
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 8, 2020

Hon. Chairman Najeb Yacob Alhamer | Editor-in-Chief Mahmood AI Mahmood | Chairman & Managing Director P Unnikrishnan | Advertisement: Update Media W.L.L | Tel: 38444692, Email: sales@newsofbahrain.com | Newsroom: Tel: 38444680, Email: news@newsofbahrain.com
Subscription & circulation: Tel: 36458394 | Email:subscription@newsofbahrain.com | Website: www.newsofbahrain.com | Printed and published by Al Ayam Publishing 

YOSSI MEKELBERG

It is a rarity these days for Cuba 
to receive much attention in 
the news. The days of the is-

land being at the heart, even a 
symbol, of revolutionary fervor 
and superpower rivalry have long 
gone. However, every time there is 
a health crisis, this small Caribbe-
an island distinguishes itself with 
selfless readiness to heed the call 
to arms, and sends its brigades of 
doctors and nurses to help those 
most in need, while the wealthiest 
countries can barely look after the 
health of their own people. 

For those of us who regularly 
visit Cuba and have become fa-
miliar with the legacy of the rev-
olution, the Cuban government’s 
decision to send hundreds of doc-
tors to combat coronavirus not 
only to its neighbors, but to a total 
of 14 countries, including Italy 
and Andorra in Europe, came as 
no surprise. Neither did the coun-
try’s decision to allow a British 
cruise ship with five confirmed 
cases of coronavirus on board 
to dock near Havana after it had 
been turned away from multiple 
ports in the Caribbean and the US. 
Since the early 1960s, when Cuba 
sent its first medical mission to 
Algeria to replace French doctors 
who had left the North African 
country after it gained independ-
ence from France, medical help 
and humanitarian aid for the less 
fortunate have become part of 
Cuba’s DNA. 

From the very early days of the 

“Barbudos” (the bearded) seiz-
ing power in 1959, Cuba’s two 
main paths to achieving social 
justice have been through invest-
ing in its education and health 
care systems. This comes from a 
deep conviction that a successful 
society requires universal educa-
tion and health services, instead 
of these benefits being available 
only to those privileged enough 
to be able to pay for them. And, 
through the years, the expansion 
of medical internationalism has 
evolved from a universalist hu-
manitarian ideology to also being 
a source of influential soft power 
— what became known as “doctor 
diplomacy” — and a major source 
of income for the country; bigger 
even than tourism or agriculture. 

In its drive to improve the hu-
man condition, Cuba followed 
the thinking of one of the leaders 
of its revolution, Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara, an Argentinian physi-
cian who declared in the early 
days of the revolution that, “we 
must strive every day so that this 
love of living humanity is trans-
formed into actual deeds, into 
acts that serve as examples, as a 
moving force.” In a speech to Cu-
ban militiamen in 1960, Guevara 
reminisced about his travels 
throughout Latin America after 
his graduation (immortalized in 
“The Motorcycle Diaries”), when, 
as a young middle-class doctor, he 
became acquainted with “pover-
ty, hunger and disease; with the 
inability to treat a child because 
of lack of money; with the stupe-

faction provoked by the contin-
ual hunger and punishment, to 
the point that a father can accept 

the loss of a son as an unimpor-
tant accident, as occurs often in 
the downtrodden classes of our 

American homeland.” This led 
him to leave the medical profes-
sion and become a revolutionary 

and, on reaching a position of 
power, to advance the cause of 
medical internationalism togeth-
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• In China’s recovery to COV-
ID-19, it can take the lead in 
environmental action.

• The country can take con-
crete measures to balance 
environmental and com-
mercial interests.

• Humanity has an unprec-
edented opportunity to 
transition to a carbon-neu-
tral and nature-positive 
global economy.

The unfolding COVID-19 pan-
demic is having undeniable hu-
man and economic impacts. Chi-
na has been hit hard by the virus 
but, as one of the first countries 
to see a decline in the rate of in-
fections, also has a leadership 
opportunity in the post-COVID-19 
future. A focus on nature could 
provide opportunities to recover 
from this pandemic, as well as 
prevent future such crises.

While no conclusive link has 
been made with COVID-19, some 
evidence shows that loss of hab-
itat and the illegal wildlife trade 
could lead to an increase in an-
imal-borne, so-called zoonotic, 
diseases. This raises important 
questions about the interlinkage 
of biodiversity loss and the resil-
ience of interconnected supply 

chains in the global economy.
Healthy ecosystems can sup-

port economic growth, societal 
wellbeing and climate stabiliza-
tion. As such, while encroach-
ment and the misuse of nature 
is increasingly being thought of 
as a source of future pandemics, 
nature also offers solutions that 
we desperately need to recover 
from this crisis and to build our 
resilience to face others.

Last week, more than 500 top 
business leaders, government 
representatives, and scholars 
met at the World Economic Fo-
rum’s China Business Roundta-
ble (CBR) to discuss how to deal 
with this rapidly-changing reality 
and ensure a stable post-COVID 
recovery. China’s philosophy of 
an Ecological Civilization, en-
shrined in the 2018 Chinese con-
stitution and also the theme of 
the UN CBD COP15 puts forward 
an ambitious vision that could 
provide a broad framework with-
in which to assess and calibrate 
humanity’s current relationship 
with nature and a vision of a har-
monization between environ-
mental and commercial interests.

China was not always seen as 
an environmental leader. Howev-
er, in the early 2010s after a year 
of severe smog in 2011/12 dubbed 
“airpocalypse,” the Government 

of China initiated a large national 
action plan to combat air pol-
lution and other environmental 
challenges. It is around this time 
that the government also began 
the China Ecological Conserva-

tion Red Line (ECRL) initiative 
to protect more than one-quarter 
of the Chinese mainland — an 
area almost the size of France, 
Spain, Turkey, Germany and Italy 
combined, totalling more than 2.4 

million square kilometres.
The unfolding COVID-19 pan-

demic is causing business and 
government leaders to make 
difficult decisions. We are at a 
turning point where we cannot 

go back to business-as-usual and 
instead must use this opportunity 
to transition to a carbon-neu-
tral and nature-positive global 
economy.

While initial investments and 

How China can take the lead on protecting nature after COVID-19

If the late Fidel Castro 
were able to witness the US 
criticism of Cuba’s medical 
internationalism, he would 

probably repeat what he 
said to the judges in his 
1953 trial before being 

sentenced to 15 years’ jail: 
“History will absolve me.”
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President @realDon-
aldTrump just hosted 

a call w/ CEOs of pharma-
ceutical & bio-tech com-
panies to discuss devel-
opments in therapeutics 
to fight the #Coronavi-
rus. We are working hard 
to tear down barriers, cut 
red tape, & encourage co-
operation across private 
industries & government.

@PressSec

03

By this evening, there 
will be 2,179 medi-

cal military personnel in 
New York City ready to 
assist. We are here for 
you and we will contin-
ue to work with states so 
they have the resources 
they need to combat the 
Coronavirus.

@Mike_Pence

04

The W.H.O. really blew 
it. For some reason, 

funded largely by the 
United States, yet very 
China centric. We will be 
giving that a good look. 
Fortunately I rejected 
their advice on keeping 
our borders open to Chi-
na early on. Why did they 
give us such a faulty rec-
ommendation?

@realDonaldTrump

Everyone seems upset 
that Stephanie Grish-

am never briefed the 
press. But everyone also 
seems upset that Trump 
is briefing the press every 
single day. So make up 
your minds, people.

@benshapiro

02

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

er with Fidel and Raul Castro and 
his other comrades.

Cuba currently has about 
50,000 doctors operating in 
67 countries — many in Latin 
America and Africa. This is a 
staggering number and means 
there are more Cuban doctors 
working abroad than from all  G7 
nations combined, even though 
the country’s population is only 
11.4 million. This comes with a 
financial reward, which, accord-
ing to some estimates, is about $6 
billion a year. For a country on 
the receiving end of harsh puni-
tive sanctions from the US, such 
an income stream, especially of 
hard currency, is a lifeline. But 
it is far from the sole reason for 
Cuba maintaining its interna-
tional brigades in white. Moreo-
ver, from a diplomatic perspec-
tive, providing medical help to 
the developing world has helped 

to ease years of pressure by con-
secutive US administrations that 
have attempted to destroy Cu-
ba’s revolution. There has always 
been an element of defiance of 
the US in Cuba’s medical diplo-
macy, while its domestic health 
care system stands diametrically 
opposed to the American model 
that neglects those who can’t 
afford to pay for medical insur-
ance. 

Cuba’s drive to improve the 
health of the world’s underpriv-
ileged is complemented by its 
provision of free training for med-
ical students — including their 
accommodation and subsistence. 
Students come from more than 
100 countries, chiefly in Africa, 
Asia and Latin America, as well 
as from disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods in the US. Two years 
ago, during a visit to a hospital in 
Santa Clara, I met, among others, 
two Palestinian medical students, 
one from Ramallah in the West 
Bank and one from the Gaza Strip. 
They had arrived in Cuba with no 
Spanish but soon became fluent, 
and were by then preparing to re-
turn to the Occupied Territories 
to serve their people.

Part of the current US campaign 
to reverse the rapprochement 
between Washington and Ha-
vana that took place during the 
Obama administration involves 
vehemently criticizing what the 
Trump White House calls the 
“exploitation” of Cuban medical 
workers by their government. 
The State Department tweeted 

last month that the Cuban gov-
ernment “keeps most of the salary 
its doctors and nurses earn while 
serving in its international medi-
cal missions while exposing them 
to egregious labor conditions.” 
It is legitimate to question how 
much of what the Cuban govern-
ment receives from its medical 
missions finds its way into the 
pockets of the doctors and nurses 
themselves, but the US tweet re-
flects both the hypocrisy and the 
ignorance of an administration 
that is making a complete sham-
bles of containing the coronavirus 
in its own country, while doing 
nothing to help others.

In Cuba, unlike the US, there 
are no tuition fees for locals at 
any level of education, and vir-
tually no homelessness, even if 
living conditions are very mod-
est. And, as for the working con-
ditions, Cuban health workers 
are certainly prepared to work 
in the most remote and difficult 
conditions because that is ex-
actly what Cuba’s revolution has 
taught them. Hence, it was Cu-
ban medical teams that led the 
relief mission in Haiti after the 
2010 earthquake, and were later 
in West Africa dealing with the 
2014 Ebola crisis.

If the late Fidel Castro were 
able to witness the US criticism of 
Cuba’s medical internationalism, 
he would probably repeat what 
he said to the judges in his 1953 
trial before being sentenced to 15 
years’ jail: “History will absolve 
me.”

1911
Dutch physicist Heike 
Kamerlingh Onnes discovers 
superconductivity.

1913
The 17th Amendment to the 
United States Constitution, 
requiring direct election of 
Senators, becomes law.

1916
In Corona, California, race car 
driver Bob Burman crashes, killing 
three (including himself ), and 
badly injuring five spectators.

1918
World War I: Actors Douglas 
Fairbanks and Charlie Chaplin 
sell war bonds on the streets of 
New York City’s financial district.
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Why Cuban doctors are on the coronavirus front line globally

stimulus packages should rightly 
be focused on human health, live-
lihoods, resilience and the most 
vulnerable, we must find a way 
to invest in new opportunities 
that are nature-positive and not 

go back to old business models 
with an unsustainable relation 
with the environment as a mere 
externality.

Initiatives such China’s Grain 
for Green Programme, Natural 
Forest Protection Programme, 
National Park System and Eco-
logical Function Zoning provide 
significant learnings as the world 
looks to adopting clear policies 
forest protection, restoration 
and sustainable management. 
An equally important measure 
undertaken by China is to estab-
lish a national accounting system 
of natural capital and ecosystem 
services. Such continued invest-
ment in nature could shift our 
understanding of nature-relat-

ed risks and opportunities and 
could serve to prevent future 
economic, health and environ-
mental crises.

Intact nature can provide busi-
ness opportunities and cost-ef-
fective nature-based solutions to 
many of society’s problems. For 
example, the Food and Land-use 
Coalition’s recent report found 
that transitions in the food and 
land-use sector could provide 
$4.5 trillion a year in new busi-
ness opportunities by 2030 while 
preventing trillions of dollars’ 
worth of social and environmen-
tal harms.

Businesses are more depend-
ent on nature than previously 
thought, with over half of the 
world’s GDP moderately or high-
ly dependent on nature and its 
services. China has the highest 
absolute amount of GDP in na-
ture-dependent sectors in the 
world at $2.7 trillion. China’s GDP 
is 20% highly dependent on na-
ture, 38% medium dependent on 
nature and 41% low dependent 
on nature.

In this context, it is hearten-
ing to see President Xi stress 
that “the environment itself 
means the economy. If you pro-
tect the environment, you will 
receive rewards from the envi-
ronment.”

How China can take the lead on protecting nature after COVID-19
Businesses are more dependent 

on nature than previously 
thought, with over half of the 
world’s GDP moderately or 
highly dependent on nature 

and its services. China has the 
highest absolute amount of GDP 
in nature-dependent sectors in 

the world at $2.7 trillion. China’s 
GDP is 20% highly dependent 
on nature, 38% medium de-

pendent on nature and 41% low 
dependent on nature.
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The Brunels: A Tribute to 
the British Engineering Duo

On this day, April 8, exactly 182 years ago, a new 
service began across the Atlantic, with a new 
ship.

The ’SS Great Western’, was a wooden-hulled pad-
dle-wheel steamship built for the primary purpose 
of ferrying passengers across the Atlantic Ocean at 
high-speed.

She was not only the first ‘steam ship’ of this type 
- even though she had had four masts for sails – but 
was also the world’s largest passenger ship from 1837 
to 1839.

“On its maiden voyage, the Great Western left Bristol, 
England, on April 8, 1838, and arrived in New York City 
15 days later (half the time that sailing ships usually 
took)”, according to Encyclopaedia Britannica.

It was in fact 74 years later that the RMS Titanic began 
its maiden voyage in the same direction, in 1912. Unfor-
tunately, we know, it had also become her last, after she 
hit that iceberg.

The engineering marvels of that time must have in-
cluded, on the top of the list, the skills of ‘ship building’.

The field of Shipbuilding then must have been like 
today’s scientific fields of Robotics and Artificial Intel-
ligence. And a man called Isambard Kingdom Brunel 
then, must have been a technology-icon people looked 
up to, like how one would look up to Elon Musk today.

It is on this engineer, who designed the ‘Great West-
ern’, that I wanted to focus on, in this column today.

He and his father are counted among some of the 
greatest engineers in history. And it is perhaps appro-
priate to look at their contributions to Britain’s progress; 
and, indirectly, to the world’s.

Isambard Kingdom Brunel had also designed another 
British steamship ‘Great Eastern’, 
for the India trade -- which held the 
distinction of being the world’s largest 
ship afloat, at its launching in 1858.

Earlier to that he was an engineer at 
Bristol Docks, and a chief engineer in 
the Great Western Railway.

In fact, this man – the Encyclopae-
dia Britannica tells me – was respon-
sible for building more than 1,000 
miles (1,600 km) of railway in the 
West Country, the Midlands, South 
Wales, and Ireland. But, that’s only in 
the British Isles.

He had also constructed two railway lines in Italy. And 
he was an adviser on the construction of the Victorian 
lines in Australia, and the Eastern Bengal Railway in 
India.

But then, what else can you expect from a man whose 
father, Sir Marc Isambard Brunel, was the first engineer 
who audaciously suggested, in 1820s, to drill a tunnel 
under London’s River Thames.

This senior Brunel had left the French Navy to flee 
to United States in the aftermath of French Revolution. 
But he rose to hold the post of chief engineer of New 
York City. He had built many buildings, improved the 
defences of the channel between Staten Island and 
Long Island, and constructed an arsenal and a cannon 
foundry. In fact, his design for the Washington DC’s 
Capitol building was short-listed, but somehow not 
accepted due to US government’s economic consid-
erations.

I remember going under the River Thames a couple 
of times, when using the London Underground, but it 
is only recently that I got to know more about these 
pioneering engineers who made it possible.

When we consider the advantages that today’s civ-
il engineers have, with their draft-board work and 
lathe-machine cutting aided by high-precision com-
puter modelling, and with their project planning and 
scheduling aided by the latest Project Management 
software, we must look, with awe and respect, at what 
those engineers had achieved back then, almost 200 
years ago.

This father-son duo had worked on buildings, bridges, 
tunnels, docks, railroads, ships and a host of other civil 
engineering marvels.

And naming a university as Brunel, is just not enough. 
 (The writer’s twitter handle: @joelindrupati)

This father-son 
duo had worked on 
buildings, bridges, 

tunnels, docks, 
railroads, ships 

and a host of other 
civil engineering 

marvels.


