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	Cuba investigates psychiatric hospital deaths 
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Cuban authorities are investigating the deaths of 26 patients at a psychiatric hospital linked to a spell of unusually cold weather. 

Human rights activists blamed the deaths on negligence and the dilapidated state of the hospital. 

The health ministry said natural causes such as old age, respiratory problems and complications from chronic diseases contributed to the deaths. 

Cuba prides itself on its provision of free universal healthcare. 

The deaths occurred at the Psychiatric Hospital in the capital, Havana, which houses some 2,500 patients. 

In a statement, Cuba's government said the deaths were "linked to the prolonged low temperatures that reached 3.6C... and to risk factors peculiar to mentally ill patients and to natural biological deterioration". 

It said a health ministry investigation had already identified "various deficiencies" at the hospital. 

"Those principally responsible will be submitted to trial," it added. 

The statement followed a report by the independent Cuban Commission on Human Rights. 

The commission denounced the deaths as a case of "criminal negligence", saying at least 24 of the patients died of hypothermia. 

It said the hospital was in such a bad state that it could not protect people from the cold, citing problems including broken windows. 

"It is the highest number of avoidable deaths in a Cuban hospital in the history of the republic," it said, adding that the Cuban health system was showing "growing signs of deterioration". 
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Cuba has survived more than 40 years of US sanctions intended to topple the government of Fidel Castro. It also defied predictions that it would not survive the collapse of its one-time supporter, the Soviet Union. 
Since the fall of the US-backed dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista in 1959 Cuba has been a one-party state led by Mr Castro and - since February 2008 - by his annointed successor, younger brother Raul. 

Fidel exercised control over virtually all aspects of Cuban life through the Communist Party and its affiliated mass organisations, the government bureaucracy and the state security apparatus. 

Overview

· Overview

· Facts
· Leaders
· Media
Exploiting the US-Soviet Cold War, Fidel Castro was for decades able to rely on strong Soviet backing, including annual subsidies worth $4-5 billion, and succeed in building reputable health and education systems. But, at least partly because of the US trade sanctions, he failed to diversify the economy. 

The disappearance of Soviet aid following the collapse of the USSR forced the government to introduce tight rationing of energy, food and consumer goods.
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AT-A-GLANCE 
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Politics: Communist leader Fidel Castro led the one-party state for nearly 50 years; his brother Raul took over as leader in 2008 

Economy: US economic embargo has been in force since 1961; 1990s liberalisation has given way to greater state control; economic hardship has prompted many to leave

International: US, EU have pressed for democratic change and criticise the state of human rights; Venezuela under Hugo Chavez is an important ally 
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Timeline 

The economy has soldiered on with the help of Canadian, European and Latin American investments, especially in tourism. 

Controls were relaxed in the 1990s, with companies allowed to import and export without seeking permission and a number of free trade zones opening up. 

But some of these economic reforms were later rolled back, with Fidel Castro denouncing what he called the "new rich". 

Cuba has forged closer ties with China and with oil-producing Venezuela. The former has invested in the nickel industry; the latter supplies cheap fuel. 

But the money sent home by Cubans living abroad - many of them in the US city of Miami - is still crucial to the economy. Hardships have led to an increase in prostitution, corruption, black marketeering and desperate efforts to escape in search of a better life. 

Cuba has fallen foul of international bodies, including the UN's top human rights forum, over rights abuses. The UN's envoy has urged Havana to release imprisoned dissidents and to allow freedom of expression. 

The US leases the Guantanamo Naval Base on the eastern tip of the island under a 1903 treaty, and continues to send Cuba payment for it. Cuba under the Castros disputes the lease, saying that it was concluded under duress, and has refused to cash any of the cheques since the early days of the revolution. 

Relations with the US showed signs of a thaw following the election of President Barack Obama, who in April 2009 said he wanted a new beginning with Cuba. 

Russia has also taken steps to revitalise ties with its Soviet-era ally, and in July 2009 signed an agreement to explore Cuba's offshore oil reserves. 
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	Obama renews Cuba trade embargo 

	By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
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Mr Obama has previously signalled some easing of restrictions on Cuba

US President Barack Obama has extended the 47-year-old trade embargo against Cuba for another year. 

In a statement, Mr Obama said that it was in the US national interest to extend the Trading With The Enemy Act which covers the trade embargo. 

It is largely a symbolic step because the final decision rests with Congress. 

Under legislation from 1996, the Helms-Burton Act, the embargo can only be lifted when Cuba is deemed to have begun a democratic transition. 

Cuba has been under a financial, trade and travel ban since 1962 - one of the last surviving remnants of the Cold War. 

Critics see it as a missed opportunity to signal a further willingness to ease relations between the two countries. 

Mr Obama has lifted some of the restrictions allowing Cuban-Americans to visit relatives whenever they want and send money home. 

The two sides are once again holding direct talks on immigration and later this week US officials travel to Cuba to discuss resuming direct mail services. 

The Cuban authorities have described these changes as little more than a cosmetic coat of paint, but the US administration continues to demand that Cuba must first show signs of reform before lifting the embargo. 
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Castro says Cuban system to stay 

Raul Castro offers US direct talks

Cuban President Raul Castro says he is willing to enter into dialogue with the US but the island's communist system remains non-negotiable. 

Mr Castro said he wanted to respond to recent overtures by Washington. 

But in a speech that was given a standing ovation in parliament, he also emphasised that he had not been elected to return Cuba to capitalism. 

US President Barack Obama has said he wants to "recast" relations with Cuba but the US has also called for reforms. 

In his speech, Mr Castro acknowledged that there had been less aggression and anti-Cuban rhetoric under the Obama administration. 
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I was elected to defend, maintain and continue perfecting socialism - not to destroy it [image: image189.png]




Cuban President Raul Castro

He repeated Cuba's willingness "to sustain a respectful dialogue with the United States, between equals". 

But he also noted that a decades-old US embargo remained in place and said he wished to respond to US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton's comments linking dialogue with reform. 

"With all due respect, in response to Mrs Clinton, but also to the European Union... I was not chosen as president to restore capitalism to Cuba or to renounce the revolution," Mr Castro said. 

"I was elected to defend, maintain and continue perfecting socialism. Not to destroy it." 

Mr Castro, 78, stepped up to the Cuban leadership three years ago when his older brother, Fidel, underwent gastric surgery. 

He formally assumed the presidency last year. 

In his speech, he scoffed at those who say Cuba's political system will crumble after the "the death of Fidel and all of us". 

"If that's how they think, they are doomed to failure," he said. 

On the economic front, the Cuban president announced that the government had cut its budget for a second time this year amid a growing financial crisis. 

The government has recently pushed through a series of austerity measures and cut its projected economic growth estimate for this year to 1.7% 

Page last updated at 10:21 GMT, Tuesday, 28 July 2009 11:21 UK

US removes giant ticker from Cuba
A giant electronic ticker placed on an American building in Havana, used to spread news and political ideas, caused a million people to protest two years ago. 

Now, with a fresh US administration and US policy toward Cuba, the ticker has been turned off.Dominic Kane reports. 

READ MORE: US turns off Havana news ticker 
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Havana imports most of its oil at a subsidised price from Venezuela

Russia is to begin oil exploration in the Gulf of Mexico, after signing a deal with Cuba, says Cuban state media. 

Russian Deputy Prime Minister Igor Sechin signed four contracts securing exploration rights in Cuba's economic zone in the Gulf. 

Havana says there may be some 20bn barrels of oil of its coast but the US puts that estimate at five billion. 

Russia and Cuba have been working to revitalise relations, which cooled after the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Russia's Zarubezhneft oil concern will work alongside the Cubapetroleo monopoly in the deep waters of the Gulf. 

"Every time I travel through the region, I come to Cuba to advance our joint economic-commercial projects, and I take every opportunity to communicate with my colleagues," Mr Sechin told local media. 

Under the new agreement, Russia has also granted a loan of $150m to buy construction and agricultural equipment. 

Havana imports more than half of its oil, mostly at a subsidised price from Venezuela. 

Cuba's share of the Gulf of Mexico was established in 1977, when it signed treaties with the United States and Mexico. 

The US Geological Survey (USGS) recently estimated that as much as 9bn barrels of oil and 21 trillion cubic feet of natural gas could lie within that zone, in the North Cuba Basin. 
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	US and Cuba hold migration talks 
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Cubans intercepted at sea are returned under current accords

US and Cuban representatives have met for the first time in six years to discuss migration issues. 

The meeting in New York came amid signs from both nations that they are ready to act to improve relations. 

The talks were halted in 2003 after Havana refused to give exit permits to people who had been granted US visas. 

President Barack Obama has called past US policy on Cuba a failure and recently eased restrictions on visits to the island by Cuban-Americans. 

The two sides used the one-day meeting on Monday to reaffirm their commitment to promote "safe, orderly and legal migration", according to statements by the US state department and the Cuban foreign ministry. 

Washington proposed in May that the talks, which were suspended six years ago by then President George W Bush, resume. 

They concern migration agreements from the mid-1990s that aim to prevent waves of boat people leaving Cuba and risking their lives to reach the US. 

"Engaging in these talks underscores our interest in pursuing constructive discussions with the government of Cuba to advance US interests on issues of mutual concern," state department spokesman Ian Kelly said in a statement. 

The head of the Cuban delegation, Deputy Foreign Minister Dagoberto Rodriguez, said the meeting had been "fruitful". 

The US outlined a number of issues, according to Mr Kelly. These included: 

· gaining access to a deepwater port in Cuba to return migrants safely 

· ensuring that US diplomats can track the welfare of those sent back 

· having all Cuban nationals accepted back, including those who committed crimes in the US and are therefore ineligible to become citizens 

· ensuring that the US Interests Section in Havana can operate "fully and effectively". 

Cuba, for its part, repeated its objection to US policy that repatriates Cuban migrants intercepted at sea but allows Cubans who make it to US shores to stay. 

Immigration lure
This "wet foot, dry foot" policy "encourages illegal departures and human smuggling", a Cuban statement said. 

Cuban-American immigration expert Jose Pertierra says this policy has led not only to people embarking on risky sea journeys across the Florida Straits, but has also stimulated illegal immigration through Mexico. 

"Whereas the Mexicans and Central Americans flee [US] border patrol, the Cubans look for the border patrol because Cubans who arrive on dry land are given parole and they get a green card," he told the BBC. 

The Obama administration has been pursuing engagement with Cuba and has already authorised travel and money transfers to the island by US nationals of Cuban descent. 

President Obama has indicated he would be open to dialogue with Cuba's leaders. 

But he has said that, like previous American presidents, he will only consider a full lifting of the embargo - in place since 1962 - once Cuba makes significant moves such as the holding of democratic elections. 
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	Obama offers Cuba 'new beginning' 

	President Obama says he seeks an "equal partnership" between the US and Latin America

President Barack Obama has said the US seeks a "new beginning" with Cuba and an "equal partnership" with all the nations of the Americas. 

Mr Obama was addressing Latin American and Caribbean leaders at the Summit of the Americas in Trinidad and Tobago. 

The summit follows a thaw in US-Cuban relations. Cuba is not at the summit. 

Earlier, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton welcomed an offer for talks from Cuban President Raul Castro, saying the old US policy had failed. 

Mr Castro said on Thursday that he was ready to talk about "everything" with the US, including human rights, political prisoners and freedom of the press. 

His comments came after the US eased restrictions, allowing Cuban-Americans to visit relatives in Cuba and send money home more easily. 

Call for change 

Speaking to leaders gathered in Port of Spain, Mr Obama declared: "The US seeks a new beginning with Cuba." 

"I know there is a longer journey that must be travelled to overcome decades of mistrust, but there are critical steps we can take toward a new day," he said.
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We are continuing to look for productive ways forward because we view the present policy as having failed [image: image190.png]




Hillary Clinton

[image: image15.png]



Cuba faces tough US choice 
Clinton admits Cuba policy failed 
Cuba is excluded from the summit, which includes 34 members of the Organisation of American States (OAS), though Latin American leaders have been calling for Cuba to be readmitted. 

The US has not maintained high-level diplomatic relations with Cuba since 1960, a year after Fidel Castro led the island's revolution. 

Washington also imposed partial trade sanctions in 1960, expanding it to a full economic embargo in 1962. 

Under former US President George W Bush, measures were put in place to support Cuban opposition and "hasten the end" of the Castro regime. 

However, speaking on Friday in the Dominican Republic, Mrs Clinton acknowledged that US policy towards Cuba had "failed" and said Washington was "taking a very serious look at how to respond." 

Chavez handshake 

Addressing the summit, Mr Obama said he wanted to move forward with a sense of "equal partnership" with all the nations of the Americas despite decades of mistrust.
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First Bush, now Obama - Chavez meets a new US president

"I am here to launch a new chapter of engagement that will be sustained throughout my administration," he said to applause from the delegates. 

Mr Obama earlier greeted and shook hands with Venezuela's President, Hugo Chavez, during an impromptu meeting. 

Photographs released by the Venezuelan government showed Mr Chavez - one of the Bush's administrations most strident critics - smiling and clasping hands with Mr Obama at the start of the summit. 

Before the summit began Mr Chavez appeared to chastise the US for its approach to Cuba, which is not a member of the OAS. 

In a pre-summit statement, he also said that "there is more democracy in Cuba than in the United States". 

But he greeted the US president warmly when the opportunity arrived, gripping the Mr Obama's hand in welcome. 

"I greeted Bush with this hand eight years ago; I want to be your friend," Mr Chavez told Mr Obama, according to a Venezuelan presidential press office statement. 

"It was very, very short," said a US official. "The president shook his hand, smiled and then went back to his position in the line." 

Summit leaders are also expected to address the economic downturn and the region's energy and security needs at the weekend talks. 
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	Cuba faces tough US choice 
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For many, the move means more time can be spent with their loved ones

As the US eases restrictions on Cuban Americans visiting relatives back home, the BBC's Michael Voss in Havana looks at the impact this could have on a 50-year-old conflict. 

Havana airport's Terminal 2 is reserved exclusively for charter flights from Miami. 

Every day, noisy crowds pack around the barrier in front of the exit from the customs hall waiting for their relatives to emerge. 

There are screams of excitement and tears of joy as families rush to greet their loved ones. 

Under the Bush administration, Cuban Americans could return only once every three years - and with strict limits on how much they could spend or send home. 

"I feel great, I've got my family with me now, it's awesome," said Miami resident Roberto Grande after hugging his mother and sisters. 

"I think things are going to get better now. I think there's a big hope with the new president [Barack Obama]. He's making a lot of changes for good." 

Cuba abuzz 

President Obama recently said there were "no better ambassadors for freedom than Cuban Americans". 

Similar arguments are now being used by those who are trying to push a bill through Congress that would lift the travel ban on all Americans visiting this Communist-run island. 
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If we start to communicate then people will understand us [image: image191.png]




Armando
Cuban pensioner

There were some US citizens on the same flight as Roberto Grande. 

All had special treasury department licences which are usually given on humanitarian or religious grounds, or for legalised food sales. 

Now Cuba is abuzz with speculation that American tourists could soon be on the way, joining the two million other holidaymakers who come here each year, mainly from Canada and Europe. 

In the US, shares in the major cruise-liner operators have jumped in anticipation of a change in policy. 

At present any ship that docks in Cuba cannot enter a US port for six months. 

Only one smallish cruise ship, sailing out of Nassau in the Bahamas, has docked in Havana in the past year. 

Some Cubans believe that American tourists could be in for a big surprise if they are allowed to come. 

"If we start to communicate then people will understand us," explained Armando, a pensioner who did not want to give his surname. 

"Over there they tell lies about Cuba. Newspapers there don't tell the truth. They don't want their people to come here because they might discover how it really is." 

Internet woes 

Another important step is the lifting of restrictions on Cuban Americans sending money home as well as what they can include in care packages. 

For a country where the average salary is around $20 (£13) a month, these remittances are an important economic lifeline for thousands of people. 
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Just one cruise ship has docked in Cuba in the past year

President Obama is also allowing US telecommunications companies to bid for licences here, though it is unlikely the Cuban Authorities will co-operate. 

But if this includes access to the internet through the US undersea fibre-optic cables, that could have a major impact. 

At present the only internet available in Cuba is via satellite. It is expensive and slow. 

The government here has long claimed that this is the reason why people cannot have the internet at home. 

'Rubbed off the map' 

The announcement from Washington comes just days before the Summit of the Americas in Trinidad, which President Obama will attend. 
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He is likely to face pressure for further moves towards ending the decades-long conflict which many see as a leftover from the Cold War. 

Cuba is the only country not invited to the summit, a fact that many Cubans deeply resent. 

"It's as if someone took a rubber and erased us off the map. We exist, we should be invited," said retired agriculture worker Eugenio Martinez. 

There are no signs, though, that the trade embargo is about to be lifted. 

The Obama administration continues to insist that Cuba must first make progress towards democracy and on human rights. 

Cuba's President Raul Castro has pushed through some limited social and economic reforms. But this remains a one-party state with no opposition allowed. 

'Totalitarian regime' 

The European Union has taken a different approach and has already removed all its sanctions and recently announced a 40m euro development aid package. 

The EU argues that engaging with the Cubans on areas of common interest such as trade and the environment could open the door to future discussions on issues such as human rights. 

Dissidents such as Miriam Leiva, a rights campaigner, are sceptical of the approach. 

"Its very naive what they are doing," she said. 

"You can't expect a totalitarian regime to change just because you come along and say I want a dialogue. It's not a dialogue, it's a monologue." 

She does welcome the moves on allowing Cuban Americans visiting relatives and sending remittances home. 

The announcement from Washington did not make headline news on Cuban state television, but the statement by the presidential spokesman Robert Gibbs was shown and reported, including details of the telecommunications plans. 

In one of his recent editorials, former President Fidel Castro wrote that Cuba "does not fear dialogue with the United States nor do we need confrontation to exist". 

President Obama has made the first move. All eyes are now on President Raul Castro to see if he can offer any reciprocal gestures to help push the process forward. 
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	Obama eases curbs on Cuba travel 

	Robert Gibbs said the measures would allow Cubans to enjoy 'basic human rights'

US President Barack Obama has approved measures that will allow Cuban Americans to travel more freely to Cuba, his spokesman has said. 

Cuban-Americans will also be allowed to send more money to relatives in Cuba. 

The move, announced by White House spokesman Robert Gibbs, comes after Mr Obama last month signed a spending bill easing some economic sanctions on Cuba. 

Mr Gibbs said the aim was to promote democracy and human rights on the Caribbean island. 

"The president has directed the secretaries of state, treasury and commerce to carry out the actions necessary to lift all restrictions on the ability of individuals to visit family members in Cuba and to send them remittances," said Mr Gibbs. 

The changes fulfilled a pledge made by Mr Obama during his presidential campaign and would help bridge the gap between divided Cuban families, he added. 

The US has had a full embargo on trade with Cuba since 1962. 

Regional summit 

Restrictions would also be lifted on US telecommunications companies applying for licences to operate in Cuba, Mr Gibbs added.
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Cuban-Americans are eager to help their families in Cuba

That move could open the way for a greater flow of information to the island via the internet, says the BBC's Kevin Connolly in Washington, although much will depend on the attitude of the Cuban government itself. 

"The president would like to see greater freedom for the Cuban people," said Mr Gibbs. 

"There are actions that he can and has taken today to open up the flow of information to provide some important steps to help that." 

The move comes as Mr Obama prepares for a summit with regional leaders in Trinidad later this week. 

The US president has indicated he would be open to dialogue with Cuba's leaders. 

But he has said that, like previous American presidents, he will only consider a full lifting of the US embargo once Cuba's communist government makes significant moves such as the holding of democratic elections. 

Cuba's President Raul Castro has said he is prepared to negotiate with the new US administration, providing there are no preconditions. 

President Obama clearly believes that engagement may yet achieve what the half-century embargo never did, says our correspondent: real political change in Cuba. 

But there is no talk for the moment of opening diplomatic relations or of lifting the general trade embargo, he adds. 
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	New US law eases Cuba sanctions 
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Obama has indicated he would be open to dialogue with Cuba's leaders

US President Barack Obama has signed into law a government spending bill that will ease some of Washington's economic sanctions on Cuba. 

He said the bill was imperfect because Congressmen had added pet projects to the $410bn package that will fund government spending until September. 

Cuban-Americans will be allowed to travel to the island once a year and send more money to relatives there. 

Curbs on sending medicines and food have also been eased. 

The legislation was earlier approved by the Senate after clearing the House of Representatives last month. 

The legislation overturns rules imposed by the Bush administration which limited travel to just two weeks every three years, and confined visits to immediate family members. 

President Obama has indicated he would be open to dialogue with Cuba's leaders. 

But he has said that, like previous American presidents, he will only consider a full lifting of the embargo once Cuba's communist government makes significant moves such as the holding of democratic elections. 

Cuba's President Raul Castro has said he is prepared to negotiate with the new US administration, providing there are no preconditions. 
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Obama gave detailed explanations about his economic and domestic policies

US President Barack Obama has addressed a joint session of Congress for the first time, warning that the nation faces a "day of reckoning". 

Stressing the severity of the economic crisis, Mr Obama told lawmakers the US would emerge stronger when it ended. 

"We will rebuild, we will recover," Mr Obama said, adding: "Now is the time to act boldly and wisely." 

Republicans said Mr Obama's plans were "wasteful", saying they spent "money we do not have on things we do not need". 

Mr Obama has seen Congress pass a $787bn (£545bn) economic stimulus plan and is preparing to announce a budget. 

Delivering a televised rebuttal shortly after Mr Obama spoke, Louisiana Governor Bobby Jindal said Republicans opposed the view that the way to strengthen the country was to strengthen government. 

See how the pundits rated the speech
In his speech to the joint session of the House of Representatives and the Senate, Mr Obama emphasised that his hard-fought stimulus bill - which includes efforts to save or create 3.5m jobs - will help restore growth. 
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This is America. We don't do what's easy. We do what is necessary and move this country forward [image: image192.png]19





Barack Obama
US President
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Full text: Obama's speech
In pictures: Obama's speech
Send us your reaction
An era of extravagant spending must end, the president told Congress. 

Outlining what he saw as the roots of the economic crisis, Mr Obama told congressmen that short-term gains had been prized over long-term prosperity. 

"And all the while, critical debates and difficult decisions were put off for some other time on some other day," he said. 

"Well, that day of reckoning has arrived, and the time to take charge of our future is here." 

Domestic goals 

He praised Congress for passing the economic stimulus plan, which he said would create millions of jobs and revitalise the US, and deliver a tax cut to 95% of Americans by 1 April. 

Obama: 'We will recover'

The package, signed after compromises debated in both houses, was designed to channel federal money toward infrastructure projects, health care, renewable energy development and conservation programmes. 

The first month of Mr Obama's presidency has also included a banking bail-out worth at least $1.5 trillion (£1.02 trillion) and a plan to support "responsible homeowners" struggling with mortgages. 

He won a standing ovation when he told his audience that banks and bankers taking public money would be fully accountable, vowing that tax dollars would not be frittered away. 

"Those days are over," Mr Obama said. "It's not about helping banks, it's about helping people." 
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See whole word cloud of Barack Obama's speech to Congress
The speech came days before the unveiling of the administration's first budget, with sights set on reducing the giant US deficit, currently standing at about $1 trillion. 

Mr Obama said the vast deficit and the "crushing cost" of healthcare made the need for wide-ranging reform more urgent than ever, and he pledged to reform and improve the nation's schooling and boost the numbers of students in higher education. 

He restated a pledge made on Monday to cut the deficit in half by the end of his first term, and said officials had begun to go "line by line" through the federal budget "to eliminate wasteful and ineffective" schemes. 

Foreign fields 

The BBC's Kevin Connolly in Washington says Barack Obama delivered a powerful address, offering more hope than in recent major speeches. 

The address looks and feels like the State of the Union speech which normally come at about this point in the political calendar. 

But because Mr Obama is new to office, and therefore not in a position to take responsibility for the triumphs and disasters of 2008, this was billed simply as an address to the joint houses, our correspondent adds. 

While much of his speech focused on domestic issues, Mr Obama also touched on the key foreign policy issues facing his administration. 

Reviews of US involvement in both Iraq and Afghanistan were currently ongoing, the president said, and would soon deliver their results. 
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The terrorists - in Obamaland - are lumped in with other problems the world faces: global warming, disease, etc [image: image193.png]




Justin Webb
BBC North America Editor
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Read Justin Webb's blog
Will Obama feed hunger for hope?
He promised a "new and comprehensive strategy" for Afghanistan and Pakistan aimed at defeating al-Qaeda and defeating extremism. 

And while he paid tribute to US troops serving overseas, there was no detailed reference to plans for Iraq, or any reference to Iran, whose nuclear programme is viewed by many analysts as a major foreign policy challenge for the new president. 

The speech came as some of the first polls analysing Mr Obama's level of public support indicated that voters still strongly back the man they chose for office fewer than four months ago. 

A New York Times/CBS News poll published ahead of his speech put the president's approval rating at 63%, with a Washington Post/ABC News survey showing 68% support. 

The presidential address - which began late and lasted a little over 45 minutes - was followed by a response from Republican Bobby Jindal. 

The 37-year-old governor of Louisiana - the first Indian-American to occupy such a post - is one of the Republican Party's rising stars, and is tipped as a likely contender for the White House four years from now. 

He was highly critical of Mr Obama's plans, dismissing the stimulus plan and banking bail-out as Washington waste. 

"The way to lead is not to raise taxes and put more money and power in hands of Washington politicians," he said. 

REACTION TO PRESIDENT OBAMA'S SPEECH 
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The economic crisis requires immediate, bold and comprehensive action. And on Tuesday night, Mr Obama displayed the ambition and the sweeping vision that won him the White House - and that this crisis demands. It was a refreshing change after his less-than-forceful handling of the stimulus bill. [image: image34.png]




Editorial, New York Times 
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The speech capped an often frantic start for his administration that has surpassed even the first month of FDR's New Deal. And for Obama, it was a chance to step back and spell out the full scope of the challenges facing the nation — and connect the dots of his economic plan for moving ahead. [image: image35.png]




David Rogers, Politico 
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Well, this was an extraordinary speech. We certainly do have a new president. My own reaction was that Obama looked stronger and more confident tonight than I have ever seen him before - and he has never lacked for confidence in the past. [image: image36.png]




Robert G Kaiser, Washington Post 
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Well, the problem for Republicans is that, (a), Americans support Obama's tax plan as laid out during the campaign. (b), Americans are demanding more government involvement. Remember October 2008: the specter of socialism, as dredged up by the GOP, failed. And the problems weren't as bad as they are now! [image: image37.png]




Marc Ambinder, The Atlantic
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	US bill aims to ease Cuba travel 
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President Obama has indicated US policy on Cuba will change

The US House of Representatives has passed a bill that should lead to the easing of restrictions on Cuban-Americans wanting to travel to Cuba. 

The provisions are part of a spending bill and must pass in the Senate - where it faces some opposition - before it becomes law. 

The bill would allow Cuban-Americans to visit Cuba once a year instead of once every three years. 

Meanwhile France has sent a former Socialist minister as envoy to Cuba. 

Embargo moves 

HAVE YOUR SAY 

Democracy without the free will of people defeats even its own definition

Muhammad Saeed, Islamabad, Pakistan 

Send us your comments
The measures announced in the US bill represent a first move in broader efforts to ease the US trade embargo and end travel restrictions for all Americans. 

President Obama has said that the trade embargo against Cuba should stay in place as it increases pressure for democratic reforms. 

However, under the bill, Cuban Americans should be able to spend $170 a day on the island, more than three times the current daily limit of $50. 

It also creates a general travel licence for Americans who sell food and medical supplies to Cuba. 

As well, it should allow the Cuban authorities to pay for US products once they arrive rather than pay up front before they are sent, a move which some analysts say could boost rice sales to Cuba. 

Francisco Hernandez, president of the Cuban American National Foundation, welcomed the news. 

"We have been asking for that since the [travel] restrictions were put in place," he said. 

"We believe there should be more opportunities for Cuban families to connect." 

But Mr Hernandez and others fear the bill could run into trouble in the Senate. 

Florida Republican Senator Mel Martinez opposes the changes and may try to stop the bill. 

Rapprochement? 

French President Nicolas Sarkozy has sent Jack Lang, a former culture minister, to Cuba in an effort to strengthen ties with President Raul Castro. 

Last year the European Union voted to lift sanctions on Cuba, sanctions which were imposed after the arrest of alleged government opponents in 2003. 

Their removal followed the departure of Fidel Castro, who had ruled Cuba for nearly 50 years, and his replacement by his brother Raul. 

"We thought it was the right time to reinvigorate French-Cuban relations, at a time when the European Union has resumed dialogue with Cuba, when Cuba is evolving slowly, too slowly perhaps, when the United States themselves are thinking about their position on Cuba," an official in the President's office said of Mr Lang's trip. 

Mr Lang was culture minister in the 1980s, under President Francois Mitterrand, who had close ties with Fidel Castro. 
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	Obama eases curbs on Cuba travel 

	Robert Gibbs said the measures would allow Cubans to enjoy 'basic human rights'

US President Barack Obama has approved measures that will allow Cuban Americans to travel more freely to Cuba, his spokesman has said. 

Cuban-Americans will also be allowed to send more money to relatives in Cuba. 

The move, announced by White House spokesman Robert Gibbs, comes after Mr Obama last month signed a spending bill easing some economic sanctions on Cuba. 

Mr Gibbs said the aim was to promote democracy and human rights on the Caribbean island. 

"The president has directed the secretaries of state, treasury and commerce to carry out the actions necessary to lift all restrictions on the ability of individuals to visit family members in Cuba and to send them remittances," said Mr Gibbs. 

The changes fulfilled a pledge made by Mr Obama during his presidential campaign and would help bridge the gap between divided Cuban families, he added. 

The US has had a full embargo on trade with Cuba since 1962. 

Regional summit 

Restrictions would also be lifted on US telecommunications companies applying for licences to operate in Cuba, Mr Gibbs added.
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Cuban-Americans are eager to help their families in Cuba

That move could open the way for a greater flow of information to the island via the internet, says the BBC's Kevin Connolly in Washington, although much will depend on the attitude of the Cuban government itself. 

"The president would like to see greater freedom for the Cuban people," said Mr Gibbs. 

"There are actions that he can and has taken today to open up the flow of information to provide some important steps to help that." 

The move comes as Mr Obama prepares for a summit with regional leaders in Trinidad later this week. 

The US president has indicated he would be open to dialogue with Cuba's leaders. 

But he has said that, like previous American presidents, he will only consider a full lifting of the US embargo once Cuba's communist government makes significant moves such as the holding of democratic elections. 

Cuba's President Raul Castro has said he is prepared to negotiate with the new US administration, providing there are no preconditions. 

President Obama clearly believes that engagement may yet achieve what the half-century embargo never did, says our correspondent: real political change in Cuba. 

But there is no talk for the moment of opening diplomatic relations or of lifting the general trade embargo, he adds. 
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	Cuba pushes its 'medical diplomacy' 

	By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
[image: image40.png]



[image: image41.jpg]



Hundreds of eye patients are treated every day by Cuban medical staff

The waiting room at Cuba's largest eye hospital, Pando Ferrer, is packed with patients.
Many come from across Latin America and the Caribbean, with everything paid for by the Cuban government. 

Basil Ward is from Barbados and is in Havana to have a cataract removed for free. 

"I could have had the operation in Barbados but I would have had to wait a year, there's a huge waiting list there," he says. 

Others do not even have that choice; health facilities are almost non-existent or unaffordable in many of the poorest parts of the region. 
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Pando Ferrer Hospital carries out a range of eye operations

Mr Ward is here under a programme called Operacion Milagro or Operation Miracle. 

Launched five years ago, it has already helped restore sight to more than 1.6 million people. 

Operation Miracle came out of an adult literacy programme which the Cubans were running in Venezuela. 

They discovered that a lot of people could not read or write because they were unable to see properly. 

"Fidel Castro always considered health a major priority so he asked us to devise a simple fast operation, a sort of miracle to restore people's sight," said Dr Marcelino Rio, director of the Pando Ferrer hospital and head of Operation Miracle. 

Medical missions
The Cubans have turned mass production eye operations into a fine art. Pando Ferrer Hospital alone can perform 300 operations a day. 

Treatments range from cataracts and glaucoma to corneal transplants. 

Most of the equipment is European and Asian; US companies cannot sell to Cuba because of the trade embargo. 
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VISUAL IMPAIRMENT 
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314 million people visually impaired worldwide

Of these 45 million are blind

Around 85% of visually impaired people live in developing countries

Cataracts are leading cause of blindness

About 85% of cases avoidable

Corrective eye wear could give normal vision to more than 12 million children 

Source: World Health Organization
There are similar facilities throughout the island as well as dozens of eye surgery centres which the Cubans have opened across the Americas and parts of Africa. 

Operation Miracle is just one part of an extensive international medical assistance programme, which some have dubbed Cuba's "medical diplomacy". 

In the 1960s and 1970s, Cuban leader Fidel Castro tried to export revolution through armed struggle. 

Che Guevara died attempting to lead an abortive guerrilla campaign in Bolivia. Tens of thousands of Cuban troops were sent to fight in the anti-colonial wars in Africa. 

But medical assistance was always part of the package. The first medical mission was sent to Algeria in 1963 during its war of independence. Large numbers of doctors also went with the troops to Angola. 

Cash-strapped country
In recent years this medical aid has grown significantly, becoming a central part of Cuba's international relations. 

Cuba trains overseas medical students, sends tens of thousands of doctors abroad and has rapid response disaster assistance teams. These were sent to both China and Pakistan after their devastating earthquakes. 

According to the Cuban authorities, there are 24,000 students from developing countries studying health care on the island. This includes 10,000 medical students enrolled at the prestigious Latin American Medical School (ELAM). 

All receive full scholarships on the condition that, when qualified, they return home to work. 

There are no figures available for what Cuba spends on its international medical programmes but it must account for a large part of this cash-strapped island's budget. 

'Helping hand'
Medical aid has become a "service export". Venezuela provides subsidised oil in return for the around 20,000 Cuban medical staff working there. 
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Resources are stretched in Cuba, itself a poor country

But probably the biggest benefit for Cuba is that such medical diplomacy has helped boost its image throughout the world and paid dividends politically. 

While Washington is still considering whether to end Communist Cuba's isolation and start direct negotiations, every other country in the Americas has ties with the Cuban government, now led by Fidel's brother, Raul. 

Honduras, a traditional US ally in the region, now has Cuban doctors working in some of the remotest and most vulnerable areas where there are no hospitals. At the same time there are more than 1,000 Honduran medical students being trained in Cuba. 

"If offering a helping hand is an extension of foreign policy, then (it is) welcome. I wish other countries would do the same," Honduran Foreign Minister Patricia Rodas told the BBC during a recent meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement in Havana. 

There is a similar arrangement in Belize, the former British colony in Central America. 

"We used to have a bad image of Cuba but that has changed. Cuba is not the monster it seemed to be," said Said Badi Guerra, Belize's Ambassador to Cuba. 

"Our medical students would never be able to complete university because of the cost, yet they come to Cuba for free. We are very grateful for it." 

Shortages
For Cubans, the health assistance programmes offer the opportunity to travel and earn some hard currency as well as helping others. 

Physiotherapist Mabel Juiz volunteered to join the large Cuban medical team that went to Pakistan after the 2005 earthquake. 
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Cuba's medical system: Impressive but under pressure 

She spent six months living in a tent in the mountains and was able to save enough to furnish her apartment back home. 

"I wanted to be useful and help others. It was really sad seeing so much destruction," she said but added that she would gladly volunteer for any future missions. 

There are signs, though, that committing so many resources to helping others is having an impact on the health service back home, particularly in longer waiting times to see family doctors. 

Last year the government announced a major shake-up, closing many smaller one-doctor surgeries and replacing them with larger polyclinics. 

Cuba's free health service continues to boast impressive infant mortality and life expectancy rates, but with limited resources the system is under pressure. 

There are shortages of medical supplies and equipment and many of the facilities are in desperate need of repair. 

Some Cubans resent the money spent on foreigners. Most though appear proud of their achievements and the impact this Caribbean island is having on the health and sight of others. 
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	US 'must rethink Cuban embargo' 
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Leadership changes in Cuba could bring opportunities, the report suggests

The US economic embargo on Cuba "has failed" and should be re-evaluated, senior Republican Senator Richard Lugar argues in a report. 

"We must recognise the ineffectiveness of our current policy and deal with the Cuba regime in a way that enhances US interests," Senator Lugar says. 

President Barack Obama has promised a new look at US policy towards Cuba, including easing travel restrictions. 

But he has said he believes the embargo is an "inducement" for change in Cuba. 

Senator Lugar, the senior Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and a hugely influential figure in US politics, says Washington's policies towards Havana have been ineffective. 

"After 47 years... the unilateral embargo on Cuba has failed to achieve its stated purpose of 'bringing democracy to the Cuban people'," he says. 

"It may have been used as a foil by the regime to demand further sacrifices from Cuba's impoverished people." 

Have Your Say 

After 47 years an embargo is not going to facilitate a regime change
Sam Compton, USA

Senator Lugar's views are contained in a report that was drawn up by a member of his staff and was due to be released on Monday. 

"By directing policy toward an unlikely scenario of a short-term democratic transition on the island and rejecting most tools of diplomatic engagement, the US is left as a powerless bystander, watching events unfold at a distance," the report says. 

It stops short of calling for the trade embargo to be lifted but does urge: 

· an end to restrictions imposed during the Bush administration on travel and remittances to Cuba 

· reinstituting formal co-operation on migration and tackling drug-trafficking 

· allowing Cuba to buy US agricultural products on credit. 

The report, which comes a year after Fidel Castro officially handed over power to his brother, Raul, suggests leadership changes provide an opportunity to rethink policy. 

Growing consensus 

Washington's long-standing economic isolation of Cuba is one of the most ideological and controversial elements of US foreign policy, says BBC diplomatic correspondent Jonathan Marcus. 

But this report points to growing cross-party consensus that this policy has to change, he says. 
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Sales of US farming goods have been allowed since 2000 but on a cash basis

President Obama has indicated that he would be open to dialogue with Cuba's leaders. He also supports easing restrictions on the number of visits Cuban-Americans can make to the island and the amount of money they can send. 

During last year's presidential election campaign, Mr Obama said the embargo had not helped bring democracy to Cuba but he added that it did provide an "inducement" to change. 

The Obama administration has so far not devoted much attention to Cuba and Latin America, given more pressing issues at home and abroad. 

But an administration official told the Washington Post newspaper that it was "not unreasonable" to expect that Mr Obama would ease the limits on family travel and remittances to Cuba before he attends the Summit of the Americas in Trinidad and Tobago in April. 

In a separate development, a bipartisan bill to restore the right of US citizens to travel to Cuba was presented 
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	Cuban shake-up claims key figures 
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Raul Castro officially took over from his brother a year ago

Cuban leader Raul Castro has announced a major cabinet reshuffle that includes the removal of two of the country's most prominent politicians. 

State television said Cabinet Secretary Carlos Lage and Foreign Minister Felipe Perez Roque are among 10 officials who are stepping down. 

It said the move was in line with the president's plan to improve efficiency. 

It is the first big reshuffle since Mr Castro took over as president from his ailing older brother, Fidel, last year. 

Correspondents say Mr Castro is putting his personal stamp on a government that still bears the mark of his brother. 

Many of those dismissed were Fidel loyalists - including Mr Lage and Mr Perez Roque, who had both been seen as possible future candidates for the presidency. 

Mergers 

It was announced at the end of the midday news bulletin, after the weather and sports, the Associated Press news agency reports. 

The changes include: 

· Gen Jose Amado Ricardo Guerra replaced Mr Lage, 57, as cabinet secretary - although he kept his job as vice-president of the Council of State. Gen Guerra worked under Raul Castro when he was defence minister 

· Mr Perez Roque, 43, was replaced as foreign minister by his deputy Bruno Rodriguez 

· Otto Rivero Torres was removed as cabinet vice president and replaced by Ramiro Valdez Menendez, who fought alongside the Castros in the 1959 revolution 

· Economy minister Jose Luis Rodriguez was replaced by internal commerce minister Marino Murillo Jorge 

· Jacinto Angulo Pardo was promoted to internal commerce minister after being Mr Jorge's deputy 

· External commerce minister Raul de la Nuez Ramirez was replaced by Rodrigo Malmierca Diaz 

· Georgina Barreiro Fajardo was replaced as finance minister by Lina Pedraza Rodriguez 

· Labour Minister Alfredo Morales Cartaya was replaced by his vice minister Margarita Marlene Gonzalez Fernandez 

· Jose Miguel Miyar Barruecos was moved from secretary of the Council of State to science and environment minister 

· Homero Acosto Alvarez was appointed secretary of the Council of State 

· Maria del Carmen Concepcion Gonzalez was made food and fishing minister, replacing Food Minister Alejandro Roca Iglesias and Fishing Minister Alfredo Lopez Valdes. 

Four ministries were merged in the reshuffle including food and fishing, and external commerce and foreign investment. 

The major shake-up comes at a time when Cuba and the US have been signalling for the first time in many years that they would welcome the possibility of moving towards improved ties, says the BBC's Americas editor Emilio San Pedro. 
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	Raul Castro marks a year in power 

	By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
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Raul Castro allowed Cubans unrestricted access to mobile phones

Cuba's President Raul Castro has completed his first year in power since taking over from his brother, Fidel, who ran Cuba for nearly 50 years. 
It has proved a smooth transition, despite many predicting communism would collapse without Fidel at the helm. 

Raul Castro's programme of reforms has been hit by three hurricanes and the global economic crisis. 

But there has been success in foreign policy, ending the island's international isolation. 

It was never going to be easy replacing his famous brother, the only leader that Cuba had known for almost half a century. 

But within weeks of formally taking over the presidency, on 24 February last year, Raul Castro won widespread support at home for a series of small but symbolic reforms. 

These included allowing Cubans to buy mobile phones and stay in the same hotels as foreigners. 

He also introduced bonus-related pay and launched agricultural reforms, providing state owned land to private farmers. 

Economic crisis 

But attempts to improve living standards by making the state-run economy more efficient were knocked off course by three devastating hurricanes and the world economic crisis. 

Today the pace of reform has all but ground to a halt. 

In terms of foreign policy though, Raul Castro has achieved considerable success in ending the island's international isolation. 

He has reintegrated Cuba into Latin America, renewed the old cold war alliance with Russia, expanded ties with China and patched up relations with the European Union. 

One of President Raul Castro's biggest challenges now is how to respond to any change in policy towards Cuba from the United States. 
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By Robert Plummer 
Business reporter, BBC News 
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Cuba's socialist system has done little to protect the island from the economic turmoil that has engulfed its capitalist adversaries. 
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The Cuban government is allowing the expansion of private taxis

The combined effect of higher international food prices, three hurricanes and the general worldwide slowdown have pushed Cuba into its worst financial crisis since the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Since an already ailing Fidel Castro stepped down as president in February 2008, his brother Raul has announced some modest economic reforms, such as legalising mobile phones and issuing licences for private taxis. 

But he has also had to promote austerity measures as well, including a 50% cut in foreign travel by government officials. 

"The accounts don't square up," he told the National Assembly in December 2008. "We have to be realistic and adjust our dreams to real possibilities." 

In recent years, subsidised Venezuelan oil and Chinese investment deals became Havana's latest means of shoring up basic living standards and defying the US economic embargo. 

But falling oil prices have put Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez's "Bolivarian revolution" under pressure, while the Chinese economy is starting to falter as world demand slows. 

War of attrition 

Economically and politically, Cuba is a long way from the revolutionary confidence it enjoyed during the height of the Cold War in the early and mid-1970s. 

By that stage, the island had successfully overcome the worst that the US could throw at it. 
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Cuba's socialism has taken it down a lonely path

The turmoil of the 1960s, marked by the abortive Bay of Pigs invasion and the Cuban missile crisis, had given way to a sullen war of attrition that continues to this day. 

But Fidel Castro reacted to Washington's trade embargo by forging ever-closer links with the Soviet Union and its Comecon network of Eastern bloc states. 

Moscow propped up the Cuban economy by buying a huge chunk of the country's sugar crop at inflated prices, while providing cheap supplies of crude oil. 

Despite this lifeline, conditions were not particularly comfortable even then for ordinary Cubans, who had been subject to rationing since the US embargo began in 1962. 

Not just food, but even clothing was rationed. Every Cuban was entitled to two shirts, a pair of trousers, a pair of shoes and two pairs of underpants a year. 

Vanguard hopes 

These items, of course, were produced on a one-size-fits-all basis, under a rigidly centralised state planning system more concerned with meeting quotas than aspiring to elegance. 
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Salvador Allende's downfall cost Cuba an ally in the region

But back then, Cuba could still bask in the belief that its much-vaunted revolution had put it in the vanguard of history. 

When Chile's Salvador Allende became the world's first democratically elected Marxist president in 1970, the Cuban model started to look eminently exportable to other parts of Latin America. 

The following year, Fidel Castro paid a month-long visit to Chile, during which he hosted huge rallies and gave public advice to the country's Popular Unity coalition. 

The visit undoubtedly exacerbated the political polarisation in Chile that led to Mr Allende's overthrow by General Augusto Pinochet in 1973. 

After the violent coup in Santiago, Cuba provided a refuge for many Chilean Communists. 

Yet officials in Havana remained unabashed by the failure to build socialism in Chile, suggesting that their own experience showed that armed struggle, not peaceful change, was the way to defeat capitalism. 

Reform spurned 

These comforting illusions became harder to sustain once Cuba's cosy relationship as a client state of the Soviet Union began to unravel. 

From 1987 onwards, Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev began to introduce wide-ranging economic reforms under the process known as perestroika. 
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The smiles failed to hide their deep ideological divisions

For the first time, a socialist command economy began grappling with previously alien concepts such as supply and demand, private enterprise, joint ventures and even bankruptcy. 

Fidel Castro wanted to retain the economic benefits provided by Moscow, but had no intention of allowing any kind of liberalisation in Cuba. 

Not even an official visit by Mr Gorbachev in April 1989 could persuade his Cuban counterpart to reform. 

But mere months later, after the fall of the Berlin Wall and other sweeping political changes in Eastern Europe, Mr Castro could see that hard times lay ahead. 

"We are witnessing sad things in other socialist countries, very sad things," he said in a speech that November, mindful of the fact that 75% of Cuba's trade was with the soon-to-be-dissolved Comecon bloc. 

Changes reversed 

That historic failure of the main alternative to free-market capitalism has pretty much set the scene for Cuba's current economic plight. 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, Fidel Castro decreed a "Special Period" of hardship and allowed a few modest steps towards a market-oriented system. 
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Some observers think Raul Castro may yet produce major reforms

Cubans were allowed to set up restaurants in their homes, known as "paladares", while independent farms and farmers' markets also sprang up, encouraged by the decision to let the US dollar circulate freely. 

Most of those reforms were later reversed, after Venezuelan and Chinese assistance gave Fidel the excuse he needed to tighten state control. 

But now that this temporary respite from hardship is fading in its turn, private sector farmers are again being encouraged to expand, in an effort to cut Cuba's growing food import bill. 

Since Raul Castro took over, many observers, without any real hard evidence to go on, have been pinning their hopes on the prospect of wide-ranging economic reforms. 

But according to one leading conservative US think-tank, the Heritage Foundation, the Cuban economy remains one of the world's least free, with only Zimbabwe and North Korea ranked less favourably. 

The Heritage Foundation's economic freedom index for 2009 gives Cuba a score of 27.9, up from 27.5 in 2008, "reflecting marginally improved scores in trade freedom and freedom from corruption". 

So far, Raul Castro has shown little desire to embrace radical change. Cuba may have to wait for a new generation of leaders before liberalisation arrives. 


	

	Page last updated at 11:31 GMT, Friday, 2 January 2009


E-mail this to a friend 

Printable version 



	Will Obama shift policy on Cuba? 

	By Kim Ghattas 
BBC News, Washington 
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The election of Barack Obama has energised those seeking a change in relations between the US and Cuba. 
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Mr Obama promised change during the election campaign

And with so many thorny, complex issues awaiting the incoming president, analysts say Cuba might provide Mr Obama with an easy opportunity to bring about the kind of change to America's foreign policy that the world and Latin America in particular are waiting for. 

From Russia to Iran, Iraq and Pakistan, "none of these crises will allow President Obama to signal swiftly to the world the kind of changes he proposes in American foreign policy," write Lawrence Wilkerson, former chief-of-staff to Colin Powell, and Patrick Doherty, from the New American Foundation. 

"In contrast, US-Cuba policy is low-hanging fruit: though of marginal importance domestically, it could be changed immediately at little cost." 

Younger generation 

Hopes have been raised by statements made by Barack Obama himself and policies spelled out on his campaign website. 
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Cuban-Americans are eager to help their families in Cuba

A big factor driving the calls for change is the growing number of Cuban-Americans who are eager for more contact with the homeland, want to help their families there improve their living standards and believe this will help bring about change inside Cuba. 

Attitudes are especially changing amongst the younger generation, which does not bear the scars of life under Fidel Castro - but some older Cuban-American have also had a change of heart. 

Carlos Saladrigas is a 60-year-old Cuban-American from Miami. He is a life-long Republican, but voted for Mr Obama this time round. 

Speaking to the BBC earlier this year, he said: "You don't have to be very smart to figure out that after 50 years of trying something that hasn't worked, maybe it's time to try something new." 

He said the best way to bring about change inside Cuba was to allow Cuban-Americans to become the agents of change by letting them visit the island. 
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As the Americas have changed, we have sat on the sideline, offering no compelling vision and creating a vacuum for demagogues to advance an anti-American agenda [image: image198.jpg]




Barack Obama

On Mr Obama's campaign website, the section on Cuba states that he will "empower our best ambassadors of freedom by allowing unlimited Cuban-American family travel and remittances to the island". 

A quick way to send a signal of change would indeed be for Barack Obama to lift some of the restrictions imposed by President George W Bush in 2004. 

Mr Bush limited the number of visits Cuban-Americans were permitted to make to the communist island from one a year down to one every three years. 

He also reduced the amount of remittances they could take with them to Cuba from $3,000 to $300. 

Embargo 

A new report published by the Brookings Institution in Washington makes even further recommendations on Cuba, advising almost total reversal of US policy. 

The report, written by prominent policy-makers from the US and Latin America, advocates lifting all restrictions on travel to Cuba by Americans and recommends removing Cuba from the State Department's list of countries sponsoring terrorism. 
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Rarely before has the potential for change been so tangible

While Mr Obama may not go this far initially, there is little doubt that he will make changes to a policy that has put the US at odds with most of the world. 

In October, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution urging the US to lift its trade embargo against Havana, for the 17th year in a row. 

Only Israel and Palau joined the US in supporting the embargo, with 185 countries voting against it. 

A rapprochement with Cuba would also help improve ties with Latin America. 

On his website, Mr Obama states that "George Bush's policy in the Americas has been negligent toward our friends, ineffective with our adversaries, disinterested in the challenges that matter in people's lives, and incapable of advancing our interests in the region". 

[image: image64.jpg]



Economic conditions could force the Castro brothers to adopt reforms

"As the Americas have changed, we have sat on the sideline, offering no compelling vision and creating a vacuum for demagogues to advance an anti-American agenda." 

The Bush administration rejects the charge that it has neglected Latin America, pointing out that the president has travelled nine times to the region. 

But there is clearly room for improvement, according to Mr Wilkerson and Mr Doherty. 

"Our Cuba policy is also an obstacle to striking a new relationship with the nations of Latin America," they write. 

"But until Washington ends the extraordinary sanctions that comprise the Cuba embargo, Latin America will remain at arms-length, and the problems in our backyard - Hugo Chavez, drugs, immigration, energy insecurity - will simply fester." 

Economic challenge 

Supporters of the embargo and the tough policies on Cuba say any rapprochement with Cuba would be a sign of weakness, unilateral concessions to an oppressive regime with nothing in return. 

Cuba has welcomed some of Mr Obama's proposals and Raul Castro has offered to free political dissidents in exchange for the release of five convicted Cuban spies in US prisons as a gesture to pave the way for a meeting with the incoming president. 
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Fifty years on, the revolution's legacy is mixed, correspondents say

Mr Obama is unlikely to make such a deal, but Marifeli Perez-Stable, writing in the Miami Herald in December, suggested that it may be possible to exchange the "Five Heroes" (as they are known in Cuba) for US fugitives living in Cuba. 

Rarely before has the potential for change been so tangible, in US policy towards Cuba but also in the attitudes inside the island itself. 

After a devastating hurricane season, a worldwide economic downturn and a drop in oil prices, which impacts how much support Cuba can get from its oil-rich ally Venezuela, the Castro brothers, both of whom are old, may be more malleable. 

Mr Obama is expected to travel to Trinidad and Tobago in April to attend the Summits of the Americas. 

There have been calls for him to announce the policy shift towards Cuba ahead of the gathering so that the meeting can be the start of a new era in Washington's ties with Latin America. 
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By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
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Ballet offers a rewarding and glamorous career to young Cubans

Cuba is preparing to celebrate the 50th anniversary of Fidel Castro's revolution, but there is another influential Cuban who has been firmly in control for even longer. 

Legendary ballerina Alicia Alonso founded what became the Cuban National Ballet in 1948. 

For the past week aficionados from around the world have descended on Havana for the International Ballet Festival, marking the company's 60th anniversary. 

"I think it's one of the two top companies in the world," said Clara Yoost, one of a group of Californian ballet lovers attending the gala opening at Havana's Grand Theatre. 

"They have perfect training, incredible musicality and a long tradition. They are magnificent, a sheer joy to watch." 

Island exports 

Cuba may be better known for its Afro-Latin music and salsa, but its leading ballet dancers are also in great demand around the world. 

This Caribbean island has become a major exporter of dancers, including superstars such as Carlos Acosta at the Royal Ballet in London and Jose Manuel Carreno at the American Ballet in New York. 

In many places this is considered an elitist art form but in communist Cuba ballet has a mass following both in theatres and on television. 
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Joel Carreno says ballet is well-received across the country

Jose Manuel's younger brother, Joel Carreno, is a principal dancer with the National Ballet. 

"Everyone, even taxi drivers, knows about classical ballet, the company, the dancers," he said. "It's amazing when you go on stage. The knowledge and warmth of the people, everybody knows you and wants to see you dance." 

Now dancers from around the world come to train in Cuba. Thomas Lund is a principal at the Royal Danish Ballet. He describes the sessions as "tough and physical". 

"They are really amazing turners and know how to do big tricks in the air. I come from the Danish tradition where it's a little more understated. So for me to train here is really good," he said. 

State support 

The popularity and quality of Cuban dance is a tribute to Alicia Alonso. This legendary 87-year-old prima ballerina assoluta is almost blind but continues to direct the company. 

On opening night she received the longest and loudest standing ovation as she was led onto the stage, guided by two of her top male dancers. She then took her seat in the audience, joining President Raul Castro. 

[image: image69.jpg]



Both Cuban leaders and Alicia Alonso have helped develop ballet in Cuba 

"If Alicia hadn't stayed in Cuba, ballet would never have come here," said Loipa Araujo, who has been with the company since 1955 and is now a teacher. 

"I think Fidel and Alicia understood each other from the start. In those days Fidel Castro was interested in developing Cuba as a country and culture formed a very important part. 

Alicia Alonso first found fame and fortune in the United States. In 1943 she was asked to step into the lead role in Giselle at the old Metropolitan Opera House in New York after the principal ballerina was taken ill. The rest, as they say, is history. 

She was also a passionate supporter of the revolution, returning to Havana following the overthrow of the former dictator Batista. 

Loipa Araujo remembers taking ballet to the farms and factories after the revolution, giving performances and explaining the language and techniques of classical dance. 

It is one reason, she believes, why Cuba today has such knowledgeable audiences. 

"From the first moment Fidel told Alicia that he would fully support the Cuban ballet and that all he wanted was a good company. I think that has been our goal all these years." 

High prestige 

Communist Cuba's links and cultural exchanges with the former Soviet Union helped reinforce the interest in ballet. Like the old Soviet systems, the authorities here have also taken selective education very seriously. 

Any child showing promise gets free training at specialist schools and the state pays for everything, right down to the shoes. 

The Havana Provincial Dance School takes pupils from nine years old. They face a gruelling daily schedule of ballet, music and composition, along with French and physical training. 
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Many boys, as well as girls, compete for places in ballet schools

The facilities are modest. Teachers bring their own cassette or MP3 players with the music to dance to, but the results are impressive. Carlos Acosta and the Carreno brothers both started here. 

"We work hard to make them great dancers," said director of dance Raquel Aguero. "It's not just for Cuba, there's also a huge international demand." 

In Cuba, artists such as painters, musicians and dancers are free to travel and to live and work abroad. It is seen as bringing prestige to the country. 

The one exception is sport, which remains strictly amateur. Top athletes are not allowed to play professionally abroad. 

The fact that ballet offers such a potentially glamorous and rewarding career has started to attract large numbers of boys wanting to dance. 

At this school almost a third of the 300 pupils are boys, with many more auditioning than are accepted. 

"It's in nature of boys to be competitive," said Raquel Aguero. 

"They want to dominate the space around them and look strong in front of the girls. So when they dance with a ballerina they want to look strong, elegant; they make handsome couples." 

This may be a macho country but in Cuba ballet has such a high profile that there is no stigma attached to boys who want to become dancers. 

The Cuban National Ballet may be full of highly talented ballerinas. But it is the male dancers who have become one of the defining characteristics of Cuban ballet in the 21st Century. 
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The exhibition aims to help bring the two countries closer together, amid signs of a new era in relations

By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
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Hundreds of Cubans packed into Havana's Museo De Bellas Artes for the launch of the first major US contemporary art exhibition to be shown here for almost a quarter of a century. 

It's part of the island's biennial art festival, which every two years features hundreds of artists from Cuba and around the world. Until now it has been difficult for Americans to attend. 

The exhibition is called Chelsea visits Havana and features about 30 artists from more than two dozen galleries in New York's arty Chelsea neighbourhood. 

The show's American curator is gallery owner Alberto Magnan, whose parents left Cuba when he was five years old. 

"I would love for this show to be a beginning step towards both countries getting a little closer together and starting a dialogue and I think art is a great way to do it," he said. 

Alberto Magnan first approached the Cuban authorities three years ago with the idea of bringing a cross-section of contemporary American art to Havana. 

But he had to wait for new presidents in both countries for the idea to come to fruition. 

'Cultural lighthouse' 

The curator of contemporary art at Havana's Fine Arts Museum, which is hosting the exhibition, Aberlado Mana, describes the show as "a surprise and a miracle". 

[image: image73.png]



[image: image74.jpg]



[image: image75.png]


I'm not a political person - the goal is to face mortality and embrace the engineering that went into all this Cold War weaponry [image: image199.jpg]




Doug Young 
Artist

"This is the first exhibition we made after Obama rose to power," he says. "This is a kind of lighthouse of the next process of the culture and the politics between Cuba and the United States." 

One of the works attracting attention is what appears to be an abstract red wooden cut-out by New York artist Padraig Tarrant. 

It is called Castrobama and on closer inspection it reveals the silhouettes of Fidel Castro and Barack Obama eyeing each other, face to face. A symbol perhaps of what many believe could mark the start of an easing of relations. 

Che Guevara portrait 

Another of the works on display is a sculpture of a US nuclear command desk from the Titan 2 missile complex outside Tucson, Arizona, complete with flashing lights and launch key. 

It is a reminder of these two countries' troubled past relationship and just how close the world came to nuclear war during the Cuban missile crisis. 
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Most of the work has no political overtones

"It's a coincidence, I didn't build it specifically for this exhibition," explains the artist Doug Young. 

"I'm not a political person. The goal is to face mortality and embrace the engineering that went into all this Cold War weaponry." 

There's a jigsaw puzzle portrait of Ernesto "Che" Guevara, called "Black Che", by Christoph Draeger. 

New Mount Rushmore, by Long-Bin Chen, is a sculpture made with New York City Yellow Pages of the four American presidents featured at Mount Rushmore, plus Mr Obama. 

Most of the work on display has no political overtones and features a broad spectrum of the art trends in New York. 

The show is expected to attract large numbers of Cuban artists who have spent years working in isolation, with little real contact with what is going on across the straits of Florida. 

The Cuban curator, Aberlado Mana, believes that for the first time in years it will be possible to compare the two. 

"It will be interesting to see who comes out on top," he says. "I believe that the Cuban art is at the same level as the American art. The difference is that the Americans have people in the back to support and help them make money but the quality of the Cuban art is quite the same." 

Many of the American artists are also taking inspiration from what they are seeing in Cuba. 

"The Cuban art I've seen is phenomenal," says installation artist Jade Townsend. "Can you imagine that, without having a commercial drive behind work, what amazing things you can come up with." 

Travel ban 

During the Clinton years, US museums and art dealers used to regularly visit Cuba, buying works and helping Cuban artists to exhibit there. 

But the Bush administration tightened trade and travel restrictions, making art and other cultural exchanges increasingly difficult in recent years. 

Art is not covered by the trade embargo but most US citizens are banned from travelling to communist Cuba. 

More than a dozen of the US exhibitors, along with the organisers and some top US art dealers, have all managed to obtain permission to come here. 

Now there is talk of trying to take a group of Cuban artists to exhibit their works in the United States. They may prove a much tougher test of this newfound cultural diplomacy. 
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Fidel Castro has not been seen in public since his operation in July

US President George W Bush has called on Cuba to prepare for free elections after Fidel Castro's announcement that he is retiring on health grounds. 

The ailing communist leader, who is 81 and has not been seen in public since surgery in July 2006, said he would not accept a new term as president. 

Mr Castro's brother Raul, the 76-year-old acting leader, is strongly tipped to replace him. 

The US state department has said its embargo on Cuba remains in place. 
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This should be a period of democratic transition for the people of Cuba [image: image200.png]




US President George W Bush
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Reaction in quotes
Cold War to thaw?
Send us your comments
It would probably not be lifted "any time soon", one senior official said. 

The European Union said it hoped to revive ties with Cuba while China described Mr Castro as an old friend and said it would maintain co-operation with Havana. 

Beijing has taken over as one of Havana's key economic partners, the BBC's Nick Miles reports. 

Moscow used to fulfil that role but it was noticeably silent on the end of the Fidel era, he adds. 

No demonstrations calling for change were reported on the streets of Havana - in contrast to muted celebrations by anti-Castro exiles in Miami, Florida. 

'Blessings of liberty' 

Speaking on a tour of Africa, Mr Bush said he regarded Mr Castro's departure as "a period of transition, and it should be the beginning of the democratic transition in Cuba". 

The US, he added, was ready to help the "people of Cuba realise the blessings of liberty". 
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FIDEL CASTRO 
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Born in 1926 to a wealthy, landowning family

Took up arms in 1953, six years before coming to power

Brother Raul was deputy and Che Guevara third in command

Has outlasted nine American presidents

Target of many CIA assassination plots

Daughter is a dissident exile in Miami
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Castro's life in pictures
In the UK, Prime Minister Gordon Brown's spokesman said Mr Castro's departure opened the way for a peaceful transition to a pluralist democracy. 

China described Mr Castro as an old friend and said it would maintain co-operation with Cuba. 

Mr Castro announced his resignation in a letter published on the website of the Cuban Communist Party's newspaper Granma in the middle of the night, Cuban time. 

He said he was "not in a physical condition" to continue as president and commander-in-chief but promised to remain "a soldier of ideas", writing essays entitled Reflections of Comrade Fidel. 

The National Assembly is widely expected to elect Raul Castro as Fidel's successor. He has mooted major economic reforms and "structural changes". 

But some analysts see a possible generational jump, with Vice-President Carlos Lage Davila, 56, a leading contender. 

Raul Castro has worked to ensure a smooth political transition, keeping the army loyal to the regime and strengthening the Communist Party's hold by introducing reforms and weeding out corrupt officials. 

He has also had the advantage of continued economic support from Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez in the form of millions of barrels of cheap oil. 

Mensaje del Comandante en Jefe 
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Queridos compatriotas:

Les prometí el pasado viernes 15 de febrero que en la próxima reflexión abordaría un tema de interés para muchos compatriotas. La misma adquiere esta vez forma de mensaje.

Ha llegado el momento de postular y elegir al Consejo de Estado, su Presidente, Vicepresidentes y Secretario.

Desempeñé el honroso cargo de Presidente a lo largo de muchos años. El 15 de febrero de 1976 se aprobó la Constitución Socialista por voto libre, directo y secreto de más del 95% de los ciudadanos con derecho a votar. La primera Asamblea Nacional se constituyó el 2 de diciembre de ese año y eligió el Consejo de Estado y su Presidencia. Antes había ejercido el cargo de Primer Ministro durante casi 18 años. Siempre dispuse de las prerrogativas necesarias para llevar adelante la obra revolucionaria con el apoyo de la inmensa mayoría del pueblo.

Conociendo mi estado crítico de salud, muchos en el exterior pensaban que la renuncia provisional al cargo de Presidente del Consejo de Estado el 31 de julio de 2006, que dejé en manos del Primer Vicepresidente, Raúl Castro Ruz, era definitiva. El propio Raúl, quien adicionalmente ocupa el cargo de Ministro de las F.A.R. por méritos personales, y los demás compañeros de la dirección del Partido y el Estado, fueron renuentes a considerarme apartado de mis cargos a pesar de mi estado precario de salud.

Era incómoda mi posición frente a un adversario que hizo todo lo imaginable por deshacerse de mí y en nada me agradaba complacerlo.

Más adelante pude alcanzar de nuevo el dominio total de mi mente, la posibilidad de leer y meditar mucho, obligado por el reposo. Me acompañaban las fuerzas físicas suficientes para escribir largas horas, las que compartía con la rehabilitación y los programas pertinentes de recuperación. Un elemental sentido común me indicaba que esa actividad estaba a mi alcance. Por otro lado me preocupó siempre, al hablar de mi salud, evitar ilusiones que en el caso de un desenlace adverso, traerían noticias traumáticas a nuestro pueblo en medio de la batalla. Prepararlo para mi ausencia, sicológica y políticamente, era mi primera obligación después de tantos años de lucha. Nunca dejé de señalar que se trataba de una recuperación "no exenta de riesgos".

Mi deseo fue siempre cumplir el deber hasta el último aliento. Es lo que puedo ofrecer.

A mis entrañables compatriotas, que me hicieron el inmenso honor de elegirme en días recientes como miembro del Parlamento, en cuyo seno se deben adoptar acuerdos importantes para el destino de nuestra Revolución, les comunico que no aspiraré ni aceptaré- repito- no aspiraré ni aceptaré, el cargo de Presidente del Consejo de Estado y Comandante en Jefe.

En breves cartas dirigidas a Randy Alonso, Director del programa Mesa Redonda de la Televisión Nacional, que a solicitud mía fueron divulgadas, se incluían discretamente elementos de este mensaje que hoy escribo, y ni siquiera el destinatario de las misivas conocía mi propósito. Tenía confianza en Randy porque lo conocí bien cuando era estudiante universitario de Periodismo, y me reunía casi todas las semanas con los representantes principales de los estudiantes universitarios, de lo que ya era conocido como el interior del país, en la biblioteca de la amplia casa de Kohly, donde se albergaban. Hoy todo el país es una inmensa Universidad.

Párrafos seleccionados de la carta enviada a Randy el 17 de diciembre de 2007: 

"Mi más profunda convicción es que las respuestas a los problemas actuales de la sociedad cubana, que posee un promedio educacional cercano a 12 grados, casi un millón de graduados universitarios y la posibilidad real de estudio para sus ciudadanos sin discriminación alguna, requieren más variantes de respuesta para cada problema concreto que las contenidas en un tablero de ajedrez. Ni un solo detalle se puede ignorar, y no se trata de un camino fácil, si es que la inteligencia del ser humano en una sociedad revolucionaria ha de prevalecer sobre sus instintos.

"Mi deber elemental no es aferrarme a cargos, ni mucho menos obstruir el paso a personas más jóvenes, sino aportar experiencias e ideas cuyo modesto valor proviene de la época excepcional que me tocó vivir.

"Pienso como Niemeyer que hay que ser consecuente hasta el final."

Carta del 8 de enero de 2008: 

"...Soy decidido partidario del voto unido (un principio que preserva el mérito ignorado). Fue lo que nos permitió evitar las tendencias a copiar lo que venía de los países del antiguo campo socialista, entre ellas el retrato de un candidato único, tan solitario como a la vez tan solidario con Cuba. Respeto mucho aquel primer intento de construir el socialismo, gracias al cual pudimos continuar el camino escogido."

"Tenía muy presente que toda la gloria del mundo cabe en un grano de maíz", reiteraba en aquella carta.

Traicionaría por tanto mi conciencia ocupar una responsabilidad que requiere movilidad y entrega total que no estoy en condiciones físicas de ofrecer. Lo explico sin dramatismo. 

Afortunadamente nuestro proceso cuenta todavía con cuadros de la vieja guardia, junto a otros que eran muy jóvenes cuando se inició la primera etapa de la Revolución. Algunos casi niños se incorporaron a los combatientes de las montañas y después, con su heroísmo y sus misiones internacionalistas, llenaron de gloria al país. Cuentan con la autoridad y la experiencia para garantizar el reemplazo. Dispone igualmente nuestro proceso de la generación intermedia que aprendió junto a nosotros los elementos del complejo y casi inaccesible arte de organizar y dirigir una revolución.

El camino siempre será difícil y requerirá el esfuerzo inteligente de todos. Desconfío de las sendas aparentemente fáciles de la apologética, o la autoflagelación como antítesis. Prepararse siempre para la peor de las variantes. Ser tan prudentes en el éxito como firmes en la adversidad es un principio que no puede olvidarse. El adversario a derrotar es sumamente fuerte, pero lo hemos mantenido a raya durante medio siglo.

No me despido de ustedes. Deseo solo combatir como un soldado de las ideas. Seguiré escribiendo bajo el título "Reflexiones del compañero Fidel" . Será un arma más del arsenal con la cual se podrá contar. Tal vez mi voz se escuche. Seré cuidadoso.

Gracias
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Fidel Castro Ruz
18 de febrero de 2008 (GRANMA 19-2-2008)
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Most Cubans know no other way of life than the communist one

By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
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Cuba is facing the 50th anniversary of the revolution confronted by an uncertain future. 

Fidel Castro, who led the revolution and ruled the country for almost half a century, has not been seen in public since undergoing major surgery almost two-and-a-half years ago. 

His brother Raul Castro has pushed through some modest but symbolic reforms since taking over the presidency, but has also raised expectations which have yet to be met. 

The majority of Cubans were born after the revolution and declaration of a communist state, knowing no other system or way of life. So what sort of future are they hoping for? 

Three people all under 30 in Havana gave me their views, asking that that we did not use their real names or publish their photos. 

'CLAUDIA' 

Claudia, 28, is a receptionist at a hotel in Havana. Married with no children, she lives reasonably comfortably by Cuban standards. 

Her husband has a car and since Raul Castro changed the laws, they have managed to buy a mobile phone. 

[image: image90.wmf]
"At the moment we have an impasse. We are waiting for change. We hope that the relation between us and the United States would be better and we hope that we have some economic change and social change." 

Claudia dreams of opening a restaurant one day, and says she is prepared to wait. 

Like almost everyone in Cuba, Claudia earns the equivalent of about $25 (£17) a month in Cuban pesos. But by working in the tourist industry, she gets some access to hard currency. 

"I'm an optimist. You know it takes time to make big changes. Raul is new in power - he has had only one year and he has to move very carefully. 
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I think we have to continue as socialists 

Claudia

One of the things that Fidel Castro tried to create with the revolution was an egalitarian society - everyone was paid roughly the same, from doctors to farm labourers. 

"I think that this is a dream, but like all dreams it is impossible," she says, adding that people with better qualifications or who work harder should earn more. 

But Claudia is less concerned about the need for political reforms. 

"I think that we have to continue as socialists because we have some things that are good, like school that is free and medicine that is free...Cuba is also a very safe country." 

'ISABEL' 

If Claudia is optimistic about the future, 23-year-old Isabel is not. 

An English-language graduate from the University of Havana, she feels she has no prospects of earning a decent living. 
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Many Cubans want economic reform of some sort

"I want to abandon the country. It's not because I don't like my country - I enjoy being in Cuba, but I don't think I have a future here." 

She is dating a young Canadian, hoping this will give her a legal way out of the country. 

Her dream is to work hard and send money home to her mother, a former teacher. Isabel's grandparents were peasant farmers who never had access to schools or education. 

She is proud of her university degree in a country known for its well-educated but demotivated workforce. 

"We don't have the opportunity to be well paid...If we had that motivation, everything would be different," she says. 

Isabel is less worried about the political situation in Cuba. 

"There is only one party, but I think it doesn't matter in the end. If we have the possibility to change the economy of our country, I think a lot of things can change at the same time." 

But Isabel's patience is running out, fuelling her desire to migrate. 

"But as soon as I can see any change in my country, I want to get back because I love being in Cuba," she adds. 

'ALBERTO' 

Tens of thousands of young Cubans are still fully signed up members of the Union of Young Communists, the party's youth wing. 
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Cuba has been led by Fidel and now Raul for 50 years

One of them is 21-year-old waiter Alberto. 

"We don't want capitalism here, we want socialism," he says 

"I want to fight to maintain the revolution. Fidel is our star. He's our leader. He's amazing - I think he's the best man in the world that's ever been, like Caesar or Napoleon only better." 

Like everyone here, he proudly points to Cuba's health and education systems. But he too wants to see economic reforms. 

He is hoping Raul Castro will move Cuba towards a Chinese or Vietnamese model with the Communist Party maintaining control, but allowing free market reforms. 

"Vietnam and China are communist, they are not capitalist but they think like capitalists...It would make good sense here too." 

Alberto would also like the right to travel abroad - he has family in Miami he would like to visit and dreams of going to Spain one day. 

Even with party faithful, Cuba at 50 faces pressure for change. 



Names have been changed in accordance with the requests of those interviewed. 
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	Reliving Cuba's revolution 

	By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Sierra Maestra, Cuba 
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A look inside Fidel Castro's mountain hideout

Fidel Castro came to power in Cuba 50 years ago after mounting one of the most successful guerrilla campaigns in history. 

Operating out of the Sierra Maestra, a densely forested mountain range on the eastern tip of Cuba, his lightly armed rebel fighters defeated a US-equipped standing army complete with aircraft, tanks and artillery. 

Yet the revolution was almost stillborn. The initial crossing by Fidel and his fighters from Mexico in 1956 aboard the boat Granma went horribly wrong and just 12 of the original rebels survived an early ambush. 

Fidel Castro and his brother Raul, along with the legendary Ernesto "Che" Guevara, took refuge in the mountains. 

From this remote, rugged terrain they forged a new fighting force which in a little over two years had toppled the dictator Fulgencio Batista, who flew into exile on 1 January 1959. 
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CUBAN REVOLUTION MAPPED 
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Follow the rebels' progress
Cuba timeline
Eliecer Tejeda was one of their early recruits. At the age of 19 he had left his father's farm at the base of the mountains to join the rebels' forces. 

"Batista's troops were harassing all the young people here. I was beaten by the troops so decided to go underground and join the guerrillas," he says. 

Fidel's former headquarters, La Comandancia de La Plata, is now designated a national monument. 

Today there is a paved road which takes you most of the way up into the mountains. But the final 3km (1.9 miles) of steep narrow trails can only be covered on foot or by mule. 

A fit 71-year-old, Eliecer Tejeda agreed to accompany me on the mule ride up the steep muddy path strewn with rocks. 

It was a journey he had made many times in his youth. 

Eliecer had been one of Fidel's messengers. His role was to guide people in and out of the camp and to take messages and orders to supporters in the towns. He also helped organise the supply of food and weapons. 

Fidel Castro's 26 July movement had a strong urban base and could also count on the support of other anti-Batista groups, one of the critical factors in the revolution's success. 

Trap door 

The camp itself is spread out, each hut hidden beneath the trees so that Batista's spotter planes could not find them. 
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Fidel Castro's hideout in the Sierra Maestra was never discovered
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Enlarge Image

There are still 16 thatched, wooden huts which have been meticulously restored and preserved. 

One of the most substantial buildings is the cookhouse. Eliecer told me that they only lit the fire to cook at night so that the smoke could not be detected from afar. 

He grimaced when I asked him what the food had been like. 

"It was pretty bad at the beginning," he said. "We didn't have access to supplies then and had to live mainly on roots and vegetables." 

Fidel Castro's headquarters is built into a steep slope overlooking a stream. The hut is divided into two rooms, his bed in one, the other with a dining table and desk and bookshelves. 

There is also a fridge complete with a bullet hole in the side. There was no electricity up here, the fridge ran on kerosene and was used as much for medicines as food. They had heaved it up from a nearby town in the valley. 

There is a trap door in the floor, an escape hatch through which Fidel could flee into the forest if needed. 

The hideout was never discovered, though. Remoteness and camouflage helped. But Eliecer Tejeda believes that another key factor was that the guerrillas had the full support of the local population. 

They were never betrayed. 

"The guerrillas treated everyone well. Unlike Batista's soldiers they never abused the peasants or their women. There was even a camp hospital which Fidel would let the local people use. It was the same with captured troops, we were ordered to treat them well too," he says. 

'Ideological weapon' 

As well as being a charismatic leader and military strategist, Fidel Castro was also a master of propaganda. 

The rebels built a press hut in the mountains where they produced a newspaper called El Cubano Libre, the Free Cuban. 

There was a radio station, Radio Rebelde, broadcasting from inside the camp. One of the highlights was live performances by a local peasant band called the Quinteto Rebelde or Rebel Quintet. 
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Quinteto Rebelde's music was intended to encourage the rebel fighters

The Quintet were all brothers, sons of a local farmer who had let Fidel build his headquarters on his land. 

Three of the brothers are still alive and have brought new members into the band. 

When we met they were all dressed in their olive green guerrilla fatigues, though they never took part in the fighting. 

"We wanted Fidel to give us guns but he said that ours was an ideological weapon," band leader Eugenio Medina explained. 

"We were so excited we thought that ideology was the name of some new type of gun. Only later did we realise he meant we were there to cheer up the guerrillas and demoralise the army." 

The band still performs on special occasions. From the front garden of Eugenio Medina's modest home in the valley, the Quinteto Rebelde sang me one of the songs they had written, aimed at Batista's troops: 

You'd better show respect to Che Guevara 

Don't go looking for problems with Fidel 

Think before you start messing with Raul 

The rebels are difficult to catch 

Fifty years have passed and, much like the revolution, the old band plays on with many of its original members still defiantly singing their rebel songs. 

Quinteto Rebelde sing and reminisce 50 years on
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	Keeping Cuba on the economic road 
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Running on ingenuity: Classic cars are still common on Havana's streets

By Michael Voss 
BBC News, Havana 
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In many ways, this communist island in the Caribbean has managed to survive despite the odds. 

Since the revolution which climaxed on 1 January 1959, Cuba has seen the attempted Bay of Pigs invasion, repeated assassination attempts against Fidel Castro, the collapse of its main benefactor the Soviet Union, and a decades-long US trade embargo. 

One of the effects of the embargo is that the streets of the Cuban capital, Havana, are still filled with many of the same old American cars that were here when Fidel Castro came to power 50 years ago. 

Geovani Perez drives a red and cream 1959 Buick convertible. It was built the year that Fidel Castro came to power. Like much of the Cuban economy, it's still running - if only just. 
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They are paying more attention now to small farmers. We were ignored in the past, now we have access to tools and fertilizers 

Javier Perez 
Farmer

After years of economic hardship, Cubans have become masters of improvisation. 

Geovani's Buick no longer has its original engine. During the fuel shortages its gas-guzzling V8 was replaced by a home-made mix of a Japanese diesel engine and an old Soviet gearbox. 

"It's really hard to get parts here," he told me, "We have to machine tool a lot of parts ourselves or make them by hand." 

He would rather have a new car, but he couldn't even if he could afford one. The only cars that Cubans are legally allowed to buy or sell are those built before the revolution. 

It's the same with housing. Most Cubans have title to their homes and can pass them on to their children but there is no open market to buy or sell land or property. 

Bonuses 

One of the goals of Fidel Castro's revolution was to create an egalitarian society. Private enterprise was banned and everyone from doctors to factory workers was paid the same. 

Today Cuba has one of the most centrally controlled, state-run economies left in the world. It is inefficient and the average salary is barely $25 (£17) a month. 

Since taking over from his ailing brother - temporarily in 2006 and officially from February 2008 - Raul Castro has initiated some modest but symbolic reforms. 

In a keynote speech to the National Assembly earlier this year, he denounced the concept of egalitarianism. 
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Small economic reforms have not been mirrored in the political sphere

"Socialism means... equality of rights and opportunities, not salaries. Equality does not mean egalitarianism," he said. 

President Castro has ordered that workers should receive bonuses based on productivity. He has also started to offer unproductive state-owned land to private farmers. 

Drive out of the capital and one of the most striking aspects of the countryside is how much land has gone to weed. 

Cuba should be self-sufficient in food but instead spends $2bn (£1.4bn) a year on imports. 

It is the small private sector which produces most of the food - farmers like Javier Perez who has a smallholding on the outskirts of Havana. 

Mr Perez has done well in recent years. Once he has met his state quota of fruit and vegetables he sells the rest of his bananas, mangos and guava at a farmers' market in the capital. 
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We need dialogue and the right to argue for or against things. It's the only way of saving the revolution 

Felix Sautie
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In pictures: Revolution billboards
The farm has been in his family for several generations, although part of it was appropriated after the revolution. Now it has been returned and Mr Perez is busy with his pair of oxen, ploughing one of the fields before planting more bananas. 

"The land had been lying idle for ages so I asked if I could have it back," he explained. 

"They are paying more attention now to small farmers. We were ignored in the past, now we have access to tools and fertilizers." 

Politically, though, there are no signs of reform. Cuba remains a one-party state and opposition groups are banned. A few critical voices within the communist party are tolerated. 

Felix Sautie is a devout Catholic and has been a Marxist since before the revolution. Now he has put his name to a document entitled "Cuba needs a democratic and participatory system". 

"We are going through a very difficult period. You can't keep disqualifying people because they hold a different opinion. We need dialogue and the right to argue for or against things. It's the only way of saving the revolution," he says. 

Sharing 

Alongside the old American cars, the roads here are also full of old Russian Ladas. 

Drive past any school and the children's uniforms are another reminder of the Soviet era. Primary school children wear red and white, with a red neck scarf. Just like their former Soviet counterparts were, this age group are called the Pioneers. 

Education and health are both known here as "triumphs of the revolution". 
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CUBA: KEY FACTS 
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Key facts and figures in detail 
Education is free right the way through to university and post-graduate level and Cuba boasts one of the highest literacy rates in the world. 

The health statistics are equally impressive. All the key indicators from infant mortality to life expectancy are among the best in the Americas. Its doctor to patient ratio is one of the highest in the world. 

Health care has now become a major export. Cuba sends tens of thousands of doctors and health workers to some of the poorest parts of Latin America and Africa. 

Rolando Gonzalez is director of International Co-operation at Cuba's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

"From the earliest days of the revolution, one of our objectives was to let other countries in the third world share in our achievements. 

"They are resources which we need too, but we share them with those who have nothing. We've got 70,000 doctors, there are only 50,000 for the whole of Africa." 

The largest contingent of medical workers is in Venezuela, which President Hugo Chavez pays for in oil. 

It is one of the reasons why Cuba can afford to import the fuel which keeps its classic old cars running on the roads. 
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	Cuban revolution: Exiles' stories 

	The Cuban revolution that brought Fidel Castro to power in 1959 provoked a large exodus of people, most of whom headed for the US. And in the following 50 years, there have been waves of Cubans seeking exile abroad. 

Five Cubans based in Miami spoke to the BBC's Emilio San Pedro about their lives. 
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HISTORIC GENERATION: FRANCISCO JOSE HERNANDEZ
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Francisco Jose "Pepe" Hernandez is president of the powerful exile lobby group, the Cuban American National Foundation. He arrived in Miami in 1960 and later participated in the failed exile-led "Bay of Pigs" invasion of Cuba aimed at toppling the government of Fidel Castro. 

He is a member of what is known as "Historic Generation" of Cuban exiles - those who arrived in Miami in the early days of the revolution: 

I arrived in Miami the first time as an exile in the summer of 1960. I later returned to Cuba to continue working in the "underground", or opposition to the Castro regime. I later participated in the failed Bay of Pigs invasion and was jailed in Cuba for two years. I then returned to the US in 1964. 

Those of us who arrived at that time believed we were just here for a brief period. None of us had even the most remote idea that our stay in the US would last 50 years. In our minds, we were just here for a short stay - some of us working to survive and others fighting for freedom in Cuba. 

Obviously, that was not to be. And, it wasn't until the end of the 1960s that we understood that our return to our homeland would be a lot more difficult than we had imagined and would take a lot more time. 

At that point, we began to concentrate on building our families, seeking new careers or professions and obtaining economic and political influence. 

Proud of Miami 

I think it's extraordinary to think looking at Miami now that it was nothing more when we arrived than a sleepy country town. 

Today, it's a large metropolis with skyscrapers that can be compared to those of any major city in the world - and above all it has an extraordinary international mix. It is truly, as many call it, the gateway to and even the capital of Latin America. 

We Cubans are extremely proud of all that we did to to work to turn Miami into what it is today. We have without a doubt played an instrumental role. 

Return to top
FREEDOM FLIGHTS: ESTER ELENA SAN MARTIN 
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Ester arrived in Miami in 1971, aged 18, on what were termed the Freedom Flights, which allowed thousands of Cubans to leave the island for the US as a result of an agreement between Fidel Castro and US President Lyndon B Johnson. 

She married a Honduran national, has three children and lives in Hialeah - perhaps the most Cuban of middle-class neighbourhoods in Miami: 

I arrived in Miami on 5 August 1971. It was 1230 or so in the afternoon. It was raining. I remember clearly that when the plane landed in Miami there were all these people in green raincoats, something which harked back to the olive green worn by the military in Cuba. I turned to my father and said: If this is Cuba, I'm not getting off. 

Coming here was a huge change in my life. I went from being a spoiled girl and had to become a responsible adult and get to work. There was nothing else to do but work. We had to work to start making a way for ourselves here. 

We left there because some government opponents had hidden in my grandfather's farm. So, our house was singled out as an anti-government house. I remember one November morning when many Cuban soldiers entered our house and pushed us out - myself, my sister and everyone else there. They threw us to the floor and were pointing weapons at our heads. For more than four hours we had a man with a machine gun behind us. 

Dreams 

My dream is to see a free Cuba. I dream of one day being able to take my children to Cuba but as long as that system is in power there - I won't return. There has to be democracy in Cuba like we have here - a system that will allow me to come and go as I please. But, regardless, I will never go back to live there. My children are American and grown-up and their lives are here. I could never make them go there to live. 

I'm very proud and happy to be living here in the United States. I consider it to be my country. I miss Cuba but I feel happy here. I feel free. I feel that I have rights and benefits and everything - everything I need to realise my potential as a person. 

Return to top
LOS MARIELITOS: DIANA CONTRERAS
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Diana arrived in Miami 1980 at the age of 15 - one of some 125,000 Cubans who left during what became known as the Mariel boatlift. 

It began in April after a driver crashed his bus through the fence of the Peruvian embassy in Havana and thousands of Cubans took refuge in the compound, Diana and her mother among them. 

Fidel Castro responded by opening the port of Mariel, setting off a five-month exodus of Cubans. 

Today, Diana is a sales manager for a major hotel chain; she's married and has a daughter: 

I sought exile in the Peruvian embassy for 11 days together with my mother. Then Fidel opened the ports and said all who wanted to leave could. 

They put us in a boat - it was called Isabel, I'll never forget that. They put us in the boat and called us scum. 

When I arrived I blocked everything for several years - it was a psychological trauma and I didn't remember anything. Then when I became an adult and had my own children, I began to remember those events. 

I spent a lot of years not letting on that I was a "marielita" (that is, one of those who arrived during the boatlift). I used to say I had come here because my grandfather had lived here a long time, and I said I came by plane, even though I had never flown before. I said that for years because the truth embarrassed me. People's opinion of the "marielitos" was terrible. 

I know how it was because I lived through it. The people who took refuge in the Peruvian embassy were professional, of a certain high level. 

But Fidel completely manipulated the image of the "marielitos", saying they were all criminals, they were all mad, they were jailbirds, bad people. 

So I never said I was a "marielita". Imagine applying for a job, it was like having a criminal record. 

So I was ashamed for years. I was full of hate and resentment and wanted to know nothing of Cuba. 

Return to top
RAFTERS: MIGUEL CASTILLO
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Miguel was one of tens of thousands of Cubans who left the island in the 1990s on makeshift rafts. He took to the open seas in search of a new life on a precarious vessel which, like most other rafters, he had built in hiding. 

Miguel says it took him four attempts before he was successful. He left the island with several other people, including a pregnant woman, on a small raft. Today, he works in construction but he's also a musician and a rapper and goes by the name of El Balsero - the Rafter: 

We took four days to build that raft, one nail and screw at a time. I made the skeleton out of wood. Freedom has no price. We built the raft and decided to go for it. Then rumours started circulating on the streets that Fidel had authorised a mass exodus and people started worrying that it was part of a plan to have us end up at the US naval base in Guantanamo. I said that I didn't care where we were sent - Guantanamo or anywhere. The main thing was to leave Cuba. 

The seas were choppy the day we left. But, somehow I felt that was my day to gain my freedom. Our friends got into the water to push our raft into the sea. Forty-five minutes into the journey things got really bad - the waves and the currents. It was incredible. The very first night our raft overturned because of the bad weather. We spent eight days in the water. 

As soon as we were rescued by the US Coast Guard, we were greeted by other Cubans on board the vessel that had also been rescued. They all chanted "Freedom, Freedom". I started to cry and knelt down and kissed the ground and said "Long Live a Free Cuba without Castro". 

I arrived in Miami on the 23 November 1995. The first thing I did was sign up for English classes. I worked at night and studied by day. I learned to do a bit of everything. Today, I work in the remodelling of homes. 

I'll tell you one thing. I never left Cuba. I live in Miami, in the United States but I never left Cuba. It makes me sad to have to be here because I can't be free in my own country. 

Return to top
RECENT ARRIVALS: IDANIA ALVAREZ
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Idania is the lead singer of a traditional Cuban musical group called: Yo Soy el Son - I am the Son (a Cuban song and dance). Along with her husband and the group's other musicians, Idania crossed the Mexican border to the US where they sought asylum in January 2008: 

We arrived in Miami after having worked in Mexico for 11 months. We left Cuba in February of 2007 to work in the Mexican city of Puebla and participate in the inauguration of a new franchise of the famous Cuban bar, El Floridita - the first to be opened in Mexico. Eleven months later, after reviewing our professional possibilities, we decided to cross the Mexican border into the United States - which we did on the 13 January 2008. 

All new beginnings are difficult but I have to give thanks to life because we knocked on the right doors at the right time and now we have regular work. That doesn't happen every day. 

Rich roots 

One day shortly after arriving, we picked up our instruments, put them in a van and we arrived here at this nightclub - Casa Panza - and we've been working here regularly since. However, I should point out that, like all beginnings, it wasn't easy at first. 

As a human being, my aspiration is that all of those who are able to arrive in this great country have the desire and the impetus to push forward, as we say in our country. I wish that all of my relatives could be here and I would also like to see an end to all of those negative and ugly things that happen in Cuba. 

As a musician, I simply came here to defend the rich roots of the traditional music of Cuba. I defended them in Cuba, in Italy and Mexico and now here. The day I can no longer perform that Cuban music will be the day I no longer work as a musician. It's what I hope to do my entire life. 
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	Country profile: Cuba 
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Cuba has survived more than 40 years of US sanctions intended to topple the government of Fidel Castro. It also defied predictions that it would not survive the collapse of its one-time supporter, the Soviet Union. 
Since the fall of the US-backed dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista in 1959 Cuba has been a one-party state led by Mr Castro and - since February 2008 - by his annointed successor, younger brother Raul. 

Fidel exercised control over virtually all aspects of Cuban life through the Communist Party and its affiliated mass organisations, the government bureaucracy and the state security apparatus. 

Overview

· Overview

· Facts
· Leaders
· Media
Exploiting the US-Soviet Cold War, Fidel Castro was for decades able to rely on strong Soviet backing, including annual subsidies worth $4-5 billion, and succeed in building reputable health and education systems. But, at least partly because of the US trade sanctions, he failed to diversify the economy. 

The disappearance of Soviet aid following the collapse of the USSR forced the government to introduce tight rationing of energy, food and consumer goods.
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AT-A-GLANCE 
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Politics: Communist leader Fidel Castro led the one-party state for nearly 50 years; his brother Raul took over as leader in 2008 

Economy: US economic embargo has been in force since 1961; 1990s liberalisation has given way to greater state control; economic hardship has prompted many to leave

International: US, EU have pressed for democratic change and criticise the state of human rights; Venezuela under Hugo Chavez is an important ally 
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Timeline 

The economy has soldiered on with the help of Canadian, European and Latin American investments, especially in tourism. 

Controls were relaxed in the 1990s, with companies allowed to import and export without seeking permission and a number of free trade zones opening up. 

But some of these economic reforms were later rolled back, with Fidel Castro denouncing what he called the "new rich". 

Cuba has forged closer ties with China and with oil-producing Venezuela. The former has invested in the nickel industry; the latter supplies cheap fuel. 

But the money sent home by Cubans living abroad - many of them in the US city of Miami - is still crucial to the economy. Hardships have led to an increase in prostitution, corruption, black marketeering and desperate efforts to escape in search of a better life. 

Cuba has fallen foul of international bodies, including the UN's top human rights forum, over rights abuses. The UN's envoy has urged Havana to release imprisoned dissidents and to allow freedom of expression. 

The US leases the Guantanamo Naval Base on the eastern tip of the island under a 1903 treaty, and continues to send Cuba payment for it. Cuba under the Castros disputes the lease, saying that it was concluded under duress, and has refused to cash any of the cheques since the early days of the revolution. 

Relations with the US showed signs of a thaw following the election of President Barack Obama, who in April 2009 said he wanted a new beginning with Cuba. 

Russia has also taken steps to revitalise ties with its Soviet-era ally, and in July 2009 signed an agreement to explore Cuba's offshore oil reserves. 
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	How Cubans heal their economic ills 

	By Robert Plummer 
Business reporter, BBC News 
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Elderly Cubans re-sell newspapers to supplement their incomes

My defining experience of Cuban economics came during a visit to the island in 1999. 

I was following the Havana tourist trail by visiting the Floridita bar on the Avenida Belgica, where American author Ernest Hemingway used to go for his regular double frozen daiquiri with no sugar. 

Suddenly an old man came into the bar carrying a stack of copies of the official newspaper, Granma. 

I offered him the cover price, a mere 20 Cuban centavos, but he angrily demanded more. 

I assumed he was charging over the odds because I was clearly not a local, and went away thinking that if a Cuban was trying to cheat a tourist over the price of the Communist Party newspaper, revolutionary idealism was definitely dead. 

I later discovered that I could not have been more wrong - about the cheating, at any rate. 

It is established practice in Cuba for elderly people on low state pensions to buy copies of the newspapers and re-sell them to the public for one peso each. 

It helps them to make ends meet and allows their fellow Cubans to assist them without compromising their dignity. 

Chicken tonight 

A visitor to Cuba can easily find more such examples of how ordinary people have found ways to raise their low standard of living by operating below the radar of an inflexible, centralised state planning system. 

Many of these dodges do centre on tourism. For instance, you may wonder why the Saturday breakfast buffet at your hotel in the holiday resort of Varadero often includes mountains of fried chicken - not normally something you would eat first thing in the morning. 
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Fried chicken for breakfast? Only in Cuba

The likely explanation is that the staff are not expecting you to eat it. 

Anything that is left over, they are allowed to take home - and with the weekend about to get under way, they are preparing to go back to their families with enough food to satisfy a houseful of relatives. 

Likewise, if you talk to the young woman who plays the piano in the hotel bar, you will probably find that she is a conservatory-trained musician who realised she could make more money playing for tourist tips than she could in concert halls. 

Still, at least she has a legitimate skill to sell, unlike many of her contemporaries who have resorted to prostitution in an effort to obtain money from tourists. 

'Special Period' 

Conditions in Fidel Castro's Cuba were not always as bad as this, although people have been subject to food rationing ever since the US economic embargo was imposed in 1962. 

What really caused Cubans' living standards to plummet was the collapse in 1991 of the Soviet Union, which had bankrolled the country's inefficient economy as a means of irritating Washington. 
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Cuba's distinctive humped buses were created in the 1990s

The end of the Cold War brought a halt to plentiful supplies of cheap crude oil in exchange for Cuban sugar, as Russian President Boris Yeltsin served notice that he was pulling the plug on Soviet subsidies. 

The rest of the 1990s were known as the "Special Period" - a time marked by widespread food and fuel shortages. 

The country was forced to come up with some creative solutions to its problems, including the creation of the two-humped "camel" buses - immense tractor-trailers that can carry a couple of hundred people. 

Under pressure, President Castro authorised a few tentative steps towards a more market-oriented system. In 1993, the US dollar was allowed to circulate, while opportunities sprang up for the small-scale entrepreneur as tourism became the country's biggest industry. 

Turn and turn again 

But this modest liberalisation was never intended to be permanent - and as soon as Mr Castro felt more confident, he went into reverse gear. 

Since 2000, subsidised Soviet oil has been replaced by subsidised Venezuelan oil, as Havana looks to Hugo Chavez to prop up its tottering economy. 
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Cuba is now relying on Venezuelan largesse

China, too, has been providing support in the form of trade credits, technology and investment capital. 

This change in Cuba's fortunes soon led the regime to reassert its economic supremacy. In 2004, US dollar transactions were banned and a 10% tax imposed on dollar-peso conversions. 

As for the self-employed Cubans who run restaurants in their homes ("paladares") or rent out rooms to tourists, their numbers have fallen dramatically. 

In 1995, more than 200,000 of them were officially licensed, but a decade later, fewer than 100,000 remained. 

Cuban officials have stressed that Fidel Castro's death - which the US has said may come within months - will not bring any changes to this rigid system. 

Mr Castro's brother Raul, his designated successor, is just as fiercely opposed to the free market, and any easing of policy will not come without a fight. 
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	Medical know-how boosts Cuba's wealth 

	By Tom Fawthrop 
In Havana 
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Cuba - so long dependent on tourism, the export of cigars and nickel for its survival - has quietly built an impressive healthcare sector that could transform its troubled economy. 
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Cuban medicine exports help raise foreign currency

Health ministry officials say Cuba's $1.8bn (£1bn) and growing tourism industry will soon be overtaken as the number one foreign exchange earner by biotechnology joint ventures, vaccine exports and the provision of health services to other countries. 

Successful clinical trials in several countries have already established Cuba as a world leader in cancer research and treatment. 

Last year, Cuba's health budget was boosted by a doubling in biotech exports to $300m, and the country earns fees from foreign patients and from exporting other medicinal products and diagnostic equipment and machines. 

Also in 2005, a joint venture biotechnology plant was opened in China, with Havana providing the transfer of cancer treatment technology, and this year Cuba is eyeing the West: 

German biotech firm Oncoscience is holding clinical trials of anti-cancer drug TheraCIM h_R3, which it hopes to get registered, and Californian Cancervax is expected to test another Cuban cancer treatment after Washington agreed to make an exception to its trade embargo. 

"If we get access to the Western market, then this hi-tech sector could become the locomotive of the entire Cuban economy," says Dr Rolando Perez, scientist at the Centre of Molecular Immunology (CIM). 

Engine for growth 

Ever since taking power in 1959, Cuban President Fidel Castro has wanted to create a global medical power, though it was only after the collapse of its financial backer, the Soviet Union, in 1991 that the health sector came to be seen as a potential source of income. 
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President Castro insists Cuba is rich on human capital

During the 1990s, Cuba became the first country to develop and market a vaccine for meningitis B, and this sent export earnings soaring. Then there was a surge in exports of its hepatitis B vaccine, which is currently being shipped to 30 countries, including China, India, Russia, Pakistan and Latin American countries. 

Now, the hope is that the healthcare sector will help transform Cuba from a poor developing economy, which is groaning under the weight of more than 40 years of punitive US trade sanctions and suffering due to decades of economic mismanagement under President Castro. 

Whatever the cause of Cuba's difficulties, its many dilapidated buildings, ramshackle shops and frequent power cuts bear witness to the way its crumbling, underdeveloped economy coexists with the country's advanced medical and scientific sector. 

Cuba's development model is based on harnessing the nation's wealth in human resources and science to a create a knowledge -based economy focused around health, according to the 79-year-old president. 

"Someone might think that we are going bankrupt," President Castro said at a recent conference. 

"No. We are improving. Human capital is worth far more than financial capital." 

No brain drain 

President Castro first started investing in biotechnology during the 1980s. 
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There is one doctor per 170 patients in Cuba

Two decades on, Cuba's prospects in a post-Castro era seem rosy, with its expanding health sector and an embryonic knowledge-based economy. 

But this success story has also given rise to concerns. 

What if Cuba's medical professionals decide to follow in the footsteps of several Cuban sport stars who in the past have gone to the US, lured by substantial financial rewards. 

"We know that in the US scientists are highly paid. I receive only 665 pesos a month (less than US$40)," observes Dr Perez. 

But "we work in a environment of fulfilment and innovation", he says, pointing towards a laboratory full of scientists. 

"You are free to interview any of them. 

"We are highly motivated, not by money and commercial profit, but by a commitment to saving lives. We have not lost any of them. Nobody has defected to the US." 

International medics 

That is not to say Cuban healthcare professionals do not work abroad. 

Humanitarian missions in 68 countries are manned by 25,000 Cuban doctors, and medical teams have assisted victims of both the Tsunami and the Pakistan earthquake. 
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Cancer specialist Dr Perez says "our science is part of the economy"

In addition, last year 1,800 doctors from 47 developing countries graduated in Cuba, and scholarships are on offer to developing country medical students studying at home. 

Other overseas missions, such as in South Africa where Cuba is assisting the national health system, bring in revenue for Cuba's health ministry, and Venezuela has agreed to trade the services of Cuban doctors for oil. 

Under a recent agreement, Cuba has sent 14,000 medics to provide free health care to people living in Venezuela's barrios, or shantytowns, where many have never seen a doctor before. 

In addition Venezuelan patients can receive free surgery and specialised treatment in Cuban hospitals. 

In return, Venezuela is slashing its oil bill to Cuba by up to a quarter over a 15-year period in a deal estimated to be worth up to $1bn, thus securing the supplies of 90,000 barrels of oil a day to the cash-strapped Cuban economy. 

Domestic shortage 

Nevertheless, in Cuba, where people have become accustomed to a free comprehensive healthcare system, this huge outflow of doctors has sparked complaints and grumbles. 

According to the World Health Organization, Cuba provides a doctor for every 170 residents, ahead of the US where the ratio is 1 to 188. 

These days, though, Cubans have to make do with fewer doctors and are sometimes forced to queue to get medical attention. 

Moreover, some hospital wings have been taken over and some hotels have been closed to accommodate an influx of eye-surgery patients, following last September's launch of 'Operation Miracle' which set out to restore the eyesight of an estimated 6 million poor people in Latin America and the Caribbean who were suffering from cataracts and other debilitating eye-diseases. 

To cancer expert Dr Perez, it is a worthwhile trade-off. 

"I want to see all Cuban cancer patients receive free treatment, so we need money to finance our health service and to improve our living standards," he says. 

"Our science is part of the economy." 
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	Profile: Raul Castro 
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Raul Castro has played a central role in Cuba's recent history

Raul Castro, for nearly half a century Cuba's second-in-command, has in fact been its stand-in leader for the past 18 months. 

He has now been elected to permanently fill the post vacated by his older brother, the long-time Cuban leader Fidel Castro. 

Raul, now 76, has always lurked in his brother's shadow - a head shorter than Fidel, and without his brother's charisma or oratorical verve. 

As head of Cuba's armed forces, Raul has played a central role in Cuba's recent history, and yet opinion is divided over the role he might play as Cuban leader. 

Raul was officially designated Fidel's successor at a Communist Party congress in October 1997, when Fidel said: "Raul is younger than I, more energetic than I. He can count on much more time." 
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Behind me are others more radical than I 

Fidel Castro in 1997

But the two have worked together since the 1950s, when they plotted the Cuban Revolution. 

Raul can claim an earlier commitment to socialism than his brother, whose early defining political characteristic was nationalism. 

Some say that he has always been more of a hard-liner than Fidel. In the first few months of the Revolution, he was kept out of the limelight because his militancy was thought unpalatable. 

But analysts are divided about how radical a leader he might make now. 

Revolutionary youth 

Raul was born in 1931 in the eastern province of Holguin, to Angel Castro and Lina Ruz, the youngest of three brothers - five years younger than Fidel. 
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Castro's father was a wealthy sugar planter

He attended school first in Santiago and then in Havana, where as a university undergraduate he joined a communist youth group. 

In 1953, he took part with Fidel in the assault on the Moncada barracks - an attempt to oust the authoritarian regime of Fulgencio Batista. 

But the assault failed, and Raul served 22 months in jail alongside his brother. In 1955, the two were released, and went to Mexico to prepare the ship Granma for a revolutionary expedition to Cuba in late 1956. 

During this time, Raul is said to have befriended Che Guevara, introducing him to Fidel. 

Upon their arrival back in Cuba, the band of revolutionaries conducted a guerrilla warfare campaign from the Sierra Maestra mountains, finally overthrowing Batista in early 1959. 

Central role 

That early guerrilla army has evolved under Raul's leadership into a fighting force of some 50,000, which assisted pro-Soviet forces in conflicts in Angola and Ethiopia during the 1970s. 
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Raul has for decades been Fidel's right-hand man

The army played a crucial role in peacetime efforts to prop up the ailing Cuban economy following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. Through a state-run tourism company, Gaviota, it also plays a primary role in the - now key - sector of tourism. 

Raul is also reported to have influenced financial policy from behind the scenes. 

Future role 

Analysts are divided on what kind of leader he might make. They suspect that as long as Fidel is alive he will have a strong influence on government. 

It has been suggested that Raul would make a more radical leader than his brother. Fidel said in 1997: "Behind me are others more radical than I." 

But others suggest he would help the country make the transition to a "softer", more market-friendly form of communism. 

He has raised expectations of economic reforms in Cuba, saying that it required "structural changes", and acknowledging that many people could not get by on government-decreed wages. 

But he has not made any such changes yet. 

Spain, which has a policy of constructive engagement towards Cuba, responded to news of Fidel's retirement by urging Raul "to take on his reform project with a greater capacity, toughness and confidence". 

In 1959 Raul married Vilma Espin, a fellow revolutionary guerrilla fighter and high-level party official, who died in June 2007. 

The couple had four children. Raul is said to be a doting father and enthusiastic climber. 
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	Fidel: The world icon 

	Cuba's President Fidel Castro - who was the world's longest-serving political leader - has not been seen in public since July 2006 and in February 2008 officially handed over power to his brother, Raul. 

Here, world affairs correspondent Paul Reynolds looks at the story of his life. 
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Fidel Castro: A towering political prescence across the Americas

He is instantly recognisable both from his appearance - the beard and the military fatigues - and from his first name alone: Fidel. 

The name is expressed with affection by some, with hostility by others but it calls up history for everyone. 

The story of his life is very much the story of our times: revolutionary movements, the Cold War, East v West, North v South, communism v capitalism - except that most of the world has passed him by. 

Fidel Castro has remained the same, a symbol of revolution, a communist who has survived the fall of communism. 

Before surgery took him out of public view in July 2006, he inspired his followers with slogans and five-hour speeches. 

Fidel's views continued to be made public though in the form of editorials and the occasional recorded TV appearances. 

He railed against the United States, its economic and trade embargo and against the evils of free markets. He maintained his rule with an iron grip that sent opponents to prison for years. 

Intolerance 

Fidel has been praised for standing up for the oppressed of Latin America, for opposing the Yankee imperialist, for making Cuba into a more equal society than many, for developing Cuba's health service and sending doctors abroad to help others. 

[image: image167.jpg]



Thousands of Cubans have risked the dangerous sea crossing to Florida

And it wasn't only doctors he sent abroad. He despatched troops to Angola and Ethiopia in support of fellow revolutionaries. His hand was seen in many a revolutionary movement in his own continent. 

But he has also been condemned for intolerance, for keeping his people poor and for refusing to see the benefits of economic liberalisation that even the communists of China have embraced. 

Fidel Castro stopped his people from leaving the island, leading them to risk their lives in rickety boats to try to get out. 

At one stage in the early years of the Reagan administration he was accused of trying to take over Central America for the Soviet Union by revolution. 

Washington at that time saw a path that led from the guerrillas of El Salvador through Nicaragua to Cuba and right up to the door of the Kremlin. 

Brink of nuclear war 

Cuban assistance to the small and then revolutionary island of Grenada in the Caribbean prompted a full-scale US invasion. 

Throughout his rule, President Castro remained in almost permanent confrontation with the United States - and it with him. Such thaws as there were, like under President Jimmy Carter, always froze up again. 
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The US came to the brink of nuclear war with the Soviet Union

The American embargo on Cuba has been used by both sides - as a policy by the US to isolate Cuba and as an excuse by Fidel Castro for the island's poverty. 

He cut a giant figure on the world stage during the 47 years he controlled Cuba - at one point bringing the United States and the Soviet Union to the brink of nuclear war. 

It was the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 that propelled him into worldwide prominence. 

Before that he had been just a glamorous revolutionary leader. He had overthrown the dictator Batista in a classic guerrilla war and had fought off an American-led invasion by Cuban exiles on the Bay of Pigs in 1961. 

But when Nikita Khrushchev decided, with Fidel Castro's agreement, to station nuclear missiles in Cuba itself, the island leader turned from being a thorn in the side of the Americans into being a mortal threat. 

It was only the skilled diplomacy of Jack Kennedy (and of Khrushchev in the end) that saved the day, and Fidel's own island from destruction. 

Strengthened 

The then US defence Secretary Robert McNamara met President Castro in 1992. He said the Cuban leader told him there were 162 nuclear missiles in Cuba at the time of the crisis. He asked Castro if he had recommended they be used. The answer was: 

"Yes, I did." 

"And what would have happened to Cuba?" Mr McNamara asked him. 

"It would have been destroyed." 

Fidel Castro was not part of the diplomacy that ended the missile crisis. 

But he came out of the crisis remarkably strengthened. Kennedy promised that the US would not invade Cuba, a promise that has held. 

The CIA made efforts to get rid of him with bizarre plots involving the Mafia and poison. They came to nothing. President Castro's people took immense precautions to protect him from potential harm from food and drink, as diplomats who invite him to their receptions in Havana found out. 

He has survived harm from his enemies. 

And whatever happens to Cuba after him, the name of Fidel will survive in history. 

Paul.Reynolds-INTERNET@bbc.co.uk 
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	Cuba: Key facts and figures 

	Cuba is the largest island in the Caribbean, 144km (90 miles) from the shores of the United States. 

For nearly 50 years it was ruled by President Fidel Castro, who seized power at the head of a small band of rebels in January 1959. 
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CUBAN REVOLUTION 1953-1959
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Fidel Castro and a small group of rebels launch an unsuccessful attack on Santiago de Cuba in July 1953. Castro later flees to Mexico where he meets Argentine-born Che Guevara. They return to Cuba aboard a small boat, the Granma, with a band of fighters in 1956. 
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Surviving rebels flee to the Sierra Maestra, a mountainous region, where they beat off repeated attempts by Cuban forces under the country's leader, Fulgencio Batista, to crush their rebellion. In May 1958, rebels defeat an army advance of several thousand. 
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Castro begins his main offensive in August 1958, sending two columns of forces westwards. Guevara's rebels seize the provincial capital of Santa Clara on 28 December. Camilo Cienfuegos leads a second force to a key victory in Yaguajay on 31 December. 
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Batista flees into exile on 1 January 1959. Guevara and Cienfuegos lead victorious rebels into Havana the following day. A triumphant Castro enters Santiago de Cuba, before marching to Havana. The number killed in the conflict is unclear, but afterwards thousands of Cubans leave the island. 

BACK 1 of 4 NEXT 

 

Fidel Castro only officially relinquished the post of president to his brother Raul in February 2008 after a prolonged bout of ill health. 

Cuba was conquered by the Spanish following the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1492 and became an important asset for Spain, which brought in African slaves to work the coffee and sugar plantations. 

A series of strongmen held power in the years that followed independence in 1902, including Fulgencio Batista, who staged two coups. 

Batista fled Cuba after the insurgency by nationalist rebels. 

[image: image175.png]Council of
President
Raul Cestro

5 Vice-Presidents

30 Central State Administration Bodies
<27 ministres

+Central Bank

2 institutes

First Vice-President
Jose Remon Machado Ventura
Politburo member

Secretary of Executive Committoe
Carlos Lage

28 Cabinet ministers

National Assembly of Pecple’s Power
People’s Supreme Court

Provincial and National Assemblies




After the revolution, Fidel Castro aligned Cuba with the Soviet Union and declared the island a Socialist republic. 

He introduced a new constitution and became president in 1976. 

His control was felt in nearly all aspects of Cuban life through the Communist Party and its affiliated organisations, government bureaucracy and the state security apparatus. 

The National Assembly endorsed Raul Castro as the country's first new leader for nearly 50 years in early 2008. 
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Fidel Castro's Soviet alliance brought trade with the Communist bloc and annual subsidies of up to $6bn (£4bn). 

But it also provoked a commercial, economic and financial embargo by the US. 

The embargo and the Soviet collapse in 1991, led to recession and the start of what Mr Castro termed a "Special Period" of austerity. 
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Cuba says the embargo - repeatedly condemned by the UN - has cost it billions of dollars and led to shortages of food, medicines and goods. 

The island relies heavily on tourism - its biggest earner in 2007, bringing in $2.2bn. Other services - such as professional medical services - brought in about $5bn, mainly from Venezuela. 
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Despite its economic difficulties, Cuba has stuck to its revolutionary ideals of education, welfare and healthcare. 

Literacy and infant mortality rates are more in line with the US than Latin America. 

Major expansion in higher education means more than half of 18 to 24-year-olds study at university level. 

Cubans have lived with state rationing since 1961 in a bid to ensure everyone has access to essential goods. 

This often fails to meet monthly needs and many turn to a 'black market' economy. 

Since he came to power, Raoul Castro has initiated some small economic reforms - including abolishing equal pay - which he hopes will encourage production and services. 
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	Timeline: US-Cuba relations 

	The US has long sought the end of President Fidel Castro's regime and has had an economic embargo in place against Cuba since 1960. BBC News tracks the rocky relationship between the two countries. 

1898: US declares war on Spain. 

1898: US defeats Spain, which gives up all claims to Cuba and cedes it to the US. 
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Fidel Castro outlasted 10 US presidents

1902: Cuba becomes independent with Tomas Estrada Palma as its president. But the Platt Amendment keeps the island under US protection and gives the US the right to intervene in Cuban affairs. 

1906-09: Estrada resigns and the US occupies Cuba following a rebellion led by Jose Miguel Gomez. 

1909: Jose Miguel Gomez becomes president following elections supervised by the US, but is soon tarred by corruption. 

1912: US forces return to Cuba to help put down black protests against discrimination. 

1933: Gerardo Machado is overthrown in a coup led by Sergeant Fulgencio Batista. 

1934: The US abandons its right to intervene in Cuba's internal affairs, revises Cuba's sugar quota and changes tariffs to favour Cuba. 

1953: Fidel Castro leads an unsuccessful revolt against the Batista regime. 

1956: Castro lands in eastern Cuba from Mexico and takes to the Sierra Maestra mountains where, aided by Ernesto "Che" Guevara, he wages a guerrilla war. 

1958: The US withdraws military aid to Batista. 

1959: Castro leads a 9,000-strong guerrilla army into Havana, forcing Batista to flee. Castro becomes prime minister. 

April 1959: Castro meets US Vice President Richard Nixon on an unofficial visit to Washington. Nixon afterwards wrote that the US had no choice but to try to "orient" the leftist leader in the "right direction". 

1960: All US businesses in Cuba are nationalised without compensation; US breaks off diplomatic relations with Havana and imposes a trade embargo in response to Castro's reforms. 

1961: US backs an abortive invasion by Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs; Castro proclaims Cuba a communist state and begins to ally it with the USSR. 

1961: The CIA begins to make plans to assassinate Castro as part of Operation Mongoose. At least five plans to kill the Cuban leader were drawn up between 1961 and 1963. 
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CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS 
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On This Day: World relief as missile crisis ends
1962: Cuban missile crisis ignites when, fearing a US invasion, Castro agrees to allow the USSR to deploy nuclear missiles on the island. The US released photos of Soviet nuclear missile silos in Cuba - triggering a crisis which took the two superpowers to the brink of nuclear war. 

It was subsequently resolved when the USSR agreed to remove the missiles in return for the withdrawal of US nuclear missiles from Turkey. 

1980: Around 125,000 Cubans, many of them released convicts, flee to the US, when Castro temporarily lifted restrictions. 

1993: The US tightens its embargo on Cuba, which introduces some market reforms in order to stem the deterioration of its economy. These include the legalisation of the US dollar, the transformation of many state farms into semi-autonomous co-operatives, and the legalisation of limited individual private enterprise. 

1994: Cuba signs an agreement with the US according to which the US agrees to admit 20,000 Cubans a year in return for Cuba halting the exodus of refugees. 

1996: US trade embargo made permanent in response to Cuba's shooting down of two US aircraft operated by Miami-based Cuban exiles. 

1998: The US eases restrictions on the sending of money to relatives by Cuban Americans. 

November 1999: Cuban child Elian Gonzalez is picked up off the Florida coast after the boat in which his mother, stepfather and others had tried to escape to the US capsized. A huge campaign by Miami-based Cuban exiles begins with the aim of preventing Elian from rejoining his father in Cuba and of making him stay with relatives in Miami. 
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ELIAN GONZALEZ 
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Special report: Elian's story
June 2000: Elian allowed to rejoin his father in Cuba after prolonged court battles. 

October 2000: US House of Representatives approves the sale of food and medicines to Cuba. 

November 2001: US exports food to Cuba for the first time in more than 40 years after a request from the Cuban government to help it cope with the aftermath of Hurricane Michelle. 

January 2002: Prisoners taken during US-led action in Afghanistan are flown into Guantanamo Bay for interrogation as al-Qaeda suspects. 

May 2002: US Under Secretary of State John Bolton accuses Cuba of trying to develop biological weapons, adding the country to Washington's list of "axis of evil" countries. 

May 2002: Former US President Jimmy Carter makes landmark goodwill visit which includes tour of scientific centres, in response to US allegations about biological weapons. Carter is first former or serving US president to visit Cuba since 1959 revolution. 

September 2002: The Cuban government is particularly exercised by the actions of James Cason, the head of the US Interest Section in Havana, who is increasingly active in support of the internal opposition. 

October 2003: US President George Bush announces fresh measures designed to hasten the end of communist rule in Cuba, including tightening a travel embargo to the island, cracking down on illegal cash transfers, and a more robust information campaign aimed at Cuba. A new body, the Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba, is created. 

October 2004: President Castro announces a ban on transactions in US dollars, and imposes 10% tax on dollar-peso conversions. 

July 2005: US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice announces the creation of a new post to help "accelerate the demise" of the Castro regime in Cuba. Caleb McCarry, a veteran Republican Party activist, is appointed as the Cuba transition co-ordinator. 
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Cuba's revolution marks 50 years on 1 January 2009 

February 2006: A propaganda war breaks out in Havana as President Castro unveils a monument which blocks the view of illuminated messages - some of them about human rights - displayed on the US mission building. 

July 2006: The US Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba recommends an $80m fund to support Cuba's opposition and the deployment of US aid once a transitional government is in place. 

August 2006: US President George W Bush - in his first comments after President Castro undergoes surgery and hands over power to his brother Raul - urges Cubans to work for democratic change. 

December 2006: The largest delegation from the US Congress to visit Cuba since the 1959 revolution goes to Havana. Jeff Flake, a Republican congressman heading the 10-member bipartisan delegation, said he wanted to launch a "new era in US-Cuba relations", but the group is denied a meeting with Raul Castro. 

July 2007: Cuba accuses the US of issuing far fewer visas to Cubans wanting to leave than allowed for under an agreement between the two nations. A deal reached in 1994 allows Washington to grant up to 20,000 entry visas a year for Cubans. 

July 2007: Acting leader Raul Castro again indicates he may be open to a warming of relations with the US. He offers to engage in talks, but only after the 2008 US presidential election. 

Feb 2008: Fidel Castro announces he will not accept another term as president and Raul Castro officially takes over. Washington calls for free and fair elections, and says its trade embargo will remain. 
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With the US and Cuba both changing leaders this year, is a thaw in sight? 

May 2008: During the US presidential election campaign, Democratic contender Barack Obama tells Cuban exiles he will seek direct diplomacy with the Cuban government if elected. He says he will maintain the embargo but lift restrictions on travel and sending money to Cuba. 

4 November: Barack Obama is elected US president. 

December 2008: New poll suggests a majority of Cuban-Americans living in Miami want an end to the US embargo against Cuba, a poll by the Brookings Institution and Florida International University suggests. Indicating a significant shift in opinion, 55% of those interviewed opposed the embargo, two-thirds of respondents said they wanted travel restrictions lifted. 

December 2008: Latin American leaders meeting in Brazil call on US President-elect Barack Obama to end the embargo when he takes office. 

18 December 2008: Raul Castro says he is ready to consider releasing some political prisoners as a "gesture" with the US. But he calls for the US to free the Cuban Five - five men who were convicted in Miami in 2001 of spying. 
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