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  BRAZIL ALERT 
Cuba, Itamaraty, and Brazil: Same Old Song? 

 
  William Barr 

OVERVIEW 

• Presidential adviser Marco Aurelio Garcia has kept an uncharacteristically low profile during the recent 
heated public debate over Cuban human rights. Instead, the Brazilian Foreign Ministry, Itamaraty, took 
the lead to defend Brazil’s abstention in the UN Human Rights Commission and criticize the Castro 
regime’s summary execution of three Cuban hijackers and the lengthy prison terms given to 75 political 
dissidents, while also promising to vote against any measure in the OAS critical of Cuba’s actions. 

• While Itamaraty stepped into the spotlight on the Cuba question, it seems to have lost ground elsewhere 
when President Luis Inácio “Lula” da Silva began to consider giving Antonio Palocci, the finance minister, 
lead responsibility in the negotiation of a hemisphere-wide free trade agreement (FTAA). Trade 
negotiations have customarily been the bailiwick of Itamaraty. 

• It is early in Lula’s administration to speculate about a new path for Brazilian foreign policy, but there are 
signs that Itamaraty’s monopoly may be loosening.

The New York Times was by no means the lone voice in 
criticizing Brazil’s abstentions on the Cuba-related motions 
before the UN Human Rights Commission. Much tougher 
criticism has come from a wide range of Brazilians, 
including a substantial segment of academics, journalists, 
and even politicians who have long praised Cuba’s 
independence from the U.S. orbit and criticized the United 
States’ economic blockade. 

There are several interesting aspects to this situation. First, 
presidential adviser Marco Aurelio Garcia has adopted an 
uncharacteristically low profile on Cuban human rights, 
causing VEJA magazine, the continent’s leading 
newsweekly, to ask, “Where’s Marco Aurelio?” Garcia had 
a personal role in making sure Fidel Castro attended Lula’s 
inauguration and has been an often-controversial proponent 
of the new administration’s close relationship with 
Venezuela’s leftist/nationalist president Hugo Chávez. But 
the president’s international adviser has been silent on 
Cuba since Castro’s harsh actions against the dissidents. 

Instead, Itamaraty has taken the lead official role in Brazil’s 
response to the execution of three Cubans by the Castro 
regime and lengthy prison terms for 75 political dissidents. 
The ministry’s high profile on the issue reflects its 
adherence to and exposition of Brazil’s traditional distaste 
for one-country resolutions, in this case offered in the 
Human Rights Commission. But it also appears to signal its 
intention to regain influence and initiative perceived as 
lessened by Garcia’s activism. 

Several senior officials, including the minister, chose both 
public and private fora to emphasize the language 
indicating Brazil’s “strong concern” (forte preocupaçao) of 
the situation in Cuba, while they justify their abstention on 
the grounds that the issue should not be discussed in a 
“politicized” environment. Ambassador-designate to Cuba 
Tilden Santiago, a defeated PT (Workers’ Party) candidate 
for the Senate who has yet to present his credentials in 
Havana, was more doctrinaire, decrying a supposed 
political manipulation by the United States. That Itamaraty 
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chose to issue a statement of explanation of its abstention in 
the Human Rights Commission vote was in itself unusual 
and an implicit acknowledgment that its position was to a 
degree awkward. Minister Celso Amorim’s words before 
the Foreign Affairs and National Defense Committee in the 
lower house did not come across to the Congress as fully 
compelling. He told the committee, “I think it regrettable 
that someone is imprisoned for the crime of having an 
opinion. I also find it regrettable that there be summary 
judgments and the death penalty.” But he also justified 
Brazil’s abstention by saying, “If I were to show shock or 
horror over all that I see, Brazil would have diplomatic 
relations with few countries.” He also told the committee 
that Brazil would vote against any proposal introduced in 
the OAS to censure or otherwise punish Cuba. 

Nor was criticism of Brazil’s position limited to 
conservative media outlets like Sao Paulo’s Jornal da 
Tarde, which said, “in diplomatic matters, the PT continues 
behaving as if it were in the opposition…. It doesn’t know 
how to separate mere ideological sympathies from the 
greater interests of the Nation.” Columnist Clovis Rossi of 
the liberal Folha de Sao Paulo, long a supporter of Lula 
and the PT and a defender of Cuba against the United 
States, characterized Brazil’s vote as an “imbecilic,” 
anachronistic defense of the Castro regime. Although there 
was by no means unanimity, a substantial number of leftist 
academics were likewise critical: some called on the 
government to stop using Cuba as a stick with which to 
poke the United States, while others noted that the 
president—a former union official targeted by Brazilian 
military governments for speaking out—had missed an 
opportunity to exert moral leadership. And, while the 
Cuban ambassador to Brazil sent his personal thanks for 
Brasilia’s vote, PT deputy Fernando Gabeira (himself a 
former guerrilla who participated in the kidnapping of U.S. 
ambassador Charles Elbrick in 1969) called Brazil’s 
attitude towards Cuba “indulgent.” 

The Brazilian Senate has stepped up as well. Two motions, 
one a harsh condemnation of Cuba, have been put forward. 
A third resolution, combining elements of the other two, is 
likely, and its proponents feel it has a good chance of 
passage. A request to Cuba for permission for a group of 
senators representing both the administration and 
opposition to conduct a fact-finding mission is also in the 
works, and the organizers feel a positive response will be 
forthcoming. 

While Itamaraty’s pronouncements on Cuba were getting 
attention, the ministry seemed to be weakened in other 
respects. Lula has reportedly decided to consider giving the 
lead for negotiation of an FTAA agreement to Antonio 
Palocci, the finance minister, although no final decision has 
been reached. Trade negotiations have customarily been the 

bailiwick of Itamaraty. Although there has been repeated 
criticism of that ministry for not defending Brazil’s interests 
in negotiating international commercial agreements with 
sufficient energy, a likelier reason for the possible transfer 
of responsibility is dissatisfaction with perceived attempts 
to undermine the negotiations so as to permit Brazil’s 
withdrawal from them, an initiative media and other 
sources ascribe to Samuel Pinheiro Guimarães, the Foreign 
Ministry’s number two. (More recently, Itamaraty floated a 
trial balloon that Ambassador Alvaro Alencar would be put 
in charge of FTAA negotiations, replacing Ambassador 
Clodoaldo Hugueney. Ambassador Alencar was director for 
international affairs in the Finance Ministry when Brazil 
declared a moratorium on the payment of its foreign debt 
during the Sarney administration.) 

As with so many aspects of the new administration, it is too 
early to trust the tea leaves. After a meeting with his 
ministers in mid-May, the president specifically 
commended the Foreign Ministry and a few others for their 
coherent plans of action. But a number of voices in and out 
of government are nonetheless wondering whether it is 
getting out of step with the president’s policies and with a 
large segment of Brazil’s opinion leaders. 
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