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Surviving with gusto

Bal an Moses

CUBA. The word conjures a |l and of song, romance, resilience, indomtable
courage and strength i n adversity. Many peopl e are anazed at the staying
power of this nation of 11 million.

It has not only stood up to the econonic and political hurdles placed in
its path by the worl d' s greatest power and nei ghbour the United States,
and some of its allies, it has also won international acclaimfor its
tenacity.

Whet her or not one agrees with Cuba's domestic politics - an amal gam of
communi sm and home-grown socialism- or the ideals of the charismatic
Fi del Castro, is immterial inthe final analysis.

VWhat is inportant is this: the largest of the Antilles group of islands
has not only survived a four-decade econonic bl ocade by the US but has
made its presence felt around the gl obe.

It has not been easy, but Cuba has shown the determ nation of a people
under sei ge. Wen Castro recei ved accol ades fromthe | eaders gathered in
Mal aysia for the Non-Aligned Movenent neeting | ast year, it was testinony
tothe life of a man who found his own definition of national success.

Today, the Cuban presence abroad, despite and in spite of inposed and
self-created constraints, is a matter of sinple record.

Cuban cigars - Havanas - are snoked in every corner of the world
i ncl udi ng Kual a Lunpur, Cuban | obsters are eaten in cordon bl eu
restaurants the worl d over and Cuban i cecreamis the delight of children
and adults in many countri es.

Cuban Anbassador to Mal aysi a Pedro Monzon Barata exenplifies his
country's spirit of fighting the odds, cone what may, with his boundl ess
energy and i nnovative spirit which has hel ped i ntroduce Cuba to
Mal aysi ans.

He is quick, however, to point out that this is also the spirit of
al nost all Cubans who have faced all sorts of problens since the
revol ution of 1959 resulted in the ostraci sati on of Cuba by npbst nati ons.

The US econonic, financial and trade bl ockade conti nues today and, for
their part, Cubans continue to nanage, finding new ways to overcone the
scarcity of goods and services nost Mal aysi ans take for granted. If truth
be told, the US sancti ons nmay have actual |y hel ped noul d t he noder nday
Cuban with his ability to make the best of things under dire conditions.

"W have managed to survive and grow as a nation because of our strength
of spirit. We will never give up on what we hope to achieve,” he saidin a
recent interviewat his office-cumhome at a spraw i ng bungal ow in the
di pl omati ¢ encl ave of f Jalan U Thant in Kual a Lunpur

It isdifficult to disbelieve the first-time head of mission who has a
weakness for Filipino barong shirts and qui ck shots of expresso severa
times a day. Inthe two years that he has been here, Barata has managed to
per suade del egati ons fromseveral Ml aysian universitiesto visit Cuba and
si gn agreenents on joi nt acadeni ¢ ventures, brought in cultural troupes
i ncl udi ng the Lady Sal sa group and Cuban artists and is trying to convince
t he Mal aysi an Governnent to enpl oy Cuban doctors and nurses.

He is now "fighting to get sponsors" to bring in the Havana N ghts
troupe of renowned dancers. Barata, who took over in 2002 fromTeresita
Fernandez, the first-ever Cuban anbassador to Mal aysia, nay al so be
credited in part for the rising Ml aysi an passi on for Cuban food and
W nes.



Not bad for a man who suffered a heart attack not too many years ago
that put himin a sedentary job but who fought the odds to cone to Kual a
Lunpur as envoy.

Barata's nmission in Malaysia is sinple: to build on the unique
rel ati onshi p between Castro and Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohanad and take it to a
new di nensi on with the hel p of Prime M nister Datuk Seri Abdul | ah Ahnad
Badawi .

"I amal so convinced that the rel ati onshi p between both our nations can
grow under Abdul l ah's | eadership. He is very intelligent and will be able
to see the benefits of enhancing bilateral ties," he says.

Cuba's worst days were in the early 1990s when the Sovi et Union
col l apsed, leaving its allies in econom c disarray.

Barata says it was a defining nonent in Cuban history as the nation
| ooked withinitself for the strength to keep the country toget her

"W had to keep the nation going. Wth the help of our friends around
the world we nanaged to keep the nation together and here we are in 2004
as strong as we were earlier," he says.

It isinteresting to study Cuban history, especially that of the 19th
and 20t h centuries when the nation canme intoits own as a force to be
reckoned with. This is detail ed, among ot her exanpl es of Cuban
nationalism in a book entitled 100 questions and answers about Cuba in
its ninth edition.

It is a frank account of why the nation is what it is today - a poor but
seeningly contented people finding joy in arguably snall things while
appearing to ignore the physical and fiscal devel opnent of other nations
in the 21st century.

Sone of the chapters are as follows: "Wy is there just one politica
party and why is it inportant to continue to have just one party?, "Is
Cuban enigration a political or an econom ¢ phenonenon?" and " Do Cubans
l'i ke to dance?"

The foreword says it all about the Cuban spirit: "...W are the
privileged protagonists in an unrepeatable feat, a heroic David
permanently confronted by a powerful Goliath that is set on destroying
us."

Barata sunmed it up succintly inreply to a question on what the Cuban
definition of success by saying: "Social justice is the nost fundamental
part of the Cuban system™

Today, many parts of old Havana renmain al nost as they were hun
dreds of years ago, narrow streets flanked by solid Spani sh-styl ed
bui | dings wi th bal coni es.

Agei ng Anerican-made cars in excell ent condition save for their outdated
designs run on roads trod by horses hundreds of years ago.

And there are no honel ess on the streets, there is free nedical care for
all, withilliteracy literally unheard of.

The Mal aysian interest in Cuba nay in part be connected to the manner in
whi ch Havana has battl ed hostile forces with deternination and sone
neasur e of success. The Mal aysi an connecti on has grown si nce di pl omatic
rel ati ons were established nearly 30 years ago. Cuba is being seenwith
renewed i nterest by a new generation of younger Mal aysi ans not really
famliar with its difficult past.

"Dat uk H shamuddi n Hussei n (now Educati on M ni ster) went to Cuba | ast
year when he was Youth and Sports minister. He was truly taken up by what
he saw, especially with what we were doing with youths," says Barata whose
easy laughter regularly punctuated the 90-m nute interview.

The former director of Foreign Relations in the Cuban M nistry of
Cul ture sees imense potential in tie-ups between Cubans and Mal aysi ans,
the fact that Cuba is a conmruni st nation relegated to a point of acadenic



interest as in the case of China.

Barat a, who acknow edges that "Ml aysia is a very distant place for the
aver age Cuban, " wants to famliarise his countrymen wi th Ml aysi a.

"Cubans know a littl e about Mal aysia, thanks in part to a popul ar
tel evision series sone time ago cal | ed Sandokan whi ch told a story about a
| ocal hero in Sarawak," he says. But this image needs to be updat ed.

He wants to bring Cuba's cutting edge in biotechnol ogy and genetic
engineering (it is an acknow edged worl d | eader) to Mal aysi a.

"W want bi ot echnol ogy to be at the heart of the relationship we are
building with Mal aysia. There is a | ot of potential for Ml aysia-Cuban
joint ventures inthis field. W have nmanaged to produce vacci nes for many
di seases whi ch can hel p Mal aysi ans too."

He pl ans to showcase Cuban achi evenents in a Cuban week pl anned at
Universiti Sains Malaysia in Penang i n June.

"USM Vi ce- Chancel | or Prof Datuk Dzul ki fli Abdul Razak is a ki ndred
spirit who has a special |ove for Cuba. He has been there several tines.
In fact, Penang is |ike a second hone to ne and ot her Cubans conming to
Mal aysi a," he says.

There i s al so scope for Mal aysian participationin the inport of Cuban
wi nes and beers (they have been brought in on a trial basis), Cuban
coffee, |obsters (they conme via Japan now) and an i ncrease in the inport
of cigars.

Barata, an occasional cigar snoker, warns of fake Havanas fl oodi ng t he
Asi an mar ket .

Cuba al so wants to i nport Ml aysi an technol ogy i n power generation to
set up i ndependent power plants besides joint ventures inits nascent
petrol eumindustry. He is doing his best to nurture peopl e-to-people ties
t hrough the fledgling Mal aysi a- Cuba Friendship Asociation that is awaiting
regi stration here.

The father of two grown sons - Caudio and Diego - says with a chuckle
that he is one of two Cuban di plomats i n Mal aysi a, "the other bei ng ny
wi fe Syl via Baeza who has her specific duties as wife of the anbassador
whi ch keeps her quite busy." Barata is an art |over who used to take tinme
of f in previous assignments to paint.

"l have nmanaged to buy an easel, canvas and brushes here but have not
managed to find much tinme to put themto good use,” says the forner deputy
head of m ssion in Japan who has a collection of acrylic and pencil works.

It is easy to see where Cuban-Mal aysi an rel ations are headed with the
Baratas at the helm
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