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Djibouti national day
Ahmed Araita Ali
AMBASSADOR OF DJIBOUTI

I’m delighted to have been given 
this opportunity by The Japan 
Times to address its esteemed 
readers on the 34th anniversary 
of the Republic of Djibouti’s In-
dependence Day. It is my dis-
tinct pleasure to express on be-
half of H.E. Ismail Omar 
Guelleh, presi-
dent of the Re-
public of Dji-
bouti, and the 
Djibouti people 
my best wishes 
for the health 
and happiness 
of Their Impe-
rial Majesties Emperor Akihito 
and Empress Michiko and 
peace and prosperity to the 
friendly people and government 
of Japan.

Three months have elapsed 
since the Great East Japan 
Earthquake and the subsequent 
deadly tsunami hit the north-
eastern part of Japan. It is again 
with profound sadness on be-
half of Djibouti’s president, peo-
ple and government, and on my 
own and those of the Djibouti 
Embassy staff, that I reiterate 
our deepest condolences to the 
bereaved families who have lost 
loved ones and to the Japanese 
people as a whole. We express 
our strong sympathy to those 
who have been forced to leave 
their homes because of this tri-
ple disaster.

Thanks to the positive image 
of Japan, there were touching 
movements of empathy and 
solidarity toward this country 
throughout the world, including 

my own country. On March 23, 
a day of solidarity was held in 
Djibouti where hundreds of 
people gathered around a city 
square, including the govern-
ment led by the president of the 
republic, to lay a memorial 
wreath for the Tohoku earth-
quake victims. We wish for a 
swift reconstruction process for 
the affected regions and cities.

Despite these difficult mo-
ments that Japan is experienc-
ing, the relations and coopera-
tion with the rest of the world 
and in particular with Africa 
have not in any way dimin-
ished. This is also the case with 
Djibouti as the relations be-
tween Japan and Djibouti have 
been growing strongly for the 
past two years through a num-
ber of high level exchanges of 
visits culminating in the his-
toric visit of H.E. President 
Guelleh to Japan in December 
2010. He was accompanied by 
H.E. Mahmoud Ali Youssouf, 
minister of foreign affairs and 
international cooperation, and a 
strong business delegation led 
by the president of the Djibouti 
Chamber of Commerce, Said 
Omar, and comprising a promi-
nent businessman that was ap-
pointed minister of finance and 
economy, H.E. Ilyas Moussa 
Dawaleh. During this visit, Pres-
ident Guelleh met H.E. Naoto 
Kan, the prime minister, in a 
very open and fruitful discus-
sion during which important 
issues of interest to both sides 

were conversed. The two heads 
of government agreed to further 
consolidate their countries’ stra-
tegic partnership in all fields 
possible and in particular in the 
economic field. 

With regard to the presence of 
Self-Defense Forces in Djibouti 
since 2009, there will be the in-
auguration of a Japanese base in 
Djibouti with the attendance of 
high-ranking officials from both 
countries. The base is the first 
Japanese overseas presence in 
the world for the SDF and is 
mainly focused on fighting pi-
racy in the Gulf of Aden and in 
Indian Ocean waters. It can also 
perform as a good relay post for 
peacekeeping operations in the 

region if necessary. The opening 
of such a base is a good illustra-
tion of the solid bilateral rela-
tions linking Japan to Djibouti.

Even though Djibouti has 
limited economic and defense 
resources, it is committed to 
supporting international efforts 
for maintaining peace and se-
curity in our region first and in 
the rest of the world as a respon-
sible actor and a peace-loving 
nation. My country is not only 
resting on Japan and other 
friendly countries whose vessels 
are patrolling the vast expanses 
of sea but also on its own capac-
ity and those of its neighbors, 
with whom exist a cooperation 
agreement called the Djibouti 
Code of Conduct since 2009.

This agreement has been ac-
ceded to by 18 countries with 
the intention to coordinate their 
fight against piracy and review 
the national law in light of the 
provisions contained in this 
code. The International Mari-
time Organization and the Dji-
bouti government have signed 
in May this year a memoran-
dum of understanding paving 
the way to the start of construc-
tion work on a regional training 
center this year with the main 
support of Japan.

Moreover, in parallel with 
these regional efforts, Djibouti is 
improving its internal capacity 
in terms of manpower and 
equipment with the help of 
friendly partners including Ja-
pan. The Djibouti coast guard 

will focus its attention on fight-
ing piracy but also tackle other 
criminal activities that may 
happen in its territorial sea and 
contiguous economic zone. 

Internally, Djibouti held in 
April the presidential elections 
that have seen a decisive victory 
for H.E. President Guelleh 
against his main challenger. 
The re-election of the incum-
bent leader was the proof that 
his political program has con-
vinced the population. Soon af-
ter his inauguration, he reap-
pointed H.E. Prime Minister 
Dileita Mohamed Dileita and  
formed a new government 
made of new, young faces reso-
lute to launch new policies to 
revamp the social and econom-
ic development in the country. 
This is in concordance with the 
new momentum that H.E. Pres-
ident Guelleh is imprinting on 
the political agenda of the new 

term. More economic develop-
ment needs to be garnered 
through the creation of employ-
ment and improvement of social 
services within the scrutiny of 
good governance.

Djibouti is more and more as-
serting itself as a commercial, 
financial and logistic platform in 
the region. Located along the 
second busiest maritime road, 
the ports of Djibouti and Dorale 
and the related transport sectors 
have witnessed constant 
growth. The Djibouti free zone 
continues to receive more for-
eign firms wishing to establish a 
presence there and use the Dji-
bouti location as a center of dis-
tribution for the products as a 
well as logistic platform. The ex-
tension of the port in the city of 
Tadjourah and its linkage by 
road and rail to the northern 
part of Ethiopia will certainly 
enhance the gateway position of 
my country.

As other foreign investors are 
taking interest in the strategic 
position of Djibouti, I would like 
to warmly invite the Japanese 
companies to invest in Djibouti, 
the gateway to Africa.

I express my gratitude to the 
Japanese people for providing to 
Djiboutian people their support 
in the fields of education, infra-
structures and economic coop-
eration. The projects imple-
mented are directly serving the 
people of Djibouti by providing 
valuable services that are ex-
tremely appreciated by the pop-
ulation. The multifaceted coop-
eration existing between the 
two countries is apparent in the 
partnership with Tokushukai 
Medical Corp. initiated in 2009 
and strengthened during the 

visit last December of H.E. Pres-
ident Guelleh, who awarded Dr. 
Torao Tokuda with one of the 
highest national medals for his 
work for the underprivileged 
around the world. On this occa-
sion, a memorandum of under-
standing was signed between 
the corporation and the Djibou-
ti Health Fund for the project of 
a first-grade hospital using the 
management and the advanced 
medical technology of Japan for 
the benefit of the local patients. 

In terms of integration in the 
region, the power interconnec-
tion between Djibouti and Ethi-
opia is already effective as a 
complementary supply to the 
local production of electricity. 
Well aware of climate change, 
Djibouti is developing its own 
renewable energy sources avail-
able in abundance, such as geo-
thermal and wind sources.

Not only is Djibouti reinforc-
ing its commercial position in 
the region but it is also consoli-

dating its position as a banking 
place with a number of regional 
banks setting their eyes on the 
many incentives and the liberal 
market that exists in Djibouti to 
come and open branches. Since 
last year, three others have set-
tled in Djibouti, increasing the 
overall number to 10 banks. 

Convinced that these positive 
trends will persist during this 
34th year of our independence 
and beyond, I wish to congratu-
late the people of Djibouti, lead-
ership and citizens, for their re-
silience and hard work toward 
creating a prosperous nation.

Nation consolidates position as Africa’s gateway

Official logo of the Djibouti 
Chamber of Commerce 

Friendly ties: Djibouti President Ismail Omar Guelleh meets Prime Minister Naoto Kan in Tokyo on 
Dec. 20. EMBASSY OF DJIBOUTI

Sympathy: Djiboutian youths including students of the College de Fukuzawa in Djibouti show 
their support for Japan’s quake- and tsunami-affected people at a solidarity day rally on March 23 
in Djibouti. EMBASSY OF DJIBOUTI
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When the Arab Spring came to 
Talkalakh, the little Syrian hill 
town a few minutes walk from 
this border village, it seemed to 
last barely a moment. Squads of 
secret police descended on the 
town within hours of the first pro-
tests. Then the army came with 
its tanks, and the progovernment 
militia called the shabiha.

The May siege killed at least 36 
civilians, activists say. Hundreds 
of people were arrested. Thou-
sands fled. By mid-June, the Sun-
ni Muslim town of 70,000 people 
had only a few dozen families re-
maining, according to residents 
who recently escaped into Leba-
non, and those still there are con-
stantly watched by security forces.

But when night falls, the Arab 
Spring comes back to Talkalakh. 
Because that is when the young 
people slip quietly to the rooftops 
of their concrete homes. And in 
the darkness they shout out for 
freedom and for the help of God. 
Silence returns only when sol-
diers begin blindly spraying gun-
fire. As the early success of the 
Arab Spring has bogged down in 
turmoil — civil war in Libya, re-
pression in Bahrain and anarchy 
in Yemen — Syria has become 
mired in its own bloody grind of 
protests and repression. Its stale-
mate is a reflection of the new 
and more complicated chapter 
in the string of Arab uprisings.

If much of the Syrian uprising 
has been cloaked by an authori-
tarian Damascus regime that 
expelled foreign journalists, the 
stakes could turn out to be far 
higher there than almost any-
where else in the Arab world.

In the balance are political re-
form for one of the region’s most 
brutally repressive countries, and 
fear that the nation of 22 million 
people could descend into sectar-
ian conflict that will draw in play-
ers from across the Middle East.

Residents of protesting towns 
describe relentless shelling of 
their neighborhoods. They pass 
around cell phone videos of 
young men so badly tortured that 
their corpses look like butchered 
meat. More than 1,400 Syrians 
have been killed in the crack-
down, activists say, and 10,000 
have been detained.

“Soldiers kick the faces of 
demonstrators under arrest, 
when they are handcuffed on the 
ground. They say: “You want free-
dom? This is your freedom!” said 
a bookish 21-year-old from Talka-
lakh who asked to be identified 
only by his first name, Zakariya, 
fearing retribution against rela-
tives. “They think they can stop 
our protests by abusing us, but 
that is not going to work.”

Like many demonstrators, he 
was surprised to find himself in 
the streets at all.

“We couldn’t even imagine 
that we could talk like this, that 
we could ask for freedom,” he 
said, standing in the shade of 
a tree on Wadi Khaled’s quiet 
main street. But then satellite TV 
brought news of demonstrators 
overthrowing dictators in Tunisia 
and Egypt, and of political con-
vulsions across the Middle East.

“It gave us the courage to raise 
our voices,” he said.

However, three months after 
the protests spread to Syria, the 
country is in a political no-man’s-
land, with President Bashar 
Assad’s regime unable to crush 

the tenacious grass-roots opposi-
tion but unwilling to begin talks 
with them. Assad’s most recent 
peace offering, a vague promise 
to consider political reforms, was 
quickly dismissed by the oppo-
sition as a ploy to buy time and 
hold onto power.

The regime “still believes it can 
crush the protests,” said Rami 
Nakhla, a Syrian activist now liv-
ing underground in Beirut. “But 
it’s clear the regime has played all 
its cards and the protests are not 
burning out. They’re spreading.”

At the same time, the activists 
have not managed so far to draw 
in Syria’s middle class, resulting 
in protests that hopscotch across 
the country but seldom touch the 
largest cities.

The Assad regime has long 
used sheer brutality to hold to-
gether a fragile jigsaw puzzle of 
Middle Eastern backgrounds — 
Sunnis, Shiites, Alawites, Chris-
tians, Kurds, Druse, Circassians, 
Armenians and more. Sectarian 
violence is widely feared, and 
in the worst-case scenario the 
country could descend into a 
Lebanese-style civil war.

At the same time, Syria is an 
important geopolitical linchpin. 
It borders five other nations, has 
close ties to Iran and powerful 
militant groups, and controls 
water supplies to Iraq, Jordan 
and parts of Israel. Meanwhile, 
though Damascus and Israel are 
officially at war and Israel has 
occupied Syria’s Golan Heights 
since 1967, their quiet, behind-
the-scenes contact has some-
times been key to preventing the 
eruption of fighting.

“People are afraid of what 
could happen if Assad falls from 
power,” said Elias Muhanna, a 
political analyst at Harvard Uni-
versity. At worst, it could become 
what he calls “an Iraq scenario,” 
with armed militias carving out 
ethnic fiefdoms.

It is a fear that Damascus 
has carefully nurtured in recent 
months, warning repeatedly that 
only Assad can keep chaos at 
bay. And while most analysts say 
Assad is exaggerating, few deny 
that such violence is a serious 
possibility. That is why many op-
position figures are putting their 
hope on an unlikely player: the 
Syrian Army. Dissidents say they 
are in touch with many lower-
ranking soldiers, and have pub-
licly urged top-ranking officers to 
oust Assad in a coup d’etat.

“We don’t have other options 
right now,” said Radwan Ziadeh, a 
Syrian exile and a visiting scholar 
at the Institute for Middle East 
Studies at George Washington 
University. “We need the army 
officers to take the initiative.”

Getting to that point, though, 

would require crossing a deep 
sectarian chasm. Syria’s deadlock 
is rooted in the divide between 
the Sunni Muslim majority and 
the Alawites, a Shiite offshoot 
that makes up about 11 percent 
of the country. The Assad family 
is Alawite, as are most key lead-
ers in the army, the intelligence 
services and top businesses.

While Sunnis dominate the 
military’s enlisted ranks, the top 
commanders are mostly Alawites. 
They also make up much of the 
army’s feared 4th Division, which 
is led by Assad’s brother, Maher, 
and used to crush the biggest 
protests, as well as the Republi-
can Guard, which is responsible 
for protecting the capital, Damas-
cus. Then there is the shabiha, 
the mafia-style militia the regime 
uses as enforcers, a network of 

fearsome young Alawite men 
known for dressing all in black.

The Alawites rose from eco-
nomic obscurity after the 1970 
coup led by Assad’s father, Hafez, 
gaining power and financial mus-
cle in exchange for loyalty to the 
Assads. It is their support that the 
younger Assad sees as the key to 
continued power. Alawites claim 
they would be oppressed as Mus-
lim heretics if the Sunnis come 
to power, and Sunnis claim they 
are unable to get the government 
jobs essential to reach the lower 
rungs of the middle class. Analyst 
Muhanna says the now-privileged 
Alawites would see majority rule 
as a nightmare.

“They would see it as the end 
of Alawite culture,” he said. “The 
Alawites look at Syria the way the 
Jews look at Israel.”

Whether or not the Alawite 
military commanders turn against 
Assad may depend on the new 
middle class. For now, Assad 
counts on the support of a small 
but growing Syrian middle class, 
a mixture of Sunnis, Alawites 
and other ethnic groups that live 
mostly in the cities of Damascus 
and Aleppo. This newly monied 
class, mostly traders and small 
manufacturers, has seen life im-
prove since the elder Assad died 
in 2000, and his son began open-
ing up the country’s economy.

“So far, they continue to think 
that Assad’s regime ensures sta-
bility and continuity,” said Hilal 
Khashan, a professor of political 
science at the American Univer-
sity of Beirut. “If they reach the 
conclusion that Assad is not their 
man, and the regime is not one to 
rely upon, they will join the pro-
test movement.”

That, he said, will be the point 
when the Syrian Army steps in — 
when they believe a coup could 
keep economic chaos at bay 
while allowing Alawite military 
commanders to retain at least 
some power.

“In order to avert the specter 
of civil war, you would have to 
include the Alawites in a post-
Bashar Assad political order,” said 
Khashan.

While there has been no sign 
of a split in the military, the pro-
tests’ momentum has yet to slow. 
For every Talkalakh where dem-
onstrations are crushed, others 
break out. Dozens of protests have 
erupted across the country. Most 
recently, the government laid 
siege to towns along the northern 
border, sending thousands of refu-
gees streaming into Turkey.

In many ways, Syria’s turmoil is 
not surprising. Across the Middle 
East, protesters have discovered 
that creating new governments is 
far more complicated than driv-
ing out old dictators.

The chaos in countries like 
Libya and Yemen is welcome 
to the Assad regime, which has 
carefully mixed vague promises 
of eventual reform with none-too-
subtle warnings that Syria could 
also spiral into violence.

Government officials blame 
the protests on mysterious gun-
men or Muslim extremists, while 
warning that Israel or other un-
named foreign powers are stage-
managing the demonstrations. 
The opposition insistently denies 
any foreign involvement, and the 
scattered nature of the protests 
appears to indicate broad grass-
roots support and little central 
planning.

Still, dissidents acknowledge 
they began preparing for pro-
tests early this year, when it be-
came clear that calls for democ-
racy were spilling across the Arab 
world.

According to Ziadeh, an infor-
mal exile network smuggled sat-
ellite telephones and other com-
munications gear into the coun-
try, presuming the government 
would clamp down on commu-
nications if protests began. That 
equipment has been essential to 
getting news out through the net-
work of exile-activists. 

But as for Assad himself, he 
has been nearly invisible. He has 
spoken only three times in public 
since the protests erupted.

For the most part, he uses his 
speeches to talk about danger-
ous saboteurs and international 
conspiracies he insists are out to 
undermine Syria.

But he also makes clear that 
violence may be the ultimate 
answer. “What is at stake is the 
homeland,” he said in March 30 
speech to Parliament. “The Syr-
ian people are peaceful people, 
loving people, but we have never 
hesitated in defending our causes, 
interests and principles, and if we 
are forced into a battle, so be it.”

Stalemate in Syria heralds new chapter in Arab uprisings
Assad seeks support of militia, 
middle class to avert civil war

Flying high: Syrian soldiers sitting in the back of a helicopter over Damascus on Tuesday display 
the country’s national flag and a photograph of President Bashar Assad. AP
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