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Prison or Exile 
Cuba’s Systematic Repression of July 2021 Demonstrators

(above) Emilio Roman, father of 
two young men and a daughter 
who were imprisoned and 
accused of participating in the 
July protests against the 
government, shows a picture of 
his children at their home in La 
Güinera neighborhood of Havana, 
March 29, 2022.  
© 2022 Yamil Lage/ 
AFP via Getty Images 

(front cover) Police walk the 
streets after a demonstration 
against the government of 
President Miguel Diaz-Canel in 
Arroyo Naranjo Municipality, 
Havana, on July 12, 2021.  
© 2021 Yamil Lage/ 
AFP via Getty Images

On July 11, 2021, thousands of Cubans took to the streets in the largest nationwide demonstrations against 
the government since the 1959 Cuban revolution. These peaceful protests were a response to longstanding 
restrictions on rights, food and medicine scarcity, and the government’s response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The government responded to Cubans’ exercise of their rights to expression and assembly with brutal, 
systematic repression and censorship.  

Prison or Exile documents a wide range of human rights violations committed in the context of the protests, 
including harassment, arbitrary detention, abuse-ridden prosecutions, beatings, and other cases of ill-
treatment that in some cases constitute torture.   

In total, Human Rights Watch documented 155 cases of abuse. We found that these violations followed 
patterns that strongly suggest the existence of a plan to prevent people from protesting, punish those who 
did, and instill fear to deter future anti-government demonstrations. 

Simultaneously, Cuban authorities have taken steps to dismantle the limited space civic space that allowed 
these protests to occur. The government’s repression, as well as its apparent unwillingness to address the 
underlying problems that took Cubans to the streets, have dramatically increased the number of people 
leaving the country.   

The international community has for decades been unable to effectively promote sustained progress on 
human rights in Cuba. Multilateral pressure has been lacking. 

The United States, Canada, the European Union, and Latin American governments should increase human 
rights scrutiny over Cuba, including within relevant United Nations bodies, and ensure a multilateral and 
coordinated approach that expresses support for the rights of Cuban protesters, activists, and independent 
journalists and artists, and condemns repression in the country. 
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