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Djibouti national day

A decade of challenges and achievements
Ahmed Araita Ali
AMBASSADOR OF DJIBOUTI TO JAPAN

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

I’m delighted to have been given
this opportunity by The Japan
Times to address its esteemed
readers on the
32nd anniversa-
ry of the Repub-
lic of Djibouti’s
independen c e .
It is my distinct
pleasure to ex-
tend on behalf
of the President
of the Republic of Djibouti Is-
mail Omar Guelleh, and the
Djibouti government and peo-
ple, my best wishes of happi-
ness, peace and prosperity to
Their Imperial Majesties Em-
peror Akihito and Empress
Michiko, the Imperial family,
and the friendly government
and people of Japan.

This celebration is a con-
stant tribute to the sons and
daughters of this young nation
who have paid a heavy sacri-
fice for the freedom and inde-
pendence that current genera-
tions enjoy. This event will be
celebrated with a festive
mood, but with a very high re-
spect to the memory of those
who made possible the real ex-
istence of this country.

This year’s celebration has
also a particular flavor with
the marking of the 10-year ac-
cession of President Guelleh
to the highest post in the coun-
try. I seize this opportunity to

express my heartfelt congrat-
ulations to the president, gov-
ernment and to all Djibou-
tians, whether in Djibouti, Ja-
pan or elsewhere, for this 32nd
year of independence, and
wish them joyful celebrations,
peace and prosperity.

After winning two presiden-
tial elections in a row, in 1999
and 2005, the president un-
veiled each time ambitious
projects for the economic and
social development of the
country. The president also
took the opportunity to hold a
forum scrutinizing govern-
ment actions during the mid-
dle of his second term of office.
It has been hailed by many
Djiboutians and outsiders as
an exemplary model of trans-
parency and good governance
in the sense of subjecting the
government to public scruti-
ny. This has demonstrated the
maturity of the Djibouti de-
mocracy through which the
government tries to promote
economic and social develop-
ment while fully respecting
the human rights of its citi-
zens, and understanding their
maintenance as not contradic-
tory to the interests of the
state, but as part and parcel of
the raison d’etre of the state.

As President Guelleh said:
‘‘I am convinced that human
rights will be an abstract if we
don’t apply them to the most
palpable and tangible aspects
in daily life.’’ Therefore hu-

man rights in the Djiboutian
perspective must include the
right of access to basic ameni-
ties such as education, health,
housing and employment, as
well as security alongside
those guaranteeing the politi-
cal rights of free movement
and speech.

Security is one of the pillars
of human rights as well as the
foundation for the existence of
a country, so the president and
his new government wisely
achieved peace and stability
in the country by signing a
peace agreement with the
armed opposition in 2000. The
return of stability was the
starting point of an ambitious
plan to make Djibouti a com-
mercial and transportation
hub capitalizing on its strate-
gic position. After several
years and the emergence of a
modern port at Dorale, around
which a number of industrial
and commercial firms are de-
veloping, Djibouti’s landscape
is undergoing a positive
change in terms of new build-
ings and roads, and in terms of
new opportunities. The chang-
es are also visible outside the
main cities in other regions
and villages. Today asphalt
roads are linking all the major
towns of the region to the capi-
tal city and they will be ex-
tended to other villages thus
encompassing remote areas.

The decentralization pro-
cess under way in the five re-

gions that compose the coun-
try is another political reform
that aims at reinforcing the
decision-making process at
political and economic levels.
The political aspect of the de-
centralization has been prog-
ressing since the first regional
and municipal elections in
March 2006. It was quickly fol-
lowed by the start of work on
tackling some major develop-
ment issues facing regional
populations.

As the interior regions are
in need of economic autono-
my, the government under
President Guelleh’s leader-
ship has devised a strategy of
fostering economic poles in
the different regions based on
each’s specificities. Projects
have been initiated in each re-
gion, whether it is a project ex-
ploiting their mineral resourc-
es or enhancing ecotourism.
The Lake Assal Project, which
combines these two develop-
ment paths, has been under
way since last year. It aims at
exporting the abundant salt
produced naturally after pro-
cessing and packaging at local
plants, and shipping from a
port currently under construc-
tion.

The regions are also acquir-
ing more autonomy in power
and water services, with the
promotion of small-scale pro-
jects exploiting renewable en-
ergies like wind, geothermal
and solar power.

The government has
launched a number of political
and economic reforms. The
main objective was to clean up
the finances of the country and
maintain a good course with-
out engaging in a heavy defi-
cit. For the last three years,
the country has enjoyed posi-
tive economic growth of be-
tween 4 percent and 5 percent.
Last year, the economy grew
a  t a pace of 5.8 percent, in
spite of the financial and eco-
nomic crisis looming in the
global economy. The healthy
economic situation has at-
tracted a lot investors, who
are seizing opportunities in
terms of a liberal business cli-
mate and the cross-border fa-
cility that allows one company
to operate in the Greater Horn
of Africa and the rest of the
continent. The banking sys-
tem has been expanding. Six
banks, commercial banking
as well as Islamic banking,
are catering for the needs of
the population and local busi-
nesses. Djibouti aspires to be-
come a financial center.

The country has also wit-
nessed great achievements in
the education and health sec-
tors, which are paramount in
realizing the Millennium De-
velopment Goals. For the last
10 years, enrollment and at-
tendance at primary schools,
secondary schools and univer-
sities have doubled or even
multiplied threefold. This in-
creasing percentage of school
enrollment positions Djibouti
on a good path to achieve the
education goal. One strategic
policy that gave impetus to the
education sector was the open-
ing of Djibouti University in
2000. From roughly 400 stu-
dents, the university is wel-
coming this academic year
more than 5,000 students ma-
joring in a variety of disci-
plines. The university has
helped maintain Djibouti’s
pool of researchers and highly
qualified teachers, and has
succeeded in attracting Dji-
boutians looking for similar
opportunities back to their
homeland.

In the health sector all the
parameters in child and ma-
ternal health, in fighting infec-
tious diseases and other fields
of general medicine are im-
proving. The number of health
units and hospitals has been
growing throughout the coun-
try with the establishment of
referral units in the regions
that will provide treatment,
including surgery, to patients
without resorting every time
to evacuation to the hospitals
in the capital. The opening of
the first Faculty of Medicine
in 2007 will be crucial in pro-
viding the health sector with
locally trained doctors in suffi-
cient numbers to cover its
needs while at the same time
relying on overseas training in
case of patent medicine.

The reforms of the last de-
cade took place in different
sectors, including judicial, en-
ergy, the advancement of
women, youth and social af-
fairs, and all have had positive
impacts on public affairs and
daily life. One initiative, ‘‘The
National Initiative for Social
Development,’’ tries to em-
body the government’s will-
ingness to fight encroaching
poverty due to hikes in food
prices. The initiative has

brought the population living
in the suburban and rural
areas closer to water, health
and education facilities so as
to alleviate the burden on their
meager budget. Another as-
pect of the initiative involves
expanding agricultural pro-
duction by allocating parcels
of land and equipment to semi-
nomad families who are cattle
breeders. There is also the
ambitious cultivation of the
largest areas of land in friend-
ly countries, and bringing the
harvest to Djibouti for mar-
keting and distribution to the
needy.

Relations between Japan
and Djibouti have always been
excellent, and they continue to
be so. They are built on mutual
respect and friendship that
have lasted for more than
three decades. They have
been confirmed by significant
cooperation in the fields of
economy, international af-
fairs and trade.

The most recent example of
these excellent relations lies
in the fruitful cooperation
against the phenomenon of pi-
racy off the Somali coast. The
Djibouti government wel-
comed the decision at the be-

ginning of this year by the Jap-
anese government to send
Maritime Self-Defense Force
vessels to the Gulf of Aden and
Indian Ocean to prevent pi-
rates from hijacking mer-
chant vessels. The Djibouti
authorities offered to make
available the use of all facili-
ties for the deployment of the
MSDF and other personnel
participating in the fight
against piracy as a clear sign
of support to Japan, which has
been at our side for the last
three decades.

This has been possible
through the swift cooperation
and dialogue initiated at all
levels of the political and ad-
ministrative authorities of
both countries, which culmi-
nated in the signing of a bilat-
eral agreement for the pres-
ence of Japanese Self-Defense
Forces by the foreign minis-
ters of the two countries in
April 2009. During his stay,
Foreign Minister Mahmoud
Ali Youssouf had fruitful dis-
cussions with his Japanese
counterpart Hirofumi Naka-
sone, Defense Minister Yasu-
kazu Hamada and other high
officials. There was a conver-
gence of views on the need to

curb piracy in the Indian
Ocean as well as the reinforce-
ment of capacity building of
coastal countries to allow
them to be active proponents
in this fight.

On Jan. 29 to 30, Djibouti
hosted a regional meeting un-
der the auspices of the Inter-
national Maritime Organiza-
tion, which led to the adoption
of a code of conduct, and the
setting up of a regional train-
ing center for the coast guards
of the region and information
centers to cooperate in this im-
portant field.

We welcome also the recent
enactment by the Diet of the
antipiracy law to reinforce the
activities of the MSDF in the
Indian Ocean.

In conclusion, I would like to
reiterate to the government
and people of Japan my sin-
cere gratitude for the support
provided to the Republic of
Djibouti in its search for sus-
tainable development. One
significant illustration of this
exemplary cooperation lies in
the construction of a ferry that
will link the northern regions
of the country to the capital
city. The ferry will be deliv-
ered in October this year.

Free zones promote foreign direct investment
Djibouti’s free zone develop-
ment policy is undoubtedly the
consecration of the vision of
President Ismail Omar Guelleh
to make the republic the busi-
ness hub of the region and the
investment gateway to Africa.

Indeed, as normal partners
to the harbor domain, the free
zones aim to not only sustain
the business opportunities
that are born out of the exist-
ing infrastructure (harbors,
airport, roads) but also in par-
ticular to establish a favorable
environment for investment
and trade.

The modernization of the
country’s infrastructure was
one of the priorities of Presi-
dent Guelleh, who since his ac-
cession to power in 1999, has
worked relentlessly to imple-
ment this ambitious project of
growth and development. In
2009, at the time of a 10-year
report, the ports and free
zones are undeniably the pil-
lars of an economic gover-
nance reassessed. Besides the
innovative strategies of devel-
opment inherent to these sec-
tors, the new dynamic intro-
duced by the president lies in
resorting to the system of pub-
lic/private partnership to pro-
mote the construction of the
country’s infrastructure.

The first stone of the free
zone concept was laid in 1980
with the creation of the Port
Free Zone, a storage zone for
goods in transit toward Ethio-
pia or in suspension of cus-
toms duties before their im-
port to the local market. Presi-
dent Guelleh began with a
total recast of the free zone
concept; indeed, from a sim-
ple storage space exempt
from taxes to a free zone that
has henceforth the objective to
become:

* Distribution and Market-
ing Platform
Availability of a vast range of
products
Positioning the FZs as a ‘‘Pur-
chase Platform’’ for the region

* Minor Transformation

Platform and light assembly
Import of spare parts and

assembly in the FZs
Import of bulk and bottling,
packaging, labeling in the FZs

* Platform for Import,
transformation of the region’s
products
Sea products
Coffee, tea from the region

Endowed with a fully
fledged legal setting (free
zone law of 2004), containing
fiscal and nonfiscal incentives
to attract foreign investors,
the Djibouti Free Zones
(DFZs) are designed to act as
a commercial linkage be-
tween Africa (specifically the
COMESA market), countries
of the Middle East-East Asia
and preferred import coun-
tries of the East Africa region.
Besides that, the structures of
the free zones position them-
selves thanks to the COMESA
Rules of Origin, and to the Eu-
ropean norms in the valoriza-
tion of the ‘‘Made in Djibouti’’
products for their entry into
European and world markets.

Thus an encouraging busi-
ness environment with ex-
empt taxes and customs du-
ties supports the foreign direct
investment policy. The estab-
lishment of a ‘‘one-stop shop,’’
a single center for all adminis-
trative formalities attached to

the creation and the monitor-
ing of free zone commercial
companies, represents an as-
set in the facilitation of busi-
ness in the free zones.

Considering the importance
of marketing strategies for
gaining international reputa-
tion, the government recruit-
ed the expertise of the Dubai
Authorities for the manage-
ment of the DFZs. The pilot
free zone in 2004, a symbol of
the public/private partnership
with Jebel Ali Free Zone
(JAFZA) International, al-
lowed international standard-
ized infrastructure to be
placed at the disposal of the
free zone investor.

The availability of a state-
of-the-art operational setting
is a prerequisite to the founda-
tion of a favorable business en-
vironment in Djibouti.

At this time when govern-
ment action is being assessed
and considering the five years
of the functioning of the free
zone legal framework, the free
zones stand out at the fore-
front of the economic dyna-
mism and the business effer-
vescence that is a clear char-
acteristic of the term in office
of President Guelleh.

DFZs shelter the logistics
platform of the humanitarian
aid of USAID. Beyond its role as

a natural port to Ethiopia, Dji-
bouti with its free zones finds
again its historic place as a land
of exchanges and encounters;
Djibouti has positioned itself as
the gateway for investors in the
COMESA region.

In April 2009, a statistical
report showed that 138 free
zone commercial companies
are operational. The main
founders of free zone compa-
nies originate mainly from
Ethiopia, the United Arab
Emirates and Asia.

The government action of
President Guelleh is a good
omen for new investment pro-
jects such as the establish-
ment of an airport free zone
spurred by the influx of com-
panies starting industrial pro-
jects or commercial ones in
existing free zones.

Djibouti contact: Djibouti Ports &
Free Zones Authority, P.O. Box
197, Djibouti. Tel: +253 35 90 70,
Fax: +253 35 90 59, E-mail:
zfd@intnet.dj

Sights of living Earth await tourists in Djibouti
What Djibouti’s breathtaking
landscapes may lack in ex-
panse they certainly make up
for in variety. Japanese tour-
ists can enjoy the multiple
pleasures of the sea, from a
simple dip in waters with tem-
peratures oscillating between
20 and 25 degrees Celsius
throughout the year to snor-
keling and diving in a beauti-
ful underwater panorama rich
in corals and colorful fish.

The Red Sea along the Dji-
bouti coast is famous for its

fauna and flora, and divers
from all over the world, al-
though still small in number,
are taking full advantage of
the large and unspoiled areas.

There are also opportuni-
ties for hiking in the surround-
ing mountains and hills, which
offer tourists more clement
weather as well as wildlife,
and a mixed landscape of des-
ert plants and scattered for-
est, especially atop the 1,700-
meter Day Plateau.

The country welcomes tour-

ists who are amazed by geo-
logical wonders, from the Rift
Valley fissure to the lunar ap-
pearance of Lake Abeh and
the glistening banks of the salt
lake called Assal.

These many spots and oth-
ers are evidence of the living
Earth in which we live, whose
perpetual changes are some-
times visible to the eye but
sometimes unfold over thou-
sands of years.

For instance, the fault line
of the northern part of the Rift
is widening by 2 cm a year,
and is observable in the open
air and underwater, and dis-
plays a thriving ecosystem.
Geologists forecast that this
widening fissure will eventu-
ally become an ocean separat-
ing a vast part of Africa and
the Middle East from the Dead
Sea to Southern Africa.

Not far from this crack, is
Lake Assal, an inland lake
supplied with seawater
through underwater fractures
from near the Bay of Goubet
because it is 153 meters below

sea level, the lowest point in
Africa. A few thousand years
ago, it was a freshwater lake
400 meters above sea level, but
the process of ground collaps-
es caused by the Rift forma-
tion condemned it over time to
its current depth.

This astounding land re-
veals its mysteries to the for-
tunate tourists who come to its
shores. Tourist facilities are
expanding with camps and ac-
commodations appearing all
across the country to welcome
the growing numbers.

They are also catering to
the needs of local tourists
who are eager to discover
their country while escaping
the heat of the cities. High-
standard hotels are on the
rise to specifically address
the needs of all categories of
travelers with state-of-the-
art comfort. More important-
ly, the people of Djibouti are
hospitable and open-minded,
and are contributing to mak-
ing the stay of every tourist
an enjoyable one.

Trade hub: Djibouti President Ismail Omar Guelleh (second right) accompanies Minister of
Transport Ali Hassan Bahdon (left) and authorities of Dubai on an inspection tour of Djibouti
port infrastructure.

Joining forces: Djibouti President Ismail Omar Guelleh welcomes former Defense Minister Gen
Nakatani for talks Feb. 11 on antipiracy measures off Somalia. DJIBOUTI EMBASSY

Ancient trade: A Salt caravan at Lake Assal

Investment gateway: Djibouti Free Zones open the door to Africa’s massive markets.
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