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HAVANA: On January 1, Cuba will mark the 60th
anniversary of the communist revolution that
brought the late and enigmatic leader Fidel Cas-
tro to power. Here, AFP talks to four Cubans
about what the revolution still means to them.

The ex-combatant 
For 97-year-old Alejandro Ferras Pellicer, the

revolution is as alive now as it ever was. He was the
oldest of a group of 100 rebels, including two of
his brothers, who joined Castro in an unsuccessful
attack on the Moncada barracks in Santiago de
Cuba in July 1953, an operation widely considered
to have launched the Cuban revolution.

On January 1, 1959, Ferras Pellicer was an
exile living in the United States as the US-
backed dictator Fulgencio Batista fled his island
homeland. Ferras Pellicer left his wife behind to
take “the first plane” to Havana. “I arrived before
Fidel,” who was still in Santiago, he said. “I had
to come to join the revolution here,” he told AFP
from the tiny museum dedicated to the Moncada
operation that he built in the capital. “I’ve never
left the country” since, he states with pride.

When confronted by the Batista dictatorship,
“revolution was necessary” because it was
about “fighting for the future.” Most of all,
though, “the revolution was Fidel.” The charis-
matic leader died in 2016. His brother Raul had
taken over as Cuba’s president from 2008 and
ruled until earlier this year, when he passed the
baton to the first non-Castro post-revolutionary
leader, Miguel Diaz-Canel. “For us, Fidel is not
dead. We’re keeping him alive,” insisted Ferras
Pellicer, because “we’re continuing the revolu-
tion” which “can last another 50 years” with
public support. “As long as the revolution has the
people, it is secure.”

The athlete 
Ana Fidelia Quiros was a two-time world

champion and twice Olympic medalist in track

and field. She says she owes everything to the
revolution, even her life. In 1993, she survived a
stove explosion in her home that left burns over
40 percent of her body and killed the child she
was expecting. The revolution “represents
everything for me. It’s thanks to the revolution
that I was able to train as an athlete, become a
better person and, most of all, allowed me to get
through what could have been a fatal accident,”
the former 800-meter runner told AFP.

Two years later, the “Caribbean Storm” won
her first world title in Gothenburg, before re-
peating the feat in Athens in 1997. Such a
Lazarus moment “wouldn’t have been possible if
I didn’t live in a country like this one, where
medicine is free.” The revolution also helped
make sport accessible “for everyone,” turning
the island nation of 11.5 million people into an
Olympic over-achiever, with 78 gold medals in
the Summer Games. Now 55, Quiros recognizes
that “many things are missing” in the country but
hopes that political reforms will “improve the
economy” and help “Cuba regain its place” on
the world sporting landscape.

The dissident 
The son of a communist leader, Vladimiro

Roca has nonetheless been one of the regime’s
fiercest critics for many years. “The revolution
died a long time ago. Now there’s a dictatorial
regime,” the 76-year-old former fighter pilot
told AFP. Having originally followed in his father’s
footsteps — Blas Roca was a Marxist theorist
and parliamentary president from 1976-81 —
the son grew disillusioned with the revolution.

“I fought for a democratic revolution and not
for a family dictatorship, which is what has been
established in Cuba,” said Roca, who was fired
from his job in 1992 and sentenced to five years
in prison in 1997 over his opposition to the
regime. “People are afraid” of repression, ac-
cording to the dissident, who insists the revolu-

tion “will blow itself out.” “First of all, the youth
are fed up. They don’t believe in any of that, and
then there’s not much support from abroad.” “It’s
possible that when (87-year-old) Raul Castro
dies, everything will end because those following
aren’t prepared to risk everything for something
that has no future.”

The doctor 
Lourdes Garces was part of the Cuban hu-

manitarian mission to Brazil that was abruptly
ended last month after Cuban authorities re-
acted with indignation to criticisms from Brazil’s
far right president-elect Jair Bolsonaro. The 54-
year-old doctor was part of previous humani-

tarian missions to Venezuela and Guatemala. She
says the revolution is “developing and can still
offer a lot more.”

“Since its inception... it has shown solidarity
in every sector of society, whether that’s in cul-
ture, education, sport or health.” Her foreign
missions meant she missed “many important
events” in the lives of her two sons, but Garces
is happy to have gained professional experience
by “helping the poorest people.” She refutes any
accusations that Cuba has been using its highly
trained medics to indulge in political indoctrina-
tion known as “white coat diplomacy.” “We don’t
interfere in politics or any other domain outside
of health,” she insisted. — AFP 
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US to take 
‘extraordinary’ 
measures in 
migrant surge
EL PASO:  The United States will take “extra-
ordinary” protective measures to deal with a
surge of immigrant children in custody, Home-
land Security Secretary Kirstjen Nielsen has
said after a second Guatemalan child died in
custody. Nielsen plans to travel later this week
to the Mexico border region to witness medical
screenings and conditions at Border Patrol sta-
tions, she said in a statement Wednesday, as
Congress and President Donald Trump remain
deadlocked over his demands for billions of
dollars to fund a wall along the border. “In re-

sponse to the unprecedented surge of children
into our custody, I have directed a series of ex-
traordinary protective measures,” she said in a
statement after the “deeply concerning and
heartbreaking” death of the child. Nielsen has
asked experts from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention to investigate “the uptick
in sick children crossing our borders” and to
identify what further steps border hospitals
should take in preparation, her statement said.

Nielsen added that she has asked the US
Coast Guard medical corps to assess and
“make appropriate recommendations” about
Border Patrol medical programs, and has
sought additional medical professionals from
the Department of Defense. US Customs and
Border Protection Commissioner Kevin
McAleenan warned Wednesday that the
agency was unable to cope with the thousands
of arrivals, as most facilities were built decades
ago for men arriving alone.

“We need help from Congress. We need to
budget for medical care and mental health care

for children in our facilities,” he told CBS News.
Eight-year-old Felipe Gomez, who collapsed
after running a fever, had traveled with his fa-
ther Agustin Gomez from the indigenous Chuj
Maya community of Nenton, in western
Guatemala’s Huehuetenango department, near
the Mexican border.

He was among almost 25,000 migrant chil-
dren in US custody, according to McAleenan
— the greatest number ever recorded.  “That’s
an enormous flow. That’s very different from
what we’ve seen before,” he said, adding that
the onset of the flu season was putting further
pressure on health care services. In the last two
months, Border Patrol has apprehended 139,817
people on the southwest border, compared
with 74,946 during the same period a year ear-
lier, Nielsen said.

More than 68,500 were “family units” while
almost 14,000 others were unaccompanied
children, she said, and the system has been
pushed to “breaking point.” Augusto Mendoza,
a Guatemalan migrant in El Paso with his one-

year-old son, told AFP he would “never” con-
sider making the journey again. “It’s been very,
very hard. I would never think about doing it
again, I regret it for my son,” said Mendoza,
who was separated from his wife at the border
and released from detention on Christmas Day.

DHS officials said all children in border pa-
trol custody would be given a thorough medical
screening, reaffirming McAleenan’s commit-
ment to “secondary medical checks” with a
focus on those under 10. And Guatemala has
called for an investigation into the boy’s death,
which came just three weeks after a seven-
year-old girl from the country died in similar
circumstances. Gomez was detained with his
47-year-old father at a crossing in El Paso,
Texas, on December 18 and had been trans-
ferred to a New Mexico medical center show-
ing signs of sickness on Monday, the CBP said.
Staff diagnosed him with a cold but later dis-
covered a fever. He was discharged at midday,
with prescriptions for ibuprofen and the antibi-
otic amoxicillin.  — AFP


