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Madrid, 26 November 2020

8-year non-criminal parent-child forced separation on Cuban doctors’ families

We hope this report finds you in the best of spirits and health. Firstly, we would like to thank the Committee for its attention to this tragic case, which affects a large social group, more than 50,000 families and children every year, and has historically affected more than 800,000 families, according to the State of Cuba's own figures. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Ministry of Foreign Affairs: "In just over five decades, a small and blockaded island has provided 600,000 health workers to 164 nations", which extrapolated to other sectors (teachers, engineers, etc...) concludes the figure of 800,000 professionals: http://misiones.minrex.gob.cu/es/articulo/discurso-pronunciado-por-bruno-rodriguez-parrilla-ministro-de-relaciones-exteriores-de-la-6] 

As can be clearly read in the official communication AL CUB 6/2019 of 6 November 2019 from the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of slavery, including its causes and consequences and the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, especially women and children, the internationalisation missions that Cuba provides abroad, such as medical missions - to give the most notable example -, take place in "slavery" and "forced labour" conditions, according to the literal description of the report due in response to PD’s first complaint sent in May 2019. This reality was recently deeply corroborated by Human Rights Watch in a very recent in-depth technical report on the subject.  [footnoteRef:2] Likewise, by Human Rights Foundation in another recent report. [footnoteRef:3] Previously, among others, the British Medical Journal had already warned of the "slavery" conditions that the Portuguese Medical Association had denounced about Cuban doctors serving on Cuba's behalf in that country. [footnoteRef:4] The issue was also raised at the United Nations in the latest Universal Periodic Review of Cuba in 2018. [footnoteRef:5] [2:  Human Rights Watch: "Cuba: Repressive Rules Against Doctors on Mission: (ES / EN)]  [3:  Human Rights Foundation's report concludes: "...Cuba's medical missions represent a modern form of slavery": EN]  [4:  British Medical Journal’s article: «Medical union condemns contract for Cuban doctors to work in Portugal as "slavery"» - https://www.bmj.com/content/341/bmj.c4253]  [5:  Report of the Working Group on the Universal Periodic Review of Cuba, 2018, explicitly cites "addressing the allegedly coercive elements of Cuban labour practices and medical missions abroad” - https://drive.google.com/open?id=1Dpz7mBJtNkq33lo_caPuCJl-mBUNavaa] 

We have recently made a very important extension of this complaint at the United Nations, which includes 622 testimonies from victims of these missions, whose children’s rights, mental, psico-social and psychological health are all affected in Cuba, as we will demonstrate in this report. [footnoteRef:6] In Annex I we refer to all the documents of the complaints. [6:  Latest report, with 622 testimonies, on Cuba's internationalisation missions to the United Nations and the International Criminal Court: CONSOLIDATED, 40 pages (ES / EN), COMPLETE, 400 pages (ES / EN).] 

At this point, I now enter into the facts related to the massive affectation of psychological, psychosocial, emotional, mental and physical disabilities of thousands of cases affected within these families’ children.
Article 135 of the Cuban Penal Code provides for imprisonment of 8 years for doctors or professionals who do not return to Cuba after completing a work mission. [footnoteRef:7] The specific law regulating missions highlights these violations, and many other horrible ones, among Cuban workers duties and infractions. [footnoteRef:8] More than 50% of doctors, according to the analysis of the 622 testimonies, are parents of minor children when they go on mission. Having children is a "pro" factor for "being chosen". Doctors who do not return are officially called "traitors to the homeland" for at least 8 years,[footnoteRef:9] and are therefore restricted from entering the country under Law 1312, Migration Law, Article 24.1, as "undesirable" and therefore "inadmissible" in the country. In addition, the exit ban is applied to the family within Cuba, thus preventing the family reunification of parents and children for a minimum of 8 years. [7:  Cuban Criminal Code: "Article 135.1.: The official or employee in charge of carrying out any mission in a foreign country who abandons it, or having completed it out, or who is required at any time to return, refuses, expressly or tacitly, to do so, shall incur the penalty of deprivation of liberty for three to eight years. The same sanction shall be incurred by any official or employee who, while on a mission abroad and against the express order of the Government, moves to another country. ”]  [8:  Law Resolution 168 of the Ministry of Foreign Trade and Investment “Disciplinary Regulations for Cuban Civilian Workers Serving Abroad as Collaborators" contains dozens of absolutely slave-like articles, including mandates for forced family separation.]  [9:  This declaration is regulated by the Council of State and they are commonly called "deserters", "traitors" and other qualifiers. The status of "traitors to the homeland" can be extended for more than 8 years by other state administrations and, within it, the prohibition of entry and family reunification.] 
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In other words, every year thousands of minors are condemned to family separation from their parents, to punish parents who disengage themselves from forced labour in the missions. This procedure is called the "8-year law". It occurs once terminating the civil mission, if they do not come back to Cuba immediately, or if they disengage while in the civil missions.
There are between 5,000 and 10,000 parents and children in this situation right now, at this very moment. Among the 622 testimonies presented, which represent a group of more than 50,000 professionals, more than 50% had minor children while on mission, 100% were subject to the "8-year law" when they defected the mission, 49% still cannot, after many years, return to Cuba because of the "8-year law" and 31% of the 622 testimonies have nowadays still minor children in Cuba whom they have not seen for years.
If we add the fact that the missions, even for those who do not desert, last 2 or 3 years abroad, during which the more than 50 thousand Cuban professionals on mission are prohibited by law from travelling except once to Cuba a year, and taking into account that the lack of physical parental contact for more than 6 months with the children is classified as "parental absence" from a clinical point of view, all this causes a massive chaos of forced family separation, by law, in the whole society.
Forced separation from parents violate several and crucial articles of the CRC, in particular: arts. 3.2, 5, 9.1, 9.2, 9.3, 10.1, 10.2, 12.1, 12.2, and 20.1.
Even as crucial, there is ample evidence that forced separation of parents and children has serious effects on behavioural, psychosocial and emotional health and well-being, and leads to various types of disability. This has happened to 800,000 families in Cuba, historically more than 50,000 each year. But to an extreme degree with more than 40 thousand families in Cuba from those called "deserters", and at this very moment between 5000 and 10000 mothers and/or fathers are prohibited from entering the island and seeing their children for 8 years, punished for not returning to Cuba immediately after their last mission.
Minors who were previously affected by various disabilities and who subsequently suffer from "standard" forced parental separation from missions and/or forced separation from the 8-year old law, are provoked into situations that lead to an aggravation of their disability, to involution and aggravation, and even to suicide. Regarding these cases, among the 622 testimonies we have a good number of tragic examples that we can unfortunately present to you.
The fact is aggravated by the addition of social pressure, creating a pattern of extreme stress in the child. The first thing that State Security does when a "deserter" is declared "traitor to the homeland" is to visit the family and communicate with the children present, calling the parents "traitors" without any softness in the language, as well as communicating with the CDR on their block (neighbourhood control committees) and the authorities and institutions, so that children will then suffer from bullying at school to social discrimination in the neighbourhood and family for being the daughter or son of a "traitor to the homeland" and "deserter".
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We have compiled an extended scientific bibliography in order to reach the conclusions that we present, studies that are listed in Annex II and which are briefly outlined below.
The evidence that family separation is destructive in children and adolescents is documented in studies on the effects of parent-child separations during World War II. Such research documented the far-reaching effects of these separations in adulthood, including increased rates of mental health problems, lack of social functioning, unsafe attachment, disrupted stress reactivity, and mortality (Pesonen and Räikkönen, 2012; Rusby and Tasker, 2009; Mitrani, Santisteban, and Muir, 2004). Other research similarly documents the detrimental effects of parental separation on child welfare in a variety of other child populations, including children in Romanian orphanages (Zeanah, Nelson, Fox, et al., 2003), children in care homes (Flannery, Beauchamp, & Fisher, 2017) and children of imprisoned parents (Geller, Garfinkel, Cooper & Mincy, 2009; Miller, 2006). More recent work has documented the increased mental health risk faced by parents and children when separated in the immigration process (Suarez-Orozco, Bang & Kim., 2011; Rusch & Reyes, 2013). Parent-child separation has long-term effects on a child's well-being, even if there is a subsequent reunification. After separation, reunited children may experience difficulties with emotional attachment to their parents, self-esteem, and physical and psychological disabilities (Smith, Lalonde, & Johnson, 2004; Gubernskaya & Debry, 2017). For some of these children, time does not seem to fully heal these psychological wounds (Shonkoff et al., 2012).
Parental separation is considered a toxic stressor, an experience that involves strong and prolonged activation of the body's stress management system (Bridgman, 2014). The stress inflicted, physiologically and psychologically in early life, including separation from parents, changes the way the body responds to stress in the long term, disrupting higher order cognitive and affective processes, as well as negatively altering brain structures and functioning (Lupien, McEwen, Gunnar, & Heim, 2009; Pechtel & Pizzagalli, 2011; Kumar et al., 2014). Such stressors put children at greater risk for a multitude of physical and psychological health problems, including anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, lower IQ, obesity, immune system functioning, reduced physical growth, cancer, heart and lung disease, stroke, and morbidity (Granqvist, Sroufe, Dozier, Hesse, & Steele, 2017; Heim and Nemeroff, 2001; Maniam, Antoniadis, and Morris, 2014; Pechtel and Pizzagalli, 2011; Shirtcliff, Coe, and Pollak, 2009; Taylor, 2010)
Separation from the family unit under conditions of stress worsens the psychological and physiological ramifications of that stress factor in children, especially the youngest (Masten and Narayan, 2012).
Much of the research on family separation has focused on the impacts on children early in their development. However, puberty is also a time when children are especially vulnerable to immediate effects (Doom and Gunnar, 2013). Stressors during adolescence can also have a lasting impact, the effects of which may not be evident until adulthood (Humphreys, Gleason, Drury, et al., 2015; Lupien, McEwen, Gunnar, & Heim, 2009). Furthermore, the effects of traumatic experiences are cumulative; children and adolescents who have already faced previous adversity are particularly susceptible to long-term negative consequences (Brown, Anda, & Tiemeier, et al, 2009; MacKenzie, Bosk, & Zeanah, 2017). Therefore, research shows that throughout childhood and adolescence, child-family separations can be associated with negative outcomes and disabilities of all kinds throughout life.
Separation from parents increases the risk of these children's mental health problems, such as anxiety, depression, behavioral problems, and symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (Allen, Cisneros, & Tellez, 2015; Rojas-Flores, Clements, Hwang Koo, & London , 2017; Zayas, Aguilar-Gaxiola, Yoon & Rey, 2015).
Having into account all information delivered, and;
Having into account that alternative reports for the pre-sessional working group (PSWG) can be sent before March, 1, 2021 for review of State party reports under the CRC;
     We therefore kindly request the Committee to initiate, as compromised with the children and their mental and physical health, an exhaustive study of this type of practice by the Cuban government and, if appropriate, everything possible be done so that Cuba modifies the legislative and punitive pattern on vulnerable populations of minors and affected families, as well as informing the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights and the Human Rights Council on this situation, because such measures, in addition to being a potential crime against humanity of slavery, persecution and other inhumane acts against the whole collective of families and children, are also a dark factory for the creation of very serious and diverse disabilities in the whole of Cuban society.
Without further ado, I thank you for your attention and your commendable work,
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Javier Larrondo
President
Prisoners Defenders International



ANNEX I - FULL COMPLAINT DOCUMENTATION

Below are links to Prisoners Defenders' complaints about Cuba's internationalisation missions:

MAIN: EXECUTIVE and visual summary of the complaint (40 pages):
· EN: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1UPLtG01x69CldhSyHO1HtZoVgGNfiOIz
· ES: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1EgbD9WnsJvjAWOFyvNN1pwgRC2_kpKHD
· FR: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1IfUjrY4HO5NzrKeLLG_nJtvAhlrVekse
· PT-BR: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1kOsMKf43CXevKcWzx99A9rDfVdE82Lgs

Introductory video (4 min):
· ES: https://youtu.be/m7_4PBiOtQI
· EN: https://youtu.be/n9iNnkxpb3o
· FR: https://youtu.be/Dxe1o-JZMDA
· PT-BR: https://youtu.be/4Zj86mkHdNo

Video of the Press Conference of 22 September (2 hours): https://youtu.be/ktR3C-Nkupg

Complete complaint (400 pages):
· EN: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1UyLbvZOymrcNNRNHgd6ELA9AC6PGMT7u
· EN: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1tgHZRBE6y29yiXDMbP_-Aq5pQOwHgSEa
· FR: https://drive.google.com/open?id=124YCWmIby1YLd9zQQDC5MMkeZWnrm5Ej
· PT-BR: https://drive.google.com/open?id=16OyMEZIEpes1sM0vDbJtRHcDqugC1bw0

International press clipping from September 2020 (second report worldwide):
· ES: International press clipping of the complaint: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1wo2sm_ztzz9mjVJeiM0WiH2bTx9kLWC4
· EN: Complaint Worldwide Press Clipping: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1pROEhzfyiUlwHbe9w9xKR0zCInEdDgIj

International press clipping from May 2019 (worldwide repercussion first report):
· EN: International Press Clipping from May 2019 to October 2019: https://drive.google.com/open?id=1RHk4CEUXpYVssXxsENfkkiy5dqlveCX9Prisoners Defenders International Network Association. 109 Príncipe de Vergara Street - 2nd floor, N.I.F. No. G88446570; R.N.A. Section:1a /National Number: 618255




ANNEX II - SOME LITERATURE ON PARENTAL LEAVE DISABILITIES

· Allen, B., Cisneros, E. M., and Tellez, A. (2015). Children left behind: The impact of parental deportation on mental health. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 24 (2), 386-392. doi: 10.1007/s10826-013-9848-5
· Bridgman, A. (2014). How abuse and neglect affect children's minds and bodies. Social Policy Report Brief, 28 (1).
· Brown, D. W., Anda, R. F., Tiemeier, H., Felitti, V. J., Edwards, V. J., Croft, J. B., and Giles, W. H. (2009). Adverse experiences in childhood and the risk of premature mortality. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 37 (5), 389-396. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2009.06.021
· Doom, J. R., and Gunnar, M. R. (2013). Physiology of stress and psychopathology of development: Past, present and future. Development and Psychopathology, 25 (4), 1359-1373. doi: 10.1017 / S0954579413000667
· Gubernskaya, Z., and Debry, J. (2017). US immigration policy and the case for family unity.
Journal on Migration and Human Security, 5 (2) 417-430. doi: 10.14240 / jmhs.v5i2.91
· Heim, C., and Nemeroff, C. B. (2001). The role of childhood trauma in the neurobiology of mood and anxiety disorders: preclinical and clinical studies. Biological Psychiatry, 49 (12), 1023-1039. doi: 10.1016 / S0006-3223 (01) 01157-X
· Hostinar, C. E., Sullivan, R. M., and Gunnar, M. R. (2014). Psychobiological mechanisms underlying the social damping of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenocortical axis: A review of animal models and human studies throughout development. Psychological Bulletin, 140 (1), 256-282. doi: 10.1037 / a0032671
· Kumar, A., Behen, M. E., Singsoonsud, P., Veenstra, A. L., Wolfe-Christensen, C., Helder, E., and Chugani, H. T. (2014). Microstructural abnormalities in language and limbic pathways in children raised in orphanages: A diffusion tensor image study. Journal of Child Neurology, 29 (3), 318-325. doi: 10.1177 / 0883073812474098
· Lupien, S.J., McEwen, B.S., Gunnar, M. R., and Heim, C. (2009). Effects of lifelong stress on the brain, behaviour and cognition. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 10 (6), 434-445. doi: 10,1038 / nrn2639
· MacKenzie, M. J., Bosk, E., and Zeanah, C. H. (2017). Separating Families at the Border: Consequences for Children's Health and Welfare. New England Journal of Medicine, 376 (24), 2314-2315. https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp1703375
· Maniam, J., Antoniadis, C., and Morris, M. J. (2014). Early stress, adaptation of the HPA axis and mechanisms contributing to later health outcomes. Frontiers in Endocrinology, 5 (MAY), 73. doi: 10.3389 / fendo.2014.00073
· Marks, A. K., McKenna, J. L., and Garcia Coll, C. (2018). National contexts of immigration reception: A critical aspect of the well-being of young natives, immigrants and refugees. European Psychologist, 23 (1), 6-20. doi: 10.1027 / 1016-9040 / a000311Prisoners Defenders International Network Association. 109 Príncipe de Vergara Street - 2nd floor, N.I.F. No. G88446570; R.N.A. Section:1a /National Number: 618255

· Masten, A. S., and Narayan, A. J. (2012). Child development in the context of disasters, war and terrorism: Pathways to risk and resilience. Annual Review of Psychology, 63 (1), 227-257. doi: 10.1146 / annurev-psych-120710-100356
· Pechtel, P., and Pizzagalli, D. A. (2011). Effects of early life stress on cognitive and affective function: An integrated review of the human literature. Psychopharmacology, 214 (1), 55-70. doi: 10.1007 / s00213-010-2009-2
· Pesonen, A., and Räikkönen, K. (2011; 2012;). The consequences of stress in early life. Physiology & Behavior, 106 (5), 722-727. doi: 10.1016 / j.physbeh.2011.10.030
· Roche, K., Vaquera, E., White, R. M. B., and Rivera, M. I. (2018). Impacts of Immigration News and Actions and the Psychological Distress of U.S. Latino Parents Raising Adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health, 62, 525 - 531. doi: 10.1016 / j.jadohealth.2018.01.004
· Rodriguez, A. J., and Margolin, G. (2015). Parental Imprisonment, Transnational Migration and Military Deployment: Family Process Mechanisms for Adapting Young People to Temporary Parental Absence. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 18 (1), 24-49. doi: 10.1007 / s10567-014-0176-0
· Rojas-Flores, L., Clements, M., Koo, J., & London, J. (2017). Trauma and psychological distress in Latino citizen children after parental detention and deportation. Psychological Trauma-Theory Research Practice and Policy, 9 (3), 352-361. doi: 10.1037 / tra0000177
· Rusby, J. S. M., and Tasker, F. (2009). Long-term effects of British evacuation of children during World War II on adult mental health. Aging & Mental Health, 13 (3), 391-404. doi: 10.1080 / 13607860902867750
· Rusch, D., and Reyes, K. (2013). To examine the effects of Mexican serial migration and family separations on acculturative stress, depression and family functioning. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Sciences, 35 (2), 139-158. doi: 10.1177 / 0739986312467292
· Shonkoff, JP, Garner, AS, the Committee on Psychosocial Aspects of Child and Family Health, the Committee on Early Childhood, Adoption and Dependent Care, and the Section on Developmental and Behavioural Paediatrics, Siegel, BS, Dobbins, MI, Earls, MF, Garner, McGuinn, L., Pascoe, J., and Wood, DL (2012). The lifelong effects of early childhood adversity and toxic stress. Pediatrics, 129 (1), e232-246. doi: 10.1542 / peds.2011-2663
· Smith, A., Lalonde, R. N., and Johnson, S. (2004). Serial migration and its implications for the parent-child relationship: A retrospective analysis of the experiences of Caribbean immigrant children. Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 10 (2), 107-122. doi: 10.1037 / 1099-9809.10.2.107
· Suárez-Orozco, C., Bang, H. J., and Kim, H. Y. (2011). I felt my heart was lagging behind: Psychological implications of family separations and the reunification of young immigrants. Journal of Adolescent Research, 26 (2), 222-257. doi: 10.1177 / 0743558410376830
· Taylor, G. J. (2010). Affects, trauma and symptom formation mechanisms: A tribute to John C. Nemiah, MD (1918-2009). Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics, 79 (6), 339-349. doi: 10.1159 / 000320119
· Zayas, L. H., Aguilar-Gaxiola, S., Yoon, H., and Rey, G. N. (2015). The distress of citizen-children with detained and deported parents. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 24 (11), 3213-3223. doi: 10.1007 / s10826-015-0124-8Prisoners Defenders International Network Association. 109 Príncipe de Vergara Street - 2nd floor, N.I.F. No. G88446570; R.N.A. Section:1a /National Number: 618255
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