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Converts to Islam still discriminated in Cuba 

The regime likes to advertise the religious freedom enjoyed by foreign Muslim 
students. Cuban converts tell a different story. 

 
by Alessandro Amicarelli 

Inside Havana’s Mosque Abdallah, the only authorized mosque in Cuba. From Facebook. 
	

Bitter Winter (11.03.2021) - https://bitterwinter.org/converts-to-islam-still-discriminated-
in-cuba/ - Cuban media consistently denounce Islamophobia in the United States and 
Europe, and claim that Islam is welcome in the island. Indeed, there have been some 
improvements in recent years, that observers connect with Cuba’s international relations 
with countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, which advocate for the rights of local 
Muslims. Students from Muslim countries were never harassed for quietly practicing their 
religion, but the situation was different for Cuban converts. In 2015, a scholar 
reported that Cuba was home to 10,000 Muslims, of which 3,000 were native Cubans who 
had found in Islam an alternative to the Marxist atheistic education they had received. 
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The first Muslim convert, Pedro Lazo Torres, joined Islam in 1991 and took the name of 
Yahya. In 2002, Yahya founded the Islamic League of Cuba, Life was not easy for the 
converts, which were often prevented by the police from praying in public, until the League 
was officially recognized in 2007. In 2015, a small mosque was inaugurated in Calle Officios 
in Havana. 

This is the only authorized mosque in Cuba. The imam of Holguín,Abdullatif Abu Maryam, 
used to keep a small mosque inside his garden. It was raided in July 2017 by State Security 
agents, who beat the imam leaving him with a fractured hand and took him to jail, from 
where he was released on bail after a week. 

Media have mentioned “expulsion from workplaces and schools, kidnapping, arbitrary 
detention, and violence” continuing against Muslims after the official recognition of 2007. 

Cuban Muslim women, from the Facebook page of Cubanas Musulmanas. 
	

In 2020, a Facebook page devoted to the life of Cuban Muslim women, reported the story 
of a convert, Niurbelis Salas Quiala (Samira), who was compelled to remove her hijab 
under threat of losing her job. 

On Women’s Day, 2021, Christian Solidarity Worldwide reported on a Cuban artist who 
converted to Islam in 2007 after contacts with Pakistani students. She told a story of 
constant harassment since conversion, although she became a well-known artist and 
curator. The file about the mandatory social service she had performed mysteriously 
“disappeared,” and she had to perform it a second time. She had lectures cancelled, and 
was forced to remove her hijab on several occasions. State security agents continue to 
monitor her and to send “ugly messages” to her phone. 
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While it would be unfair to ignore some improvements in the situation of Cuban Muslims, 
they are still a discriminated minority. Before criticizing other countries for their treatment 
of Muslims, Cuban authorities would do well to put their own house in order. 

	

New report reveals continued violations of FoRB as 
government exploits COVID-19 pandemic 

CSW (12.01.2021) - https://www.csw.org.uk/2021/01/12/press/4941/article.htm - CSW 
has today published a report on freedom of religion or belief (FoRB) in Cuba 
which finds that the Cuban authorities continued to routinely and systematically 
violate the right to FoRB throughout 2020, and that the government has used the 
COVID-19 pandemic, on various occasions, to legitimise such violations. 

In 2020, CSW received 203 documented violations of FoRB. While this number is lower 
than the 260 cases documented in 2019, the decrease in numbers is not because of any 
government change in policy but rather entirely due to the decision of the Ladies in White 
to halt their weekly attendance at Catholic Mass and protest march on Sundays for about 
seven months because of the pandemic. 

Documented violations include arbitrary detention, threats, harassment and surveillance 
of religious leaders and FoRB defenders; efforts by the government to block overseas 
humanitarian aid and the distribution of food by religious groups; defamation of religious 
leaders online; and the targeting of church properties with demolition, vandalism, and 
forced closure. The report also highlights one particularly striking case in which 
authorities demolished a church belonging to the Assemblies of God denomination in the 
Abel Santamaria neighbourhood of Santiago de Cuba in October. 

The report notes an increase in cases where the right to FoRB was arbitrarily restricted 
under Decree Law 370, a law which effectively curtails freedom of expression on the 
internet in Cuba to guard against “disseminating information contrary to the common good, 
morals, decency, and integrity through public data transmission networks.” In one example 
in April 2020, Cuban authorities used the decree to threatenjournalist Yoel Suárez, who 
often focuses on FoRB issues, with fines and the seizure of his work. 

As in 2019, CSW also documented continued violations against children belonging to 
religious groups, particularly in educational settings. For example, in January 2020 a 
church leader in a registered denomination was forced to take his son out of primary school 
following a constant campaign of bullying against the boy led by his teacher. 

The report finds that these developments have come as Cuba faces a particularly unstable 
situation which includes shortages of food, medicine, and hygiene supplies, and, of course, 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. It concludes that these developments “should be a cause 
for serious concern among the international community and those who seek to defend 
FoRB and international human rights.”  

Institutional bodies such as The United States Commission for International Religious 
Freedom (USCIRF) remain concerned about religious repression in Cuba, and continue to 
designate it as a Tier 2 country, while the US State Department kept Cuba on a Special 
Watch List for FoRB violations for the second year running. 
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CSW’s Head of Advocacy Anna Lee-Stangl said: “It is clear from this report that the 
situation for religious groups across Cuba remains in dire need of international 
attention, as illustrated by State Department’s decision to place Cuba on 
the Special Watch List for the second year running. As feared, the COVID-19 
pandemic has provided the Cuban authorities with another way of legitimising 
violations of the right to freedom of religion or belief, which have been further 
facilitated by repressive legislation, including Decree Law 370. CSW calls on the 
international community to take heed of the recommendations contained within 
this report and urge the Cuban authorities to fully respect the right to FoRB in 
line with both the country’s own constitution and international standards on this 
fundamental human right.” 

Note to editors: 

1.       Click here to read the report. 

 


