The UK should take lead on changing course on Cuba, says former US diplomat

Interview with Wayne S. Smith former Head of US Interests Section in Havana
At the beginning of December, CSC hosted a visit to the UK by Professor Wayne S. Smith, the former head of the US Interests Section in Havana who, since leaving the diplomatic service in 1982, has been an outspoken critic of the US embargo policy.

While in Britain Professor Smith gave seminars at Canning House, Chatham House and the House of Commons. He also appeared at the Latin America 2006 conference and on various radio and TV programmes. His seminar at London Metropolitan University on December 5th organised jointly with CSC attracted more than 100 people. 

Professor Smith gave Steve Wilkinson this exclusive interview in which he suggest that the UK could do more to help bring about a change in US policy on Cuba.

You have been a critic of the US policy on Cuba for a long time. What in your view is wrong with it?

U.S. policy toward Cuba is more a petty obsession than a policy. It is a policy that hasn’t worked in 47 years so why not try something new? The Cold War is long since over. Cuba represents no threat whatever to the U.S. We have normal diplomatic and trade relations with China, Vietnam and a whole series of other countries with far more repressive governments and worse human rights records than Cuba’s, so why not normalize relations with Cuba? We could accomplish far more by reducing tensions and beginning a dialogue. We could hardly accomplish less!

Is the Bush administration different from others on Cuba and why?

Bush openly calls for regime change in Cuba and has virtually closed off all contact between the two countries, closing down most American travel, and even cancelling the twice yearly talks on immigration matters we’d had for years. Just after 9/11, Cuba expressed its solidarity with the American people and offered to cooperate fully with the U.S. in the struggle against terrorism, even to signing bilateral agreements to that effect. The Bush administration ignored the offer and instead has mounted a major campaign to bring down the Castro government. 

What do you think the possibilities are for change in the US-Cuba relationship after Bush and Fidel?

Little can be done so long as Bush is President. He is the worst president in American history, so almost anyone will be more reasonable – even on the Cuba issue. Further, a recent Gallup poll indicated that 67% of the American people thought we should normalize relations with Cuba. A new president is more likely to heed public opinion on this subject. With respect to Castro, he is pragmatic and has been open to improved relations with the U.S., but he is viewed by many American politicians as the leader of a small country who has defied us and jeered at us for almost half a century and got away with it. There is nothing more likely to drive a superpower up the wall than that. It will be easier for the U.S. to normalize relations with a Cuba led by another president, even if that be Raul Castro.

You met Fidel Castro many times, what is your impression of him as a politician and a man?

His leadership qualities are obvious. The thing about him that I found the most impressive is the breadth of his knowledge. He is widely read seemingly on any subject you can mention and can speak informatively about everything from oceanography to nuclear fission to ancient history.

Do you think the UK government could do anything to help bring about a change in US policy?

I think the UK government should take the lead in the European Union in moving away from what looks like an effort to please the U.S. by using human rights as a brake. The UK, and the rest of the European Union, are of course interested in furthering human rights in Cuba, but the position they’ve taken does more harm than good. 

How did you like your visit to the UK? Would you like to come back?

I thoroughly enjoyed by last visit to the UK, as I’ve enjoyed all previous ones, and I would look forward to returning soon.

