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Mai ntai ning solidarity in a gl obalised environnent

Ei r mal asar e Bani

I N TODAY' Sworl d of gl obalisation, solidarity is one thing that devel opi ng
countries have to mai ntain, sai d Cuban Anbassador to Mal aysia Lic Teresita
Fer nandez Di az.

Cuba, fanous for its cigars which are said to be the best in the world,
iscurrently facing economc difficulties resulting fromthe US econonic
i sol ation since President Fidel Castro |l et Russian missiles be positioned
on the island.

"I think solidarity is what Malaysia is practising right nowwi th Prine
M ni ster Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad's visit to the African countries
as well as Japan in order totry and i nprove relations in both diplomatic
and econom c contexts," she said in an interview wi th Business Tines
recently.

Di az said that both countries have a common approach in their fight for
political sovereignty and econom c i ndependence.

Al t hough t he di pl omatic rel ati onshi p between Mal aysi a and Cuba was born
in 1975, the Enbassy of Cuba was only set up in Kuala Lumpur |ast
Sept enber, following Dr Mahathir's visit tothe Latin American country
earlier in the same nonth.

"W are just a baby here but | think that in 14 nonths we have nmanaged
to establish a good working policy. | amnot saying that we are conpletely
sati sfied; we Cubans are never sati sfied.

"I think that Ml aysi ans can never be satisfied as well because
everytine they reach the top they want to go ahead and clinb the next
mount ai n, " Di az said.

Dr Mahathir's first visit to Cuba - the only communist state in the
Cari bbean/Latin American region - was nade to establish Malaysia' s first
hi gh-1 evel contact with revol uti onary | eader Fidel Castro and expl ore
opportunities for trade and i nvest nent.

Three agreenments - one on visa abolition, the second on pronoti on and
reci procal protection of investments and the third on trade - were signed
during the visit to mark the begi nning of a new phase i n Ml aysi a- Cuba
relations.

The Prime Mnister's visit to Cuba was part of his 11-day South Anerican
tour which included Chile, Uuguay and Argenti na.

Al t hough Mal aysia is currently faci ng an economnic sl omdown, Diaz is
confident that both countries can work and have bri ght futures together.

"Mal aysia will recover and take Cuba along with it. Even now, while
facing the economc crisis, Malaysia is nuch better off than Cuba because
we are not only facing an i nternal econom c probl embut al so an economic
war with US-inposed sancti ons.

"We have a snmll popul ation, about 11 m|lion, but we have the spirit to
wor k hard and i nprove our condition in addition to trying to maintain our
political and econoni c i ndependence, " she sai d, addi ng that the tourism
i ndustry was the najor incone earner for the country, growing at the rate
of 20 per cent annually.

Brushi ng asi de di fferences i n ideol ogy and a possi bl e backl ash from
certain quarters, Dr Mahathir said that Malaysia "is prepared to take the
risk" of forging trade ties with Cuba as the country had great potenti al
for grow h and Mal aysia wanted to participate inits econom c evol ution.

Di az said that she was proud that Mal aysi a had chosen Cuba as its new
trade and i nvestnent partner in the Latin Anerican region.



Bi l ateral trade between Mal aysia and Cuba was still small because of the
focus on very fewproducts. In 1996, trade reached US$612, 000 (US$1 =
RMB. 80), nearly 30 per cent |ower than 1995.

"It isactually difficult to deternmine the bilateral trade statistics as
nost trades are made via third parties.

"But | ast nmonth, the Cubans received the first palmoil shipnment from
Mal aysi a whi ch ambunted to sonme US$10 nillion," she said.

The bul k of Cuba's exports to Mal aysia is made up of industrial alcohol,
while inmports fromMal aysi a conpri sed nai nl y sound and t el econmuni cati on
equi prent and air conditioners.
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