for speaking truthfully on past disease outbreaks.

Thousands of Cubans did not live to see the home-grown vaccines and died by the scores.

Following the July protests in Cuba, in August 2021, Cuban officials accepted China's
Sinopharm vaccine and began providing it to Cubans. This was at least nine months after it had
already started to be distributed in the rest of Latin America. Mind you that, as of August 30,
2021, none of the Cuban “home-grown” vaccines had been peer reviewed.

The Protests

On Sunday July 11, 2021 in the late morning, hundreds of Cubans took to the streets of San
Antonio de los Bafios and were soon joined by thousands more, as word of mouth and social
networks spread the news and videos in real time of the protests to all Cubans connected.
Soon, the information was more and more spread and other Cubans took to the streets not only
in San Antonio de los Banos, but in the whole country.
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Thinking that this would be a replay of the August 5, 1994 Maleconazo, the Castro regime sent
out its repressive forces to quell the protest in San Antonio de los Banos, and Raul Castro’s
hand picked president, Miguel Diaz-Canel, arrived to the protest site to claim that all had
returned to normal, but it was too late, the protests had been multiplied across Cuba.

The non-violent protests continued and spread across the island with Cubans chanting "the
streets belong to the people", "Homeland and Life", "Freedom", "We are not afraid", and "Down
with Communism".

Cuban independent journalist Abraham Jiménez Eno provided the context of what happened on
July 11, 2021 in The Washington Post on July 12, 2021:

“On Sunday, Cubans came out to the streets in more than 50 towns and cities and
raised their voices to call for an end to the dictatorship. Unprecedented scenes took
place across the island — although you would have been excused if you thought
you were watching protests anywhere else in Latin America. The region has been a
hotbed of discontent in recent months, but Cuba has been suffering for a long time
while biting its tongue.”

The crackdown

President Miguel Diaz-Canel, in a public address on July 11, 2021, threatened violence.

"They [protesters] would have to pass over our dead bodies if they want to confront
the revolution, and we are willing to resort to anything."

What did Cuba's top official mean by this? Diaz-Canel did not mince words.

"We are calling on all the revolutionaries of the country, all the communists, to take
to the streets and go to the places where these provocations are going to take
place today from now on, and in all these days and face it decisively, firmly, with
courage.”

The Castro regime's president concluded declaring, "the order of combat is given,
revolutionaries jtake to the streets!.”

Unarmed protesters beaten, shot and killed by regime agents.

Videos emerged of Cuban officials firing on fleeing unarmed protesters in Cuban
neighborhoods, and other footage emerged of Cuban protesters showing where the bullets had
passed through their bodies.

Havana officially recognized one Cuban killed on July 12th during the continuing protests,
Diubis Laurencio Tejeda, (age 36). He was shot in the back by regime officials on day two of
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nationwide protests in Cuba. This case was confirmed by the European Parliament, which
passed a resolution by an absolute majority stating that “Diubis Laurencio Tejeda was confirmed
dead by the police after being shot from behind in Havana while protesting.” Reports have been
received that family members of this case and others killed have been threatened to remain
silent, like in the case of Christian Diaz, age 24, that disappeared after joining the 11J protests.
Relatives on July 12, 2021 reported him missing to the PNR in Cardenas. Police told his father
that Christian was jailed in Matanzas. On August 5, 2021, officials informed his family he’d
drowned in the sea and was buried in a mass grave. His family is convinced he was beaten to
death.

Cuban protesters were met with extreme violence by government agents but continued to take
to the streets over three days before the extreme repression, and militarization of all Cuba shut
the protests down.

The Center for a Free Cuba published a report on extrajudicial killings for Cuba’s 2023
Universal Periodic Review (UPR) documenting some of the instances of the beatings and the
use of firearms against the unarmed population in various parts of the Island, especially in the
City of Cardenas, where most local Cubans marched to the front of the Communist Party
headquarters to ask for freedom. Many of the protesters were young Cubans, and the total
number of extrajudicial killings are unknown. Families are afraid to talk about what happened to
their loved ones.

Yoani Sanchez's news outfit 14ymedio reported more than 5,000 protesters detained on July
13, 2021. On the same day, the United Nations Committee on Enforced Disappearances issued
an alert regarding 187 cases of enforced disappearance during the demonstrations. Prisoners
Defenders reported on early August that the number of arrests could have reached 8,000
demonstrators. Finally, six United Nations Human Rights Mandates accused the Cuban regime
that the number of detainees reached between 6,000 and 8,000 demonstrators.

On Saturday, July 17, 2021 the government held their official rally, and even there they could
not obtain unanimity and violently dragged out an unknown protester who screamed "Freedom."

Show trials

Currently, Prisoners Defenders reports 1,158 political prisoners in Cuba. The 2023 Country
Reports on Human Rights Practices elaborated by the United States Department of State also
confirms there are 1,000 political prisoners in Cuba, with an average age of 32 years old, a
majority imprisoned for taking part in nonviolent protests in July of 2021, and subjected to
political show trials that do not meet international standards. This dictatorship has taken part in
the extrajudicial killings of nonviolent opponents, and also carried out massacres of Cubans
fleeing the island to the present.
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The Cuban criminal justice system has been strongly condemned by the United Nations. In April
2024, six United Nations Human Rights Mandates detailed how the entire Cuban criminal justice
system violates all minimum standards of due process. Similarly, the Working Group on
Arbitrary Detention, in an unprecedented ruling, declared as arbitrary the criminal proceedings
against 17 demonstrators from 11J who were condemned and remain in prison.

Massive escape

Lack of a visible future and the level of scarcity in Cuba have been pushing for a new wave of
migrants trying to escape from a regime that is killing Cubans. Around 850,000 Cubans have left
Cuba since 2022, almost 10% of the population. The cumulative figure since the protests is
much higher, as the Cuban population has decreased by more than 1.6 million people since
before the protests, according to data from the Cuban regime itself, although the figure could be
even higher.

The aftermath

A significant number of detentions followed the widespread protests in July 2021, with
individuals being accused of various crimes related to their participation. The repression
continued after July 11 against those demonstrators and anyone who raised his/her voice
against the regime in the last years.

Cuba’s new Penal Code was announced in February 2022, approved in May 2022, and came
into force on December 1, 2022. Amnesty International reported on its severity calling it “a
chilling prospect for 2023”, highlighting the expansion of the death penalty to 23 crimes, and
punishing expression with even longer prison terms.

Despite this, the protests continued, including major protests across the island.
March 2024 regional protests

More mass protests broke out initially in Santiago de Cuba province on March 17, 2024, and
despite mass mobilization of repressive forces, the 2022 penal code, and a mass exodus of
hundreds of thousands of disaffected Cubans, protests spread to four other provinces
(Artemisa, Granma, Holguin, and Matanzas). Protests were largely shut down by March 19th,
and reports of arbitrary detentions were documented.

University students’ protest

On May 30, 2025, Etecsa, Cuba’s state telecommunications company, announced changes in
internet pricing, and new restrictions in what critics describe as a “covert dollarization” and a
“cash grab” by limiting recharges in Cuban pesos (CUP) to a maximum of 360 within a 30-day
period for 6 Gigabytes, but permitting an unlimited number of recharges in foreign currency,
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such as US dollars. The new prices far exceed the minimum wage in Cuba and dramatically
restrict access to the internet for most Cubans, who are poor.

The price hike on internet access is causing Cuban students to challenge what they consider a
fundamental injustice imposed by Cuban officials using nonviolent means. They are withdrawing
their obedience by not going to class. They are engaging in a student strike, which is a method
of social noncooperation. This protest is still underway.

In Jail for distributing food

On April 29, 2025, José Daniel Ferrer Garcia, leader of the Unién Patriética Cubana, was
imprisoned again because of his humanitarian work; he was supporting Cubans with food and
medicines. His humanitarian efforts to prepare food for the ones in need threatened a fragile
autocratic regime that denies access to food and medicines to millions of Cubans.

Political Prisoners

While the regime keeps imprisoned thousands of prisoners of conscience, the abuses and
torture against key activists like Luis Manuel Otero Alcantara, Maykel Castillo Pérez (Osorbo),
José Daniel Ferrer Garcia, Félix Navarro, Loreto Hernandez, Donaida Pérez and many others
have been reported in detail. Moreover, in 2023, a comprehensive report on a random sample
of 168 political prisoners showed, through first-hand primary sources, that all of them had been
tortured and, in addition, that 80% had suffered at least five types of torture. The International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) has not been able to visit Cuban prisons, and meet
with prisoners since 1989. According to Prisoners Defenders, there are 1,158 identified
political prisoners reported in detail in Cuba. The overall number of political prisoners in Cuba is
unknown because the authorities conceal official numbers and frequently pass off political
penalties as regular criminal acts. This list is a partial accounting.

Looking into the future

All the crisis that fueled the massive protests of July 11, 2021, remains, and the situation for the
Cuban people has continued to worsen. After nearly seven decades of repressive dictatorship,
the regime has demonstrated its complete inefficiency in governing. The excuses of blockades
or interventions have been a fiction to cover up its ineptitude and corruption. Cubans continue to
protest the lack of services, inflation, unemployment, and inequalities. Another outbreak like July
11, 2021, is very possible at any time. When that happens, the international community must be
ready to help the Cuban people to end the nightmare.
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