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Enbassy i n Havana to enhance rel ations

Jai | ani Harun

THE openi ng up of the Mal aysi an enbassy in Havana early next nonth is
expected to boost econom c relations between Cuba and Mal aysia as it
wi dens the door to the public sector of both sides to cross-invest.

Cuban Foreign M nister Felipe Perez Roque said the nove will enhance al
aspects of cooperation between the two countries, especially in bilatera
trade, education, tourismand culture.

"Qur governnent is happy that after the establishnent of the Cuban
enbassy in Kuala Lunpur at the end of 1997, Malaysia is finally sending
its residence anbassador to Havana.

"This is a big nove, indeed! We have been | ooking forward to this
sentimental and historic nonent in our diplomatic ties ever since
di pl omats of both nations nade contacts in the 1970s.

"I would like to describe it as a grand opening to our closer friendship
and cooperation," he told Business Tines in Kuala Lunpur.

Roque, who arrived on Monday for a three-day official visit at the
invitation of Foreign Mnister Datuk Seri Syed Ham d Al bar, was i npressed
with the way the Mal aysi an Government carries out its diplomatic
activities throughout the world.

"I believe Prine Mnister (Datuk Seri) Dr Mahathir Mhanmad has nmade a
trenendous achi evenent in not only connecting Malaysia to the rest of the
worl d, but also in establishing business contacts with snmall and isol at ed
countri es.

"Cubans, who had rarely heard about Ml aysia in the 1960s and 1970s, are
now | ooki ng at your country as one of the nost friendly.

"They have high expectations that our two countries can enbark on a nore
aggressi ve approach in nmaking our relations a fruitful one," he said.

The 45-ninute interview, which was al so attended by Cuban anbassador
Teresita Feernandez Diaz and an interpreter, touched on various issues,

i ncl udi ng Cuban President Fidel Castro's planned visit to Malaysia this
year, bilateral trade, investnent and the US policy on Cuba.

Roque said Castro's visit, scheduled to take place in the third quarter,
will be a catal yst in enhanci ng Mal aysi a- Cuba rel ati ons.

Dr Mahathir first visited Cuba in 1997, and again | ast year on his way
to attend the G oup of 77 sunmt in Latin America.

He sai d al though no Mal aysian investors had as yet set foot in Cuba, the
setting up of the Mal aysi an enbassy in Havana, headed by anbassador Kanma
Yan, will hel p boost Ml aysian investnment in the island nation.

"The only problemso far is the lack of informati on about Ml aysia in
Cuba and vice-versa. Qur businessmen are in the dark about the Ml aysian
econony, and so is the Ml aysi an busi ness community. However, | believe
things will change in the conming years."

The minister, in welconing Mal aysian investors to Cuba, said the tourism
industry in the country is nost pronmising as Cuba is one of the world's
top holiday destinati ons.

"The tourismsector is nost dynamc. Al though we have about 35,000 hot el
roons at present, the rate grows at about 5,000 roons per year and there
is still high denmand. Al nbst one-third of the hotels in Cuba is foreign-
managed.

"W receive about three to four mllion tourists each year, and the
nunber is expected to reach seven million by the year 2010.

"This is where Ml aysi an i nvestors can conme in. Recognising the fact



that Mal aysi ans have successfully hel ped boost the touri smand hot el
i ndustry in many countries, we will try to facilitate their investnent in
Cuba, " he said.

He added that other areas to invest in are the building of roads and
port facility and the production of Cuban oil

In relating Cuba's econonmic refornms, he said the cautious reforns
i ntroduced over the | ast decade, including a selective opening to foreign
i nvest nent and noderni sation of its banking industry, is now nore
conmpati ble with others.

"After 10 years of terrible crisis and nore than 40 of ferocious
bl ockade, our country today has nore security inits future than ever."

The Conmuni st-rul ed Cari bbean i sl and has survived a decade of recession
and four decades of US econonic sanctions by nmaintaining its socialist
policies and avoiding all-out liberalisation of its econony.

There has been inpressive recovery in Cuba's oil and ni ckel production
as well as growh in tourism

Donestic production of oil and gas was forecast to increase to 3.5
mllion tonnes | ast year, conpared with 670,000 tonnes in 1990. This
output will rise to 4 nmllion tonnes in 2001.

"W hope to be self-sufficient in oil and gas in a relatively short
period of time," he said.

The strategic sugar industry is being diversified, and over US$500
mllion (US$1 = RMB. 80) will be invested in the tel ecommuni cations sector
over the next five years.

Around US$4.3 billion of foreign investnent has been pledged to Cuba in
the | ast decade, of which a |l arge anount has been delivered.

There are over 370 investnent projects in the country currently.

Roque said the island has al so made progress in easing its foreign debt
burden by reaching bilateral restructuring deals with major creditors
whi ch had reopened access to official export credit facilities froma
nunber of countries.

In addition, Cuba has been holding "contacts" with the Paris C ub group
of creditor nations about the possibility of a multilateral restructuring
of its medium and | ong-termdebt.

According to the Cuban central bank, the country's hard currency foreign
debt at the end of 1999 was just over US$11 billion. O this, US$3.5
billion or nmore was believed to be nedium and long- termdebt to Paris
Cl ub creditor governnents.

On his visit to Malaysia, the foreign mnister said he had a neeting
with Syed Hami d on Monday, where they di scussed the possibility of signing
agreenents on abolishing visa, avoi dance of doubl e taxation, aviation,
shi ppi ng, education and i nvestment.

"We need Mal aysia's assistance to devel op our country to the heights
that you have achieved today. W nay be far apart, but as the world cl oses
i n under gl obalisation nuch can be | earnt fromeach other," he said.

Roque | eaves for Singapore today as part of his Asian tour, which wll
al so take himto Vietnam China and Japan.
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