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personnel, including 17,000 doctors, are providing service in 
some	66	countries.	There	are	14,000	Cuban	medical	person-
nel in Venezuela alone. Cuba is paid for their services. In many 
other cases, however, it is not. It maintains a major clinic in 
Haiti, for example, and receives	no	payment	at	all.		
	 It	is	also	training	24,000	foreign	medical	personnel	in	
Cuba	free	of	charge.	There	are	now	10,000	at	the	Latin	Ameri-
can Medical School, including over 100 from the United States.
 Together with Venezuela, in what the Cubans call 
Operation Miracle, Cuba provides eye surgeries free of charge 
to	patients		throughout	Latin	America	and	a	few	other	countries.	
The	results	are	impressive:	1,500	operations	in	over	35	coun-
tries.
	 Finally,	Cuba	has	an	elite	medical	emergency	brigade	
which	provides	assistance	to	disaster-stricken	countries	around	
the	world.	The	brigade	was	formed	to	provide	assistance	to	the	
U.S. Gulf Coast just after Hurricane Katrina. The U.S. (under 
President	George	W.	Bush)	rebuffed	the	offer,	however,	and	
shortly	thereafter	the	brigade	provided	vital	assistance	to	Paki-
stan (a close ally of the U.S.) after the latter suffered a devastat-
ing	earthquake.	Since	then,	it	has	provided	assistance	to	a	dozen	
other	countries.
	 Cuba,	it	should	be	borne	in	mind,	provides	all	these	
services	even	though	it	is	by	no	means	a	wealthy	country.	

			 

                     

General Honoré talking to Jose Rubiera, of the Cuban Meteorological Center
 
Storm Warnings From the Meteorology Institute. Dr.	Jose	
Rubiera,	the	head	of	the	institute’s	forecasting	center,	noted	that	
they work closely with the Hurricane Center in Miami in track-
ing	and	warning	of	approaching	hurricanes	and	tropical	storms.	
That	cooperation	is	absolutely	vital,	and	can	very	usefully	be	
increased.	The	forecasters	have	their	work	cut	out	for	them	for	
over	the	past	14	years,	twice	as	many	hurricanes	have	struck	the	
island	and	the	Gulf	Coast	as	in	any	other	historical	period.	The	
number	of	storms	is	increasing	and	so	is	their	intensity.	Cuba	
was	hit	by	three	powerful	storms	in	2008	alone	–	Gustav,	Han-
nah	and	Ike.	The	latter	was	especially	destructive.
	 The	institute,	with	the	cooperation	of	civil	defense	
and	the	various	other	bodies	responsible	for	defending	against	
storms, puts out warnings 72 hours before a storm is likely to 
hit,	and	then	a	more	urgent	alert	48	hours	ahead.	Finally,	the	
alarm	goes	out	24	hours	in	advance,	frequently	accompanied	by	
warnings	to	evacuate.	
	 That	the	system	works	well	is	seen	in	the	low	loss	of	
life despite the increasing number and intensity of storms – just 
over	some	30	lives	lost	since	2001.	

	 It	could	be	the	same	between	our	two	governments.	We	
need	to	discuss	our	disagreements	and	look	for	ways	to	remove	
impediments	to	constructive	engagement.	Rodriguez	said	he	
was	encouraged	by	the	fact	that	U.S.	rhetoric	has	changed.	There	
are	now	no	threats.	But,	as	he	began	by	saying,	otherwise,	little	
has	changed.		

		 	
																		
													Wayne Smith in the U.S. residence talking to Mrs. Farrar

At the Latin American Center for Disaster Medicine 
(CLAMED).  Dr. Guillermo Mesa Ridel, the director of the 
Center,	told	the	delegation	that	the	Center’s	whole	approach	
reflects Cuba’s strong emphasis on saving lives in the face of 
these	storms	and	other	natural	disasters.	And	that	emphasis,	he	
said,	has	resulted	in	a	dramatic	drop	in	fatalities	resulting	from	
hurricanes.	In	1963,	before	the	new	system	was	adopted,	some	
1,200	people	died	as	the	result	of	Hurricane	Flora.	But	from	
2001 until today, just over 30 Cuban citizens have lost their lives 
to	hurricanes	and	tropical	storms,	although	16	of	them	have	
struck the island, some with extraordinary force.

The team of specialists at CLAMED is responsible for 
designing	the	training	program	in	disaster	medicine	for	various	enti-
ties	and	especially	for	the	243	hospitals	and	health	institutions	that	
form an Integrated System for Medical Emergencies (SIUM).

	Cuba,	with	 the	 support	of	 a	number	of	Caribbean	
countries, will host the first Congress on Health and Disasters, 
October 14-16 of this year. Some 100 foreign guests are expected 
to	attend.
	 It	was	noted	that	there	is	a	new	emphasis	on	disaster	
medicine in the U.S.,  as well. For example, General Honoré, 
leading	the	U.S.	delegation,	is	a	board	member	of	the	newly	
founded	faculty	of	disaster	management	at	Tulane	University.	
And Dr. Alex Isakov, another member of the U.S. delegation, is 
associate professor of emergency medicine at Emory University 
and the founding director of the Emory Office of Critical Event 
Preparedness	and	Response.	
	 Wayne	Smith	advised	that	the	November	conference	
the	Center	for	International	Policy	was	planning	in	New	Orleans	
on	U.S.-Cuban	cooperation	against	hurricanes,	would	include	a	
panel	on	the	new	emphasis	on	disaster	medicine.	He	invited	Dr.	
Mesa Ridel to participate, provided a visa could be obtained.
 Various members of the U.S. delegation also indicated 
an interest in attending the CLAMED conference in October.
	 Cuban Medical Assistance to Other Countries.  At	
the Enrique Cabrera Hospital and at the Latin American Medical 
School,	the	delegation	learned	of	Cuba’s	impressive	medical	as-
sistance	to	other	countries.	Today,	some	25,000	Cuban	medical	
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 Civil Defense. The delegation next met with Col. Jose 
Betancourt,	who	heads	the	risk	reduction	management	team	at	
Civil Defense, and with several of his officers. Betancourt noted 
that	in	Cuba,	Civil	Defense	is	not	so	much	an	agency	unto	itself;	
rather,	it	is	a	national	system	relying	on	the	work	of	agencies	and	
government	institutions,	as	well	as		the	country’s	social	and	po-
litical	organizations.	It	is	not	Civil	Defense,	an	agency	with	only	
some	350	employees	nation-wide,	that	carries	out	the	evacuations	
and	efforts	to	shore	up	against	the	storms;	rather,	as	the	delegation	
would	hear	when	it	met	later	with	provincial	authorities,	those	ef-
forts	are	carried	out	by	those	in	provincial	and	municipal	organi-
zations	assigned	to	those	tasks.	Civil	Defense	helps	to	coordinate	
their	activities.	Indeed,	the	Civil	Defense	high	command	is	the	
coordinating	body	for	all	sectors	and	their	disaster	related	efforts.	
The	civil	defense	network	thus	involves	hospitals,	clinics,	local	
political	and	social	organizations,	plus	all	the	institutions	within	
their jurisdiction. But, it should be emphasized, its principal func-
tion	is	to	coordinate	–	and	plan.
	 	Betancourt	noted	that	the	record	speaks	for	itself.	De-
spite	the	number	and	intensity	of	the	hurricanes	Cuba	has	faced	
recently,	and	despite	the	high	costs	in	property	damage,	loss	
of	life	has	been	kept	to	a	minimum	–	and	that	has	been	Cuba’s	
principal	goal.
	 Municipality of Vedado-Malecon. 	Francisco	Per-
domo,	the	secretary	of	the	Provinical	Assembly	of	Peoples	Power	
of the City of Havana, received the delegation in the offices of 
the municipality of Vedado-Malecon. There are 16 municipalities 
in the City of Havana, he explained, each with its own evacuation 
plan	and	assigned	personnel	to	carry	it	out.	Drills	are	held	every	
year	and	each	citizen	knows	what	to	do	in	an	emergency.	Further-
more,	careful	records	are	kept.	Those	directing	operations	thus	
know	which	houses	and	buildings	are	vulnerable	under	various	
situations.	They	and	responsible	medical	personnel	also	know	
which citizens require special attention, for example, pregnant 
women,	the	lame	and	the	elderly.	And	that	attention	is	provided.	
 Representatives of the municipality explained that they 
try	to	leave	nothing	to	chance.	Cisterns	are	regularly	inspected,	
for example, to make certain they can hold the required amount 
of water. Buildings also must be periodically examined so that 
those responsible know which might flood – and therefore which 
occupants	would	need	to	be	removed.		
 Few in this municipality had to be evacuated. Most sim-
ply move to upper floors and share with other families. Sharing, 
indeed,	has	become	a	common	virtue	among	Cubans	in	the	path	
of	these	storms	–	and	that	is	virtually	all	Cubans.
 Various items, such as pieces of furniture, principally 
from ground floors likely to flood, can be removed and placed in 
warehouses	–	sometimes	until	hurricane	season	is	over.
	 Perdomo	noted	that	property	damage	from	recent	hur-
ricanes has been extensive. Over 100,000 houses were badly 
damaged	or	destroyed	in	Havana,	and	over	500,000	in	the	
country as a whole. Cuba simply does not have sufficient build-
ing	material	to	rebuild	and	make	repairs	quickly.	Thus,	sharing	is	
an	increasing	necessity.	Those	who	have	lost	their	homes,	must,	
for	the	time	being,	live	with	and	share	with	others.	What	can	be	
said,	however,	on	the	positive	side,	is	that	loss	of	life	has	been	
minimal	and	that	no	one	has	been	left	on	the	street	without	food	
or	medical	care.		Perdomo	said	he	would	not	hide	the	fact	that	it	

is a difficult time, but Cuba is meeting the challenge.
	 MEDICC.		The	delegation	met	with	Gail	Reed,	the	
representative of MEDICC, (Medical Education and Coopera-
tion With Cuba), a non-profit U.S. organization founded in 1997 
to	enhance	cooperation	among	American,	Cuban	and	global	
health communities. Gail Reed has many years of experience in 
Cuba	and	was	able	to	answer	some	of	the	delegation’s	questions	
about just how the Cuban public health system works. She also 
furnished the group with copies of an issue of MEDICC Review 
from	last	year	which	very	usefully	discussed	some	of	the	very	
issues	the	group	had	been	focusing	on,	such	as	disaster	medicine	
and	evacuations	in	the	face	of	natural	disasters.	
	 Meeting With the Chief of the U.S. Interests Section.  
On	their	last	day	in	Havana,	the	delegation	met	with	Jonathan	
Farrar,	the	chief	of	the	U.S.	Interests	Section	in	Havana,	and	had	
lunch at the U.S. residence. This was the first time in many years 
that	one	of	our	delegations	has	been	so	received.	It	was	a	distinct	
pleasure.		And	further	indicative	of	a	changing	climate,	Farrar	
informed us that the sign on the top floor of the U.S. Interests 
Section	that	had	so	angered	the	Cubans,	has	been	turned	off.This	
was	a	Times-Square-like	electric	sign	that	often	carried	news	or	
statements to which the Cubans objected.   
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