Jakarta May 24, 2002

The Jakarta  Post  Editor

Esteemed Editor:

Hoping that your prestigious newspaper will abide by the commonly applied rule of providing a space to reply back, I wish the following opinion should be published in the same page, same status provided to the self-proclaimed poet and journalist that wrote a libel against Cuba and which your newspaper unfortunately chose to publish.

I would not have taken such an effort to counter this libel if it not were for the fact that it was published in your respected newspaper, which is read by intellectuals and policy-makers, as it is my opinion that nobody can deny –unless he is ignorant or ill-intentioned—that there is a very harsh economic and financial blockade of the U. S. Government against Cuba for more than four decades that has obstructed our social and economic development.

Despite all the odds our country has developed a lot since the triumph of the Revolution in 1959, for before that date we were just an American neocolony, with our riches going to the United States and our main industries and resources in the hands of big American transnational companies.

Maybe some of the readers may not know that only 45% of the working population was employed; 75% of women were in charge of household chores. Some 50% of the population with low salaries received only 10.8% of income, whereas 5% of the population with high income received 26.5% of these and 75% of city workers received less than half their salary.
A reduced number of persons and enterprises, pandering mainly to US interests, controlled the existing industries – where sugar cane was pivotal – and owned transportation means, mineral resources and most plots of lands.

In 1958, more than two million people in Cuba were illiterate or half illiterate; more than 600,000 children did not have schools and 58% of teachers were unemployed. Life expectancy was estimated at 59.5 years and the infant mortality rate was 60 per 1,000 live births.
The measures immediately adopted by the Revolutionary Government, aimed at recovering the wealth of the country and putting it at the service of people and the nation, gave a deadly blow to the interests of big monopolies of the United States and set up the beginning of the end of the exercise of submission over the island, for over half a century, by the big Northern power.
It is true, indeed, that we have chosen a socialist society to live in, because we consider it to be more humane and just than the previous experience in the first half of the XX century, and as we see the poverty, and social disparities in Latin American societies more we believe that our political system, although open to criticism and perfection—is the best according to the Cuban conditions and traditions.

Since the triumph of the Revolution we have been living in a virtual state of siege by the greatest power on Earth, and therefore no one has the right to question our will to defend ourselves if they do not dare to condemn the US blockade against Cuba.

It is not so difficult to see such a blockade. In fact 167 nations in the UN General Assembly condemned it last year with the only votes against of the United States, Israel –of course—and a small island in the Pacific, despite the pressures of the U.S. diplomacy. The blockade has affected all spheres of life. For instance, a report of the American Association for World Health Report—a well-known institution that cannot be branded as leftist—declared, “the US embargo of Cuba has dramatically harmed the health and nutrition of large numbers of ordinary Cuban citizens…the US embargo has caused a significant rise in suffering -and even deaths- in Cuba. For several decades the US embargo has imposed significant financial burdens on the Cuban health care system. But since 1992 the number of unmet medical needs -patients going without essential drugs or doctors performing medical procedures without adequate equipment- has sharply accelerated. This trend is directly linked to the fact that in 1992 the US trade embargo -one of the most stringent embargoes of its kind, prohibiting the sale of food and sharply restricting the sale of medicines and medical equipment- was further tightened by the 1992 Cuban Democracy Act. A humanitarian catastrophe has been averted only because the Cuban government has maintained a high level of budgetary support for a health care system designed to deliver primary and preventive health care to all of its citizens. Cuba still has an infant mortality rate half that of the city of Washington, D.C. Even so, the US embargo of food and the de facto embargo on medical supplies has wreaked havoc with the island’s model primary health care system.”

This Association further added: “Few other embargoes in recent history -including those targeting Iran, Libya, South Africa, Southern Rhodesia, Chile or Iraq- have included an outright ban on the sale of food. Few other embargoes have so restricted medical commerce as to deny the availability of life-saving medicines to ordinary citizens. Such an embargo appears to violate the most basic international charters and conventions governing human rights, including the United Nations Charter, the charter of the Organization of American States, and the articles of the Geneva Convention governing the treatment of civilians during wartime.”

According to the Cuban estimates presented to the UN General Assembly the US blockade has caused losses to the Cuban economy in the order of 121 billions US dollars. Esteemed Mr. Editor, if anyone would read this reply with objective criterion and no prejudice there could only be praise for the Cuban system, because despite this economic war of the US government against my country, Cuba can show the lowest mortality rate in the Third World, with less than 7 per 1000 born alive, and the literacy rate is higher than 99% of the population, our sportsmen are the glory of Latin America and their couches share their knowledge and expertise with friendly countries, like Indonesia. Cuba has the highest rate of teachers, physicians, arts instructors and sports coaches among all the nations of the world.

In 1999, there were one physician per every 169 inhabitants and a dentist per 1,109, rendering services at 281 hospitals and 442 polyclinics. In addition, the nationwide Family Physician Network covers 98% of the population, with over 30,000 doctors and 35,000 nurses engaged full-time in this specialty.

Cuba’s life expectancy is 75.5 years, comparable to that of the United States. It was only 59.5 at the Triumph of the Revolution. This index stands at 68 years in Latin America and the Caribbean, while in the so-called Third World people live an average of 61 years.

Some 98% of Cuban children are vaccinated against 13 dangerous diseases. Of the 25,000 children who die every day in the world of measles, malaria, diphtheria, pneumonia and malnutrition, none is Cuban. 

For 40 years, 34,307 Cuban medical doctors and health workers have worked free of charge in a large number of poor countries saving the lives and safeguarding the health of millions of people. At this very moment, 2,671 of them are working in isolated and inhospitable places in Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia and Africa.

39 800 youths coming from more than 120 Third World countries have graduated in Cuba from 33 technical and university specialties. Even under the conditions prevailing in the special period, which resulted from the cruel blockade by the United States, 8,053 youths from Latin America, the Caribbean and Africa are studying medicine in our country free of charge, a career that costs more than $200 thousand in the United States.

Our people’s glorious tradition of rebellion and patriotic struggle, to which we must today add a full and profound understanding of freedom, equality and human dignity; their solidarity and internationalist spirit; their self-confidence and heroic conduct; 43 years of tenacious and unrelenting struggle against the powerful empire; a broad and solid political culture and an extraordinary humanism –all of these qualities cultivated by the Revolution-- have made Cuba a unique country.

Our people have a profound culture and are not a starving population as this self-proclaimed journalist whose place of birth is a mere coincidence, as he does not uphold the values of Independence of the Cuban history. Yes, we are a poor, but dignified country, where reaches are shared equally, where students can go to the University without paying a cent, where health care and attention is free of charge, where officials travel the whole world to search for a specific medicine only produced in the United States in order to prevent the death of a sick child –all free of charge for their parents—a people with a unique culture and a highly intellectual background that can easily understand “the abstract thoughts” (in fact very concrete thoughts) of the US blockade.

Would it be easy in a society where the average level of education is 9th grade, where there are hundreds of Thousands University graduates, where there are practically no illiterates, to have them “transformed into blindfolded and muzzled pawns”? That is not the impression that we have when see millions of people parading against the U.S. blockade, condemning the US-Israeli aggression against Palestine or just claiming their right to have a Cuban kidnapped boy from Miami back to Cuba.

The Cuban newspapers, it is true, are state-owned media, but they do not fabricate false innuendos like the one I am forced to answer back. Of course, such a libel would have never been published in Cuba, but not because the media is communist, but because our news always abide by the truth and the educational content of it. Our people watch 3, --not 2 television channels- where the best of arts and culture of the whole world is shown, including the best of the American music, documentaries and films.

They do not brainwash, but instruct, and fortunately, they are not attached to the whims of the great economic interests that promote the worst of shows on TV, as TV is funded by the government, with no advertisements allowed, which, in fact, makes it more enjoyable to watch.

It is very sad to see a fellow citizen to call its own people a mediocre country. That speaks more of himself than of my people. This person talks about imprisonment of human rights activists, when in fact these are pawns – as the writer of the article I am replying to is—of the US Government efforts to subvert the Cuban system to bring it back to the semi colonial status it enjoyed before 1959. 

How can you consider a person who falsely claims that there is not US blockade against Cuba, that the blockade is personal because of the Cuban government? Is it not true that his article constitutes a clear alibi and justification of the US policies against Cuba? How can be called a man that justifies and tries to misinform the action of an aggressive foreign power against his country? At least in Cuba we call him a traitor.

We are open to criticism and to become more perfectible, but we will never accept so called criticisms that provide water to the mill of our historical enemy and aggressor.

It is not only a story of 50 years and Fidel Castro. More than one hundred years ago, our National Hero, clearly stated when he was already in the battlefield that whatever he had done had been in order to prevent that the United States would conquer Cuba, and with that additional force, conquer the rest of Latin America.

There you will find our antimperialist, and Latinamericanist feelings coming from.

Allow me, Mr. Editor, to express my gratitude to your prestigious newspaper for facilitating me the opportunity to convey my reply to such a slanderous attack against my country.

With my best regards,

Miguel Ángel Ramírez

Cuban Ambassador

