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The Bush Administration committed another serious diplomatic faux pas when it announced Cuba could not compete in this year’s inaugural World Baseball Classic.  Normally the State Department is responsible for embarrassing U.S. citizens worldwide; this time it was the Treasury Department.

Using sports – or art, music and culture – to retaliate when diplomats fail is wrong.  President Bush needs to heed the advice of Hispanic-American philosopher, George Santayana, who warned that if we did not remember the past, we would be condemned to relive it.

In 1980 when Lloyd Cutler was White House counsel, he told President Carter to  boycott the Olympic Games that summer in Moscow and the Soviets would leave Afghanistan.  Hearts were ripped out of our athletes and this country established the worst kind of precedent ever in global sports.  The Russians must be amused now that we have replaced them in Afghanistan.

Cuba is one of 16 nations invited to compete in the prestigious baseball tournament.  It is scheduled to play Panama on March 8 in San Juan.  Puerto Rico and The Netherlands are in the same pool and the two top teams will advance to Orlando.

Since baseball became an Olympic sport in 1992 in Atlanta, the Cubans have won three of the four gold medals.  In the World Cup competition that began in 1938, Cuba has won 25 times, including 12 of the last 13 competitions.  The country’s national team has even held its own against Major League Baseball.  In 1999, thanks to President Clinton, Cuba played two exhibition games against the Baltimore Orioles, splitting the series.

Baseball and softball are now dropped from Olympic competition and this action by our government could doom any reinstatement.  The President must overturn the decision of Treasury Secretary John W. Snow.

To not do so will do irreparable harm to the U.S. internationally. Chances are that other competing teams from the Caribbean and Central America – Venezuela, Dominican Republic, Mexico, and Panama – may opt out of the tournament.

This would only be the beginning.  U.S. cities can forget bidding to host future summer and winter Olympic Games as well as all international and world class events.  The votes will not be there when the decision is made.  The same is true for the all U.S. individuals seeking leadership positions in the all powerful international sports federations.  Following the 1980 Moscow boycott, many were passed over.  And leading referees from our country were not named to officiate important international competitions.

The U.S. Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico each have their own Olympic committees whose athletes regularly compete throughout the region.  Governments and people from all Central American or Caribbean countries support Cuba and disagree with U.S. policy.  

What if invitations were no longer forthcoming to our athletes from our territories? The current policy could impact any of our territories who want to host major regional events. How would  the White House have reacted in 1991 if Fidel Castro, when Cuba hosted the Pan American Games, said the U.S. team would not be allowed to participate in Havana?

Early in his career Castro was a promising young pitcher. There was talk that the Washington Senators considered signing him to a major league contract.  How world history would have changed if Castro threw real baseballs “inside the Beltway.”

There is too much politics already in international sport.  We don’t need any more, especially that coming from Washington.  It is time to let the games begin!

