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Netherlands queen’s day

Crisis comes as president marks 100 days in office

Obama faces huge
test over swine flu
ANALYSIS
------------------------------------------

Steve Holland
Washington
REUTERS

------------------------------------------

At 100 days in office, President
Barack Obama is facing his
first domestic emergency with
the outbreak of swine flu and is
seeing yet again how fresh
challenges can erupt from the
most unlikely of places.

In the space of a month, he
has had to deal with a North
Korean missile launch and a
hostage drama involving So-
mali pirates half a world away.

And now, from Mexico comes
a flu that may have killed 159
people south of the border but
has not had the same deadly
force in the United States, sick-

ening at least 65 and killing a 23-
month-old child.

If there is any clear tenden-
cy he has demonstrated in his
response to all of these chal-
lenges, it is that he has re-
sponded to all of them with an
abundance of caution.

He denounced the missile
launch as provocative but
made no sudden moves. The
Somali pirate crisis played out
over four days before U.S.
snipers killed three pirates
and freed the hostage Ameri-
can freighter captain.

In the case of this swine flu,
Obama has walked a fine line,
appearing concerned but try-
ing not to generate panic
among Americans already
edgy over the weak economy.

‘‘This is obviously a cause

for concern and requires a
heightened state of alert. But
it is not a cause for alarm,’’
Obama said on Monday.

He has dispatched key offi-
cials to offer reassuring words
to anxious Americans, includ-
ing White House homeland se-
curity adviser John Brennan,
the secretary of the Homeland
Security Department, Janet
Napolitano, and Richard Bes-
ser, acting director of the Cen-
ters for Disease Control.

Napolitano said the number
of confirmed swine flu cases is
likely to rise in the next few
days, but that ‘‘we are confi-
dent in the efforts under way
across the federal govern-
ment and across state and lo-
cal governments to keep
Americans safe and healthy.’’

White House Chief of Staff
Rahm Emanuel, in a CNBC in-
terview Tuesday, was careful
to point out to his interviewer
that the government’s ap-
proach to dealing with swine
flu should not be considered a
‘‘crisis response.’’

‘‘That’s a fair question, but I
think this is very sensitive at
this moment. I think you have
a public health concern. That’s
first and foremost,’’ he said.

Challenges come in fast and
furiously at the White House,
unexpectedly from any and all
directions, and a president’s
response can define his time in
office.

Nobody is suggesting at this
time that the swine flu out-
break presents as serious a
problem as, say, Hurricane
Katrina in 2005. Time will tell.

Norman Ornstein, a politi-
cal expert at the American
Enterprise Institute, said the
unexpected event is an inher-
ent feature of the White House.

‘‘You’re almost always go-
ing to basically deal with the
possibility that there will be
some other crisis that emerg-
es just as you’re juggling other
balls. Obama seems ready to
do that compared to other
presidents,’’ Ornstein said.

But it would help, he added, if
Obama had more members of
his relevant team in place, since
some key players are not yet in
place at the Department of
Health and Human Services.

Mexico hopeful that masks work
Public health officials in U.S. say there’s little
evidence of effectiveness in holding back flu

Mexico City
AP

------------------------------------------

The cloth patches in green,
blue and white are every-
where, clamped tight over the
mouth and nose of teachers,
toddlers, policemen and
drunks. Even the statue at the
church of St. Jude, patron
saint of lost causes, has been
fitted with a light-blue surgi-
cal mask to ward off swine flu.

But do they work?
While Mexico has handed out

millions of facial coverings,
U.S. officials have held off, say-
ing there is little evidence of
their effectiveness. Some doc-
tors warn they might even be
harmful, causing people to take
risks — like venturing into
crowds or neglecting to wash
hands — in the mistaken belief
that the mask protects them.

The ubiquitous masks give an
unsettling air to this overcrowd-
ed city, as if 20 million people
have entered a scene from some
kind of apocalyptic future.

Soldiers hand them out at
subway stations. Pharmacies
and hardware stores can’t keep

them in stock. Newspapers
have begun running front page
instructions on making do-it-
yourself mouth coverings.
President Felipe Calderon
proudly boasted over the week-
end that more than 6 million
masks have been distributed.

U.S. health officials give
very different guidance. The
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention said there is

not a lot of evidence that
masks do much good, and
have pointedly not recom-
mended their use by the gener-
al public. Swine flu is thought
to be transmitted in much the
same way as seasonal flu, by
touching something with the
virus and then passing it to the
nose or mouth or through
coughing or sneezing.

Experts say people who
come in close contact with
known swine flu patients
should wear high filtration
masks like those used by
health professionals, which
are more effective but also
more expensive (about 12 pe-
sos, or $1) and generally un-
available in Mexico City. But
even these masks, which filter
out fine particles carried in
the air, must be used properly
to give real protection.

‘‘The evidence that masks
work is relatively weak,’’ said

Peter Sandman, a New Jer-
sey-based consultant in crisis
communication. Still, he was
loath to criticize the Mexican
government, because mask-
wearing also can have psycho-
logical benefits.

‘‘It’s not dumb to give people
things to do, even if those
things are only slightly effec-
tive, because it will make

those who are anxious feel
calmer, and those who are too
nonchalant take the threat
more seriously,’’ he said.

In the streets of Mexico’s
capital, almost everybody was
taking the threat seriously.

Drivers wore the masks
while alone in their cars.
Young couples strolled down
the street talking to each other
through the gauzy coverings,
and parents fitted small
masks over the faces of tod-
dlers and infants.

Some wore the masks like
talismans wrapped around
their necks rather than over
their mouth and nose, more as
a point of faith than for physi-
cal protection. Others took a
comical approach, painting
Pancho Villa mustaches or
wide, toothy smiles on the
mask — but still keeping them
firmly in place.

Remedios Ramirez sold re-
ligious trinkets to the faithful,
her mask dangling loosely
around her neck. Asked why
she didn’t have it over her
mouth, she gestured to a lolli-
pop she was sucking.

‘‘I’ll put it back on when I fin-
ish,’’ she said. ‘‘But I don’t have a
lot of faith in these masks. It is
all in God’s hands.’’

WHO says
alert level
may rise
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

flu, health officials said Tues-
day. Final tests were under
way to confirm the results,
which could take up to two
weeks.

Nine other people have re-
ported symptoms such as high
fever and a cough since travel-
ing to Mexico or the U.S. Four
tested negative while five oth-
ers, including a 15-month-old
girl, were still undergoing
tests, the Korea Centers for
Disease Control and Preven-
tion said.

Raising the WHO alert level
to phase 5 would indicate the
virus has become established
in at least two countries, caus-
ing outbreaks among people
who haven’t traveled abroad.
It could also trigger a recom-
mendation from WHO for vac-
cine manufacturers to switch
production from seasonal flu
vaccines to a pandemic vac-
cine. It will take at least 4-6
months to get the first batches
of a pandemic vaccine.

Dr. Nikki Shindo, a WHO flu
expert taking part in the scien-
tific review, said medical ex-
perts are still trying to deter-
mine just how dangerous the
virus is.

‘‘The one thing we don’t re-
ally understand is why the
cases in Mexico are so se-
vere,’’ she said, adding that
WHO is looking into whether
the Mexican cases involve un-
derlying medical conditions
that have caused people there
to fare worse than patients
elsewhere.

Shindo said that ‘‘hundreds
of thousands’’ of people in
Mexico could theoretically be
infected with swine flu even if
they are showing no or only
mild symptoms.

Shindo said the outbreak
linked to students at St. Fran-
cis Preparatory school in
Queens, N.Y., is an important
case study that ‘‘will help us
understand how the virus is
spread, it’s incubation period
and the severity of infection.’’

Shindo said it was impor-
tant to keep in mind that even
normal flu outbreaks kill peo-
ple. In poor countries such as
Madagascar and Congo, out-
breaks of seasonal influenza
have infected up to half of the
population, with mortality
rates reaching 1 percent of the
entire nation.

Covered?: Pedestrians wearing flu masks walk across Lazaro Cardenas Avenue in Mexico City on Tuesday. Mexico has
distributed millions of masks, but U.S. officials are not convinced that they work. AFP-JIJI

400-year friendship holds promise of closer future ties
Dr. Philip de Heer
AMBASSADOR OF THE NETHERLANDS

------------------------------------------

The official birthday of Her
Majesty Queen Beatrix is cele-
brated April 30, in the middle
of the tulip sea-
son. I took up
my duties as
Dutch ambassa-
dor in August
last year, so this
is my first
spring in Japan.
I have noticed
the innumerable tulip festivals
that are celebrated all over Ja-
pan during the month of April
— usually related to a com-
memoration of Dutch-Japa-
nese historical events.

This year it was especially
lively on this front since in 2009
we will mark the 400th anniver-
sary of our official trade rela-
tions. The long-standing friend-
ship between Japan and the
Netherlands is a fact many will
acknowledge. Friendship takes
energy, time and investment. It
involves practical issues, l i k e
exchanging knowledge, trading
and visiting each other. But it
also occasionally requires
something extra, to show that
you still value the friendship.
That is why Japan and the
Netherlands are celebrating
this year.
Japan leads the way

Nowadays it is hard to imag-
ine that for many centuries, the
Japanese archipelago was
completely isolated from the
West. Between 1639 and 1854,
during the Edo Period, the

Netherlands was the only West-
ern country that was allowed to
trade with Japan. However, the
small island of Deshima in Na-
gasaki functioned not only as a
trading post, it also provided a
window for the importation into
Japan of Western knowledge, in
the fields of medical science,
flora and fauna, chemistry,
physics and even engineering.
Dutch studies, ‘‘rangaku,’’ were
synonymous with new knowl-
edge and technology for two
centuries.

These days Japan is an origi-
nator of knowledge, technologi-
cal renewal and creative solu-
tions for contemporary prob-
lems — and the Netherlands
wants to receive the full benefit
of this know-how. This will be
the main theme of the official
visits to Japan by Dutch minis-
ters to mark the commemora-
tions of the trade relations: The
Netherlands attaches great im-
portance to innovation as the
engine of economic and social
development. Therefore we
will emphasize our wish to
learn from Japan, and intensify
scientific and technological
joint projects.

During the visit to Japan by
the Netherlands minister of
transport, public works and wa-
ter management in October,
topics will be the ongoing ex-
change of know-how with Ja-
pan on intelligent transport sys-
tems, traffic management,
public transport and railways;
and the introduction into the
Netherlands, using Japanese
technology, of an ultrasilent

road surface.
On the occasion of the cele-

bration of 400 years of trade re-
lations between Japan and the
Netherlands, the prime minis-
ter of the Netherlands, Jan Pe-
ter Balkenende, will head a
mission of members of the
Dutch Innovation Platform to
Japan from Oct. 24 until 28. The
mission will visit organizations
that are involved in innovation
in Japan.

The Dutch Innovation Plat-
form was established in 2003 by
the Dutch government to en-
sure that the Netherlands
would regain its place among
the international top 10 coun-
tries in higher education, re-
search and innovation. The In-
novation Platform aims to ex-
amine critically how
knowledge and innovation sys-
tems function, and facilitate
breakthroughs. It is charged

with the task of creating the
conditions, establishing the
connections, and developing
the vision required to stimulate
innovation and entrepreneur-
ship in the Netherlands. During
its Japan visit, it will look for
new impulses that can be ap-
plied to innovation processes in
the Netherlands. The mission
also hopes to give impulses to
Japanese counterparts as well
as establish new exchange rela-
tions that will improve innova-
tive processes in both coun-
tries.

The prime minister, who is
chairman of the Innovation
Platform, will be accompanied
by the two vice chairpersons of
this platform: Minister of Edu-
cation, Culture and Science
Ronald Plasterk and Minister
of Economic Affairs Maria van
der Hoeven. They will lead a
large group of members of the
Dutch Innovation Platform to
Japan. The Dutch Innovation
Platform includes experts from
the world of politics, business
science and education.
Dutch contributions

In this way, the ties with Ja-
pan are important for my coun-
try. Nevertheless, the Nether-
lands has some significance for
Japan as well: Like Japan, the
Netherlands is densely populat-
ed and the area available for
farming is relatively small.
Like Japan, my country is fac-
ing the challenges of an aging
society, concern for the envi-
ronment, food safety and secu-
rity. Nevertheless, we have
managed to become the sec-

ond-largest exporter of agricul-
tural products in the world be-
hind only the United States. En-
trepreneurship and innovation
have made it possible to pro-
duce high-quality and safe food
products in an environmentally
friendly way, on less land area
and with less people. Also in ag-
riculture and fisheries, innova-
tion is the key to development,
and we are looking forward to
further promoting cooperation
and exchange of knowledge in
this field.

Second, and importantly, the
Netherlands is an excellent lo-
cation for Japanese direct in-
vestment: More than 400 Japa-
nese companies have estab-
lished offices in our country —
including around 80 European
headquarters. The Netherlands
offers a perfect corporate tax
rate for Japanese corporations
and furthermore a favorable
tax climate; a well-trained and
multilingual workforce; a high
standard of living; an excellent
infrastructure, not only for lo-
gistics (Rotterdam Port, Schip-
hol Airport) but also for data
exchange.

Japanese companies have
been welcomed by my country
from an early date, and consti-
tute one of the largest and most
important groups of investors
in the Netherlands.
Historical relations

Historical ties will be high-
lighted, not only in and by them-
selves but with regard to the
way they have contributed to
the present bilateral coopera-
tion, for instance in the field of

water management and public
works. Dutch engineers worked
in this field in Japan in the Meiji
Era and water still is an impor-
tant element in our joint activi-
ties — recently strengthened by
the friendship of the crown
princes of our countries who
are both active in international
water affairs. There is a regu-
lar fruitful exchange of know-
how, especially with regard to
the rise of sea levels and water
security.

This year will see a large
number of activities: confer-
ences on historical and contem-
porary topics, e.g., on the
Dutch East India Company and
Nagasaki; on water manage-
ment; cultural activities such
as jazz concerts and exhibitions
of Dutch contemporary design;
festivities in Hirado, where the
first Dutch factory will be re-
constructed. As an example of
cooperation between Japanese
technological know-how and
Dutch creative talents, a m o -
bile telephone game has been
developed jointly with Taito
Corp. for the Japanese market
— centering on Dutch water
management.

As for our shared cultural
heritage: the Dutch minister
for international cultural coop-
eration, who is also in charge of
our shared cultural heritage,
will visit the heritage sites in
Japan in July. He will go to Na-
gasaki and Hirado to visit the
most important sites of our
shared past, and he will discuss
how this shared past can be pro-
tected and developed in the fu-

ture to strengthen our present-
day relations and exchanges.
Celebrations at home

The commemoration of our
long-standing trading history
will be extensively highlighted
in the Netherlands as well. Ex-
hibitions, festivals and sports
events will all be featured. The
official commemorative cere-
mony will be held at the end of
August in the medieval
Knights’ Hall of the Dutch Par-

liament. Their Imperial High-
nesses Prince and Princess
Akishino will travel to the Neth-
erlands to attend this ceremo-
ny, thus symbolizing the friend-
ly relations not only between
Japan and the Netherlands but
also between our royal fami-
lies.

In short, our countries boast
a long, shared past — and this
bodes well for an equally long,
shared future.

Queen Beatrix of the
Netherlands

U.S. scientists want ingredient
for swine flu vaccine by May

Washington
AP

------------------------------------------

U.S. scientists hope to have a
key ingredient for a swine flu
vaccine ready in early May, but
are finding that the novel virus
grows slowly in eggs — the chief
way flu vaccines are made.

Even if all goes well, it still
will take months before any
shots are available for the first
required safety testing.

‘‘We’re working together at
100 miles an hour to get mate-
rial that will be useful,’’ Dr.
Jesse Goodman, who oversees
the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration’s swine flu work, said.

Using samples of the new
swine flu, taken from people
who fell ill in Mexico and the
United States, scientists are
engineering a strain that could
trigger the immune system
without causing illness.

‘‘We’re about a third of the
way’’ to that goal, Dr. Ruben
Donis of the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention
said in an interview Tuesday.

The hope is to have that in-
gredient — called a ‘‘reference
strain’’ in vaccine jargon — to
manufacturers around the sec-
ond week of May, so that they
can begin their own laborious

production work, Donis said.
Standard antiflu drugs can

treat the illness. But the world
has no vaccine that prevents
this new strain, a mix of pig,
human and bird viruses that
people may have little natural
immunity to. And if the virus
ultimately spreads enough to
spark a pandemic — which has
not happened yet and may not
— a vaccine would be key.

Vaccine manufacturers are
just beginning production for
next winter’s regular influen-
za vaccine, which protects
against three human flu
strains. Monday, the World
Health Organization said fac-
tories should stay with that
course for now — it will not
call for mass production of a
swine flu vaccine unless the
outbreak worsens globally.

Think of flu viruses as wear-
ing coats, changeable proteins
on their surface that trigger the
immune system to mount an at-
tack. Those proteins give flu
strains their main identity: This
new swine flu is part of the Type
A/H1N1 family — the ‘‘H’’ being
a version of the protein hemag-
glutinin and the ‘‘N’’ is the pro-
tein neuraminidase. Matching
those H and N components
forms the basis of a vaccine.

‘It’s not dumb to give people things to do, even if
those things are only slightly effective, because it
will make those who are anxious feel calmer, and
those who are too nonchalant take the threat
more seriously.’
CRISIS COMMUNICATION CONSULTANT PETER SANDMAN
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