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commentary

from other pens...

Praise of Castro’s programs
draws critics’ wrath

By George Gedda

Assoclated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — Kind words about Cuban President Fidel Cas-
tro are heard only rarely in thistown; so it was something of adepar-
turetheother day whenWorld Bank President JamesWol fensohn lauded
that country’ssocial programs.

“1 think Cubahas done— and everybody would acknowledge— a
greatjoboneducationand health,” Wolfensohntold anewsconference.
“They should be congratul ated on what they’ ve done.”

Not surprisingly, Castro’scritics seethingsdifferently.

“Mr. Wolfensohn’ swoeful ignoranceof conditionsin Cubaisbreath-
taking in its magnitude,” said Dennis Hays, an executive vice presi-
dent of the anti-Castro Cuban-American National Foundation.

“In additionto being factually wrong, does herealy meanto imply
that extreme repression can be justified by a self-reported uptick in
socioeconomic indicators?’

Said Cuban-born Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Baart, R-Fla., Wolfensohn's
remarksare" beyondinsensitive, beyondbelief. Cubahad tremendous
advanceshefore Castroinhealthand education. ... I’ mcertainly going
to share thiswith my colleagues.” Thiswas an unsubtle reference to
the World Bank’s dependence on congressional financing for its pro-
grams.

But Philip Brenner, a Cuba expert at American University, said
Wolfensohn was on the mark.

“Cuba’ssuccessisall themoreremarkabl e becausethat hascomein
the face of U.S. hostility for 40 years and of the collapse of its trade
agreementswhen the Soviet Union disappeared,” Brenner said.

Wolfensohn, an Australian-born naturalized U.S. citizen, isnot the
first bank leader to praise Cuba ssocial programs. Robert McNamara
said adecade ago, long after hisretirement as bank president, that he
had “immense admiration” for Cuba'ssocial programs.

Bank statistics, based on Cuban government reports, suggest that
Cubarankswith many developed countriesin certain categories. Ac-
cordingtothebank’s"“World Devel opment Indicators, 2001" the 1999
infant mortality rate in Cubawas 7 per thousand live births, equal to
that of the United States.

Cuba'silliteracy ratein 1999 was listed at 3 percent for men and 4
percent forwomen, figurescomparabletoindustrialized countries.And,
asCastrolikesto point out, education and health carein Cubaarefree.

Wolfensohn noted that Cubawas ableto register social gainswith-
out thebenefit of World Bank advice. Itisvirtually aloneworldwidein
shunning membershipinthebank anditssister institution, thelnterna-
tional Monetary Fund.

Bank officias point out that Wolfensohn’s words are not a blanket
endorsement of the Cuban system. He prefaced his praise with this
qualifier: “1f you judgeacountry by education and health. ..."

The bank has a much broader definition of a country’swell-being.
Its philosophy holdsthat education and freedom from disease areim-
portant, but so are economic and political freedom.

A bank official noted that Cubahaschosentoimproveitssocial indi-
catorsat the expense of itseconomic progress.

Castro contraststhesocial safety net hehascreated withwidespread
misery el sewhere, putting theworl dwidedeathtoll for childrenat 40,000
per day.

AWorld Bank official responds: “ Therehasnever beenafamineina
country with afree press.” Perhaps the worst famine of recent years
has occurred inacommunist ally of Cuba’s, North Korea.

Criticsalsonotethat millionsof Cubansrely oncharity, mostly from
friendsand relativesin Miami, for their well-being.

EDITOR SNOTE —George Gedda has covered foreign affairsfor
The Associated Press since 1968.
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An early compass for life

M ost of what weknow about lifeseemstogrow
insideuslikebonesandveins, steadily expanding
over theyearswithout our noticing when or how.
For example, | know that fail uredefinesamoment,
not a person, and that, given a choice, the movie
starring Harrison Ford isgenerally your best bet.
| can’t pinpoint how | cameto know thesethings.
They seepedind owly, and oneday, when | needed
to know them, they werethere.

But we have signpost moments, too, when a
pieceof wisdomarriveswiththeswiftimpact of a
telegram. We know immediately that our lives
have changed, that whatever we do from now on
will be shaped in someway by thewords.

My signpost moment arrived in the unlikely
person of my cousin Irene. She was the older of
my Aunt Sally’s two daughters. We saw them
mostly at First Communionsandweddings. | was
alwaysin quiet awe of Irene. Shewasfive years
older than | wasand, with her olive skinand high
cheekbones, looked like an Indian princess. Her
sister, Jane, wasmy ageand muchmorelively and
outgoing than | was, so | was drawn moreto the
regal Irene. She seemed so sophisticated and cul-
tured, perhapsbecause shewas heading to gradu-
ate school — afirst for our family.

| didn’t seelrene much aswe got ol der, but my
mother would pass along information in our
weekly phone calls. She was moving up in her
marketing career in New York City. Shegot mar-
ried. Shemoved toWashington, D.C., for abetter
job. Sheand her hushand becameEucharisticmin-
istersat their neighborhood Catholicchurch. Irene
never failedtosend Christmascardsto my parents;
my father was her godfather.

But afew yearsago, my mother told melrene's
husband had been hit by abusin London and suf-

fered brain damage that stunted his short-term
memory. Then Irene's father, to whom she was
extremely close, died of cancer.

| didn’tknow until later Irenehad beenstruggling
with alcoholism since college. My mother hadn’t
mentioned that. After her husband’s accident and
her father’s death, Irene apparently began to lose
whatever grip she once had on her addiction. She
and her husband separated. Sometimes my Aunt
Sally would call the D.C. police from Floridato
havethem check on Irenewhen shedidn’t answer
her phonefor days.

I nrecent months, shehad not beenworking. She
wastrying to get into arehab center, but theinsur-
ance company was balking. Two weeks ago, she
ended up in the hospital after too many pills and
too much alcohol. Sheleft the hospital on Sunday,
her 46th birthday.

For daysafterward, my aunt couldn’treachlrene
by phone. When afriend went to check on her, he
found Irene at the bottom of her basement steps
withagashintheback of her head. Hedoesn' t know
how long she had been dead.

When my mother called with thehorrible news,
| thought about thecoursesour livestake. Wecan't
knowwhat forcesinsideand out will shapeus, what
blessingsand demonswill emergefrombackstage
to edit the script. | could never have predicted
Irene'slifewouldfollowthepathitdid,and | could

never have predicted that this cousin | rarely saw
would affect my own path so profoundly.

When| hungupwithmy mother, | triedtoremem-
ber the exact circumstances under which Irenede-
livered her piece of wisdomto me. | wasinthefi-
nal months of atumultuous freshman year of high
school in Florida. Irene must have been down vis-
iting from New York. | had moved with my family
toFloridajust twoyearsearlier and wasstill figur-
ing out how tofitin. Drinking hel ped.

| became part of a crowd that got together at &
neighbor’ shouseevery Wednesday morningbefore
our split-sessionclassesbeganat 11. My neighbor’s
mother bowled onWednesday mornings, sowehad
therun of the place. Wewould arriveat school half
in the bag and spend first period darting back and
forth to the rest room. My grades, needlessto say,
weren't what they could have been.

“Youonly gettodohigh school once,” Irenetold
me one afternoon during her visit. “What you do
now standsforever.”

Her words, as obvious as they might sound, hit
melikeabucket of icewater. | felt abuzz of urgency
that has yet to go away. The words followed me
through therest of high school, college, jobs, mar-
riageand motherhood. They becamemy compass.

| only gettodothisonce, andwhat | do now stands
forever.

| wonder if those words were her compass, too,
andif theeventsof her lifeyanked her off her path,
sending her in directions she never intended to go.
And | wonder if shehad any ideathat one moment
more than 20 years ago, shared with a cousin she
rarely saw, would stand forever.

Joan Ryanisa columnist for the San Francisco
Chronicle. Send comments to her e-mail at
joanryan@sfgate.com.

The rlsks of that ‘night out’

I’d like to talk to you middle-aged guys about
the risks of anight out. | don't mean an evening
with the guys. Those go pretty smooth. Sure,
you' vetotaledthecar afew timesand beenarrested
twice, but usually theworst thing that happensis
findingthedesignated driver facedowninthechip
dip.

A night out with your wifeisalittle more high
risk. Shewantsachancetoreconnect and shareher
feelings, which putsalot of pressureonanevening
of pizza and bowling, especially when you just
want tobowl and eat pizza. But you suredon’ t want
your lack of interest to beinterpreted asalack of
interest.

Sohere'show nottoblowit. Don’t start explain-
ing your sideof things. Just listen. Or at |east |ook
likeyou're listening. She'll let you know when
she’'s done. Just be smart enough to smile, and
thank her for sharing. She'll appreciate your sen-
sitivity. Hopefully, she’s not sensitive enough to
know that you' re not.

THELUCK OFTIMINGAND VICE
VERSA

Youknow there’ salwaysabuddy who'll tell you
how much he made selling hisold Howdy Doody
lunchbox just after youthrew yoursout. Of course
thisis the same buddy who sells meat out of his
truck and always wants to borrow atwenty from
you.

You just really don’'t want to hear about those
“boy you should have” situations because it can
driveyounuts. It'slikewhenanoldgirlfriend, who
still lookslikeshebel ongsonacaendar, callslook-
ingforalittlecompany. Surethetrack isstill there,
but that train | eft the station about 25 years ago.

Don't beat yourself up over lost opportunities.

where to write

red
green

| '® north of forty

If everyone lined-up who could have invested in
Trivial Pursuit or could have married an invest-
ment banker or whose mom gave away their Spi-
der Man#1 comic, you' dbelooking at most of the
world. Knowing when to do what and why is
mostly amatter of luck. That’swhy it’scalled luck
soyou don’t confuseit with normal.
STATEMENT MIDDLE-AGED MEN
NEVER MAKE

| spendal ot of timetalking to middle-aged men
and I’ ve noticed there are a bunch of things they
never say. Herearejust afew of them:

—“It'sal my fault.”

— “1 don’t know anything about that.”

—“Youdrive”

—*"| don’t needto usethebathroomright now.”

—"“I’'vehad alot of luck.”

—“I never felt better inmy life.”

— "1 wishthereweremoreyoung peopleinthe
neighborhood.”

ANDMILESTO GOBEFORE | SLEEP

Youknow alot of usmiddle-aged guysareread-
ing the obituaries and discovering that guysalot
younger than us have dunked their last donuit.

It'skind of scary consideringall theabusewe' ve
racked up. When you count up the scars, the cars,
thebarsand thetimeswe’ ve seen starswhich, de-
pending onhow many fingersyou haveleft, could
take sometime, it'sawonder we're still ticking.
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But | wouldn't lineup for wingsjust yet.
Compare a 1952 automobile with this year’s
model, and you’ll find something rare — metal.
Back then they built those babies out of steel, not
plastic and foam and corrugated cardboard. Sheer
over-engineering made those old clunkerslast.
They builtalot of usaroundthen, too. I think you
canseewherel’ mheaded withthis. |’ mnot saying
that we' reany better than thelower mileageyoung
guys are. I'm sure they handle themselves fine.
They'refast, agileand probably alot easier to deal
withonalongroadtrip. All I'm saying isthat as|
godownthehighway of life, I’ mhappy to havethe
extraweight. Especially theway | drive.

Quoteof theDay: “If it'struethat youlearnfrom
your mistakes, | must beagenius.” - Red Green

Red Greenisthestar of “ The Red Green Show,”
atelevision seriesseeninthe U.S on PBSand in
Canada on the CBC Network, and the author of
“The Red Green Book” and “ Red Green Talks
Cars: ALove Sory.”
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