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There's nore to Cuba than sal sa

By Arni Shahi da Razak
WHO woul d have t hought that Mal aysi a woul d one day col | aborate with Cuba,
a country once consi dered as an advocator of conmuni snf

When forner Prime M nister Tun Dr Mahat hir urged Mal aysians to forge
cl ose trade and i nvestment ties with Cuba in 1997, many t hought he was
foolish to do so. After all, why would any country want to i ncur the wath
of certain powerful nations by befriending governnents that these powers
have | abel | ed as enem es?

Now, many are beginning to see the benefits of befriendi ng Cuba.

"There's alot tolearn fromCuba. It's surprising to knowthat though
Cuba had to go t hrough four decades of econonic bl ockade by the United
States, it not only survived, but has managed to excel in many areas such
as bi ot echnol ogy, vacci nol ogy and brai n-science. W want to capitalise on
their expertise," said Professor Asma | smai |, a nenber of the Universiti
Sai ns Mal aysi a- Cuba col | aboration team

Mal aysi a and Cuba, she said, had both expressed interest in
col l aborating in vacci ne devel opnent agai nst i nfectious di sease,
devel opnent of nonocl onal anti bodi es agai nst cancer, bi ot echnol ogy
techniques in fish feed and fi sh producti on and human resour ce devel oprent
progr anmes.

"USMis interested in working with Cuba in nmedi cal biotechnol ogy, which
i ncl udes di agnosti cs, vacci nol ogy, pharmacogenoni cs, stem cell
engi neering and biomaterials. W al so want to col | aborate i n neuro-science
and aquacul ture, " she sai d.

Teans fromUSMfirst visited Cuba in Septenber | ast year and establi shed
a nunber of connections. General nenoranduns of understandi ng were signed
with Finlay Institute and the Centre of Genetic Engi neering and
Bi ot echnol ogy (CIGB). USMal so signed an agreenment concerning its
col |l aborative work i n devel opi ng a tubercul osis vaccine with Finlay.

"The Cubans are very generous w th sharing know edge, " she said. "For
i nstance, USMwoul d |i ke to expand i n the area of vacci nol ogy, but we just
don't have the infrastructure to make vacci nes. Cuba can provide us with
the facilities and expertise. After all, Cuba' s strength in bi ot echnol ogy
happens to be i n vacci ne devel opnent and production. This is the essence
of the collaboration with USM "

To further strengthen ties with Cuba, USMal so recently organi sed a USM
Cuban week fromMay 28 to June 6 to i ntroduce the Cuban technol ogy to
Mal aysi ans.

"We brought in seven Cuban scientists and they gave tal ks to our
scienti sts on neurosci ence, vacci nol ogy and bi omaterials. There were al so
i ntensive di scussions hel d between the scientists to devel op
grant proposal s," she said.

The i dea of the partnership, she said, was to conbi ne resources and
share expertise anong the two countries.

"At the end of the day, its a win-win situation for both countries. W
want to expl ore the wonders of science together so that it benefits both
countries," she said.
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