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23 There has been ample documentation pertaining to the effects of the American embargo

24 on shortages in Cuba and the deterioration of health services there. (1,2) Although some

25 important Cuban health statistics, like infant mortality, have not deteriorated in the face

26 of these adversities, other markers of the effectiveness and availability of health services

27 reveal otherwise. For example, it has been reported that more than 80 % of Cuban

28 diabetics in the island have diabetic retinopathy, a potentially preventable outcome

29 considering the organization of the Cuban health services. (3) World public opinion, in

30 general, has reacted against any measures that tend to limit resources for the Cuban

31 people. The UN has already voiced their opinion several times through a condemnation

32 vote against the American embargo imposed on Cuba. (4) Probably, because of these

33 pressures and the economic influence of the agricultural community in the U.S., the

34 American Congress recently has allowed the Cuban government to purchase food,

35 animals, and medicines in the United States. (5) Cuba indeed has completed several cash

36 purchases of food, agricultural products, animals and medicines from the United States.

37

38 Subsequent to these events, Cuba embarked on providing massive assistance to

39 Venezuela in health care services resulting in the migration of more than 30,000 Cuban

40 physicians to that country. This considerable migration of health care workers, most of

41 them specialists, has been instrumental in the launching and ongoing maintenance of

42 “Operación Barrio Adentro,” (6) a health services campaign directed to provide health

43 services in shantytowns in Venezuela. This Cuban policy, however, seems

44 counterproductive to any relief effort sought by the Cuban people, the international

45 community and the U.S. Congress because it obviously has resulted in an appreciable
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46 loss of health care workers from health installations in the island. How can all of these

47 measures in any way ameliorate the suffering of the Cuban people? Is it possible that the

48 latest regulations of the U.S. Congress allowing the Castro regime to purchase with cash

49 essential supplies in the U.S resulted in an improved level of health services for the

50 average Cuban? Unfortunately, there is increasing evidence that these developments have

51 not resulted in an improved level of services in the health facilities of the island for the

52 Cuban people.

53

54 To begin with, there is wide agreement among the people in the island that the void left in

55 the Cuban health care system by the departure of 30,000 Cuban physicians sent for

56 internationalist duty to Venezuela is hurting the people. (6, 7) The consensus seems clear

57 from the following testimonials. In Central Cuba, for example, an insulin dependent

58 diabetic, Erick Pérez Lara, complains about both the lack of insulin, alcohol, cotton,

59 insulin syringes and the lack of physicians. (8) Sarcastically, the patient states: “I'll have

60 to go to Venezuela to get treatment there.” Only a few years ago, however, already under

61 the American embargo strengthened by the Helms Burton Act (2) but before Cuba’s

62 campaign to improve Venezuelan health services was launched, Pérez Lara saw his

63 endocrinologist regularly and got his insulin injections, cotton, alcohol, and syringes at

64 the local regional hospital.

65

66 If the health services in Cuba are in perilous condition for the people, the health services

67 for prisoners are definitely not keeping up with the previously set standards that placed

68 Cuba’s health system as a model for countries to study and emulate. Normando
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69 Hernández González, a jailed, independent journalist was imprisoned at the “Kilo 5 ½”

70 prison in Western Cuba after being charged with peaceful resistance against the Castro

71 government. (9) According to reports from his family who visited him in jail, Normando

72 – who suffers from a chronic gastrointestinal disorder- has not received any medical

73 attention while in jail. He is said to be in "a deplorable state of health" and prison guards

74 have repeatedly refused to let his family bring him any medicinal remedies, vitamins or

75 food brought from outside the jail.

76

77 Despite the generally perceived shortage of physicians in Cuba due to the efflux of

78 medical professionals to South America, a Cuban physician is being denied permission to

79 work as a doctor in Havana. Dr. Miguel López Santos was imprisoned with two other

80 dissidents for peacefully protesting government policies in front of the French Embassy

81 in Havana. They were held for six months in a local police jail after which time they were

82 judged and sentenced. (9) The doctor was sentenced and sent to a psychiatric hospital

83 despite the fact that he had no history of mental, emotional or psychiatric illness. The

84 other two dissidents were sent to a military prison. The politization of Cuban health

85 services is evident from this report documenting the internment of a dissident physician

86 in a psychiatric jail. This practice has been reported from elsewhere but never – up until

87 now - in Cuba. (10)

88

89 In 1992, 59 countries voted against the American embargo in the U.N. In 2004 the

90 number of countries increased to 179. In 2005, 182 countries voted against the embargo.

91 (3) However, no countries have voiced an opinion concerning the loss of Cuban health
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92 services due the assistance being given by Cuba to Venezuela. In fact, some have

93 reported on “Operación Barrio Adentro” only in terms of its purported beneficial effect in

94 Venezuela’s health services applauding this international venture of Cuba. (6) The

95 testimonials reported in this commentary are important data that must be made available

96 to the international medical community interested in a credible record of current health

97 care services in the island and the decision and policy makers in the island responsible

98 for providing health care to Cubans. Nowhere in the medical literature, up until now,

99 have there been reports on the current status of health services in Cuba and the role that

100 the Cuban government policies are playing – both directly and indirectly - in these

101 outcomes despite the efforts of the international medical community.

102

103 The cases reported here do not seem to be isolated –exceptional – ones. The availability

104 and quality of health services for Cubans seems to be rapidly deteriorating in Cuba. What

105 can be done in order to counteract these tendencies and improve Cuban health services,

106 the pride of and joy of the revolution?

107

108 Three approaches seem evident to deal with this emerging crisis. Firstly, the number of

109 health professionals serving Cubans in the island is dwindling entirely due to

110 governmental policies. Strong consideration must be given to a revision of the current

111 staffing of “Operación Barrio Adentro” with Cuban physicians. Secondly, perhaps a

112 corollary of the former point, there is evidence of an increasing political control of health

113 services – with the subsequent political priorities overwhelming the medical and human

114 needs. It seems urgent to begin depoliticizing the Cuban Health System and allowing the
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115 medical professionals to lead and conduct the direction and influence effectively on the

116 policies that define the goals of Cuba’s health services for the benefit of the people and

117 the country. Thirdly, the priorities in terms of medical ethics in Cuba are presently

118 dictated – in general – from above in the organization of the health system. The doctor –

119 patient relationship in Cuba is in great measure defined by the priorities and

120 criteria of the political establishment. Resolution of these ethical issues could begin when

121 these practices are openly reported and discussed thus allowing Cuban physicians to

122 regain their important role in Cuba’s health services. The events described in this paper

123 should hopefully direct the attention of the Cuban and international medical communities

124 to prevent the further deterioration of Cuba’s health services.
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