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Cuban passion for science and humanity

Dzul ki fli Abdul Razak

LADY Sal sa, the nusical, recently nesnerised Ml aysian audiences with an
expl osive m x of Cuban history, nusic and dance at a |ocal highland
resort. A group of researchers and scientists from Universiti Sains

Mal aysi a which went to Cuba recently were equally nesnerised by the |evel
of Cuban achievenents in the fields of science and technol ogy.

Cuba is perhaps best known to nany as a far away island with nothing
much to offer save for its world-renowned Havana cigars.

And of late, Cuba has indirectly cone into the picture as a place where
American prisoners are still being held at Guantanano Bay nilitary prison
dubbed X-ray Canp.

But to appreciate what Cuba is all about is to know its history. That is
why Lady Salsa is so riveting since it is an attenpt to chronol ogically
narrate the Cuban experience through song and dance

Incidentally, this year, Cuba celebrates the 50th anniversary that
mar ked the beginning of a guerilla war against President Ruben Ful gencia
Batista's dictatorship on July 26, 1953.

It was led by a 26-year old | awer, Fidel Castro Ruz, with a force of
165 nen, but the rebellion failed. About half the rebels were killed, and
Castro was sentenced to 15 years of inprisonnent on the isle of Pinos.
From then on, several nore attenpts at overthrow ng the governnent were
made. Batista was finally forced to flee Cuba on January 1, 1959

The next day, Castro's nen took Havana and, later, the city of Santiago
It was a significant victory for a guerilla force of 800 nen over sone
30, 000 professional soldiers.

It was therefore not unexpected that the nusical Lady Sal sa clinaxed
with the revolution that brought down the Batista regine. July 26 was
decl ared the Day of National Rebellion

Anot her “revolution' of sorts brewed following the downfall of Batista.
This tinme, it was a "revolution' of Cuban science and technol ogy which,
until recently, was a well-kept secret, at |least to many Mal aysi ans.

The visit of Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad to Cuba in
1997 changed all that.

One wel | -kept secret is the Pedro Kouri Institute of Tropical Medicine,
one of nunerous leading scientific research institutes which the USM group
was privileged to discover.

The institute was aptly called Cuba's jewel of tropical nedicine in a
recent article published by the Wrld Health Oganization (WHO Regi ona
Ofice bulletin Perspective in Health Magazine (2003, Vol. 8, No. 2).

The article is significant because it was witten by the director of
publications at the dobal Health Council based in Vernmont, the United
States during her visit in April.

More significantly, much of what was witten mrrors the observations
and experiences of the USM team as descri bed bel ow.

Anmongst others, the institute is a WHO Pan Anerican Health Organisation
(PAHO) Col | aborating Centre for Research and Training in Medica
Mal acol ogy and Biol ogi cal Control of Vectors and |Intermedi ate Hosts. This
is one of three such WHO PAHO col | aborating centres at the institute.

This is an indication of how the institute has evolved into a world-
class player, especially in the global fight against tropical and
i nfectious diseases.

The institute is manned by Cuba's top health scientists working on



i mportant research ranging from parasitol ogy, tropical nedicine
i nfectious diseases, the treatment of H V/ AIDS to biotechnol ogy

The institute was established in 1937 by Pedro Kouri, an eninent
scientist, then at the University of Havana, to focus on Cuba's nost
worrisone parasitic diseases such as nmalaria, filariasis, hepatic
fascioliasis, anpebiasis and other intestinal parasites.

New net hods of diagnosing and treating tropical diseases were devel oped.

At the sanme time, it trained students fromdifferent parts of the
Americas including the US (despite its hostile outl ook towards Cuba then).

After the downfall of Batista, its status as a centre of research was
further enhanced.

I ndeed, Paul Farmer, a professor of nedical anthropology at Harvard
Medi cal School, was quoted as saying that the institute is respected
t hroughout Latin Anmerica and beyond.

It has carried out inportant basic science research, hel ped devel op
novel vaccines, trained thousands of researchers from Cuba and from the
worl d and devel oped ties with researchers in the US too

It also has cultivated strong scientific ties with internationally
recogni sed programes such as the UNDP Special Programme for Research and
Training in Tropical D seases.

These devel opnments reflect the high level of confidence and credibility
that Cuba has cultivated in the field of science and technol ogy,
particularly in the areas of health sciences.

It is therefore hardly surprising that, despite being subjected to years
of economic sanctions, if not subversion by mghtier econom es, Cuba takes
pride in its hard-earned achi evenents in the healthcare sector

Data fromthe institute speak for thenselves: the incidence of typhoid
is about 0.1 per cent, bacterial meningitis 0.3 per cent and tubercul osis
about 8 per cent.

All these can be attributed to the fact that Cuba has nanaged to devel op
no less than 12 vaccines against infectious diseases, naking the
i nci dences for such diseases nationw de very | ow.

In addition, Cuba was allegedly the first to elininate polio in the
Americas; nalaria has been conpletely eradicated, while dengue outbreaks
have ceased.

In fact, the institute is reportedly devel oping or preparing to test a
reconbi nant dengue vaccine as well as a vaccine for H V/ Al DS.

El sewhere in Cuba, a cholera vaccine and another for nmeningitis type B
and C are being devel oped with Ml aysian participation.

What is even nore amazing is that such high quality work is found at
every other places we visited - the Findaly Institute, Genetic Engineering
and Biotech Centre, National Scientific Research Centre, and National Bio
Preparations Centre - where the sanme norns and standards (as those adhered
to at the Pedro Kouri Institute) are stringently observed

The sane degree of openness, passion and concern not only for Cuba, but
for humanity, was evident.

The reason for this is best sunmed up by the director of the Pedro Kour
Institute, Dr Gustavo P. Kouri - son of the founder: "My country, ny
institute, ny famly, ny people." He was also quoted as saying: "But at
the sane tinme, our president declared that this centre was not only for
Cuba, but also for hunmanity."

Thi s makes Cuba a uni que place fromwhich Malaysia can learn a | ot, not
only about science and technol ogy, but equally inmportant, how to better
serve humanity.

NOTE: Universiti Sains Mlaysia is hosting a Cuban Print Exhibition at
the USM ABN AMRO Art and Cultural Centre in Beach Street, Penang which
ends on Nov 2. Admission is free.



* The witer is Vice-Chancellor of Universiti Sains Ml aysia.
He led a delegation to Cuba recently and spearheaded two major

bi oscientific collaborati ons between USM and Cuban research institutes.
NEXT WEEK: Under st andi ng Cuban bi onedi cal success
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