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Slovakia constitution day

Arab antiquities: A tourist looks at the ‘‘standing stones’’ —
panels erected in the fourth millennium B.C. that are among
the earliest known monuments from the Arabian Peninsula —
at the Saudi National Museum in Riyadh. AP

Sharing values, deepening our partnership
Drahomı ́r Štos
AMBASSADOR OF SLOVAKIA

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

On Sept. 1, Slovakia cele-
brates its Constitution Day,
marking the strong willing-
ness of the Slovak people to
base their
statehood on
d  e  m  o  c r a t i c
principles and
the rule of law.
On that day in
1992, the mod-
ern constitution
designed for the
emerging new independent
state was adopted by the Slo-
vak National Council. This
step paved the way for Slova-
kia to become an independent
member of the international
community Jan. 1, 1993.

All that happened as a part
of the struggle for democracy
after the fall of communist
governments in Central Eu-
rope in 1989. That period was
remarkable for the efforts of
people to rebuild their societ-
ies and economies long ham-
pered by communist ideology,
and totalitarian states. The
Japanese government and
people, together with other
friendly countries, made it all
easier through providing de-
velopment assistance and
support, as well as through
numerous friendly and heart-
felt people-to-people ties.
Thus I feel greatly honored to
extend upon today’s occasion,
and on behalf of President

Ivan Gašparovic ˇ, the govern-
ment and people of Slovakia,
warm greetings to Their Im-
perial Majesties Emperor
Akihito and Empress Michiko,
as well as to the government
and people of Japan.

Today, having in mind that
independence means in par-
ticular responsibility, Slova-
kia as a reliable and coopera-
tive partner makes its contri-
bution to the international
community in security, as
well as in the economic and de-
velopment sphere. On a bilat-
eral basis and through its
membership in the European
Union and NATO, it actively
participates in providing secu-
rity in the Balkans or in Af-
ghanistan. We deeply under-
stand the challenge Japan is
facing with regard to develop-
ments in North Korea. Slovak
development aid is well re-
ceived in the Balkans, Afghan-
istan, Central Asia, and other
Asian and African countries.

T
he economy of Slova-
kia is generally on
steady development
pace and the business

climate is widely considered
as friendly to foreign inves-
tors. Among the main indus-
tries, we count the automo-
tive, electronics, petrochemi-
cal and chemical sectors. As
an open economy we favor
free trade and in this regard
we cooperate with like-
minded countries at interna-

tional forums, namely, the
World Trade Organization.
The flow of FDI comes mostly
from OECD countries with
representation of all devel-
oped regions — Europe, North
America and Asia. In 2008, the
economy, as measured by
GDP, grew 6.4 percent, which
marks the second-fastest
growing economy within the
EU. Investors appreciate the
transparent and safe environ-
ment within the borders of the
EU facilitated further by Slo-
vakia’s geographical location
in the heart of Europe, adop-
tion of the single European
currency, the euro, and mem-
bership in the Schengen visa
system.

Considering Slovakia’s ex-
port-oriented economy, the
global economic downturn ob-
viously poses a challenge.
There is a prediction for nega-
tive growth of around 5 per-
cent for this year. Fundamen-
tally sound financial institu-
tions did not suffer from the
turmoil in international finan-
cial markets, but the growth of
the Slovak economy depends
on developments in interna-
tional and European markets.
The adoption of the euro Jan.
1, 2009, apart from making the
business environment even
more friendly and transpar-
ent, proved a stabilizing and
supportive factor in facing re-
cession, too.

Like many other adminis-
trations, the Slovak govern-

ment has responded proac-
tively to manage the reces-
sion, aiming at retaining jobs
and assistance to businesses.
Signals that the worst is over
and world markets are show-
ing signs of recovery are being
felt in Slovakia. Among oth-
ers, Japanese manufacturing
operations in Slovakia are re-
cording modest rebounds in
European markets. This
opens hopefully a new chapter
of economic development
based on sustainability, re-
search and development, and
new technologies.

B
ilateral relations be-
tween Slovakia and
Japan are firmly
rooted in common

values, and based on mutual
friendship and respect. Our
two countries support devel-
opment strategies in which so-
cial responsibility remains es-
sential. In parallel with bilat-
eral relations, Slovakia
supports the deepening part-
nership between the EU and
Japan in all fields. Together
we facilitate greater under-
standing, and a closer part-
nership between Europe and
Asia through the interregional
process of cooperation, the
A s i a - E u r o p e  M e e t i n g
(ASEM). Slovakia values
greatly Japanese input in the
activities of the OECD, nota-
bly in the flow of investment
portfolios, and looks forward
to hosting the annual OECD

Foreign Ministers Meeting
next year.

Excellent collaboration on
peace and security issues
when our countries hold a non-
permanent seat on the U.N.
Security Council is just fur-
ther proof of our many shared
visions and attitudes. Slovakia
supports Japan’s bid to be-
come a permanent member of
a reformed UNSC. Japan’s ef-
forts to secure peace and sta-
bility around the world are
highly appreciated and en-
couraged. Slovakia is ready to
cooperate with Japan in devel-
opment assistance to regions
such as the Balkans, Central
Asia and Afghanistan.

Within the framework of
our economic cooperation,
trade may slow slightly be-
cause of the effects of the glob-
al recession. Trade turnover
reached 814 million euros in
2008, covering a wide range of
mostly industrial commodi-
ties. With 97 million euros, Ja-
pan was Slovakia’s second-
largest export market in Asia.

The favorable and transpar-
ent investment environment
attracted up to 20 Japanese
companies to place their pro-
duction units in Slovakia. To-
day, brand names such Sony
and Panasonic are manufac-
turing here their products for
European markets, including
Russia. Yazaki Corp. as a ma-
jor supplier for the automotive
industry is maintaining its op-
erations despite the hard times

the sector is experiencing.
In general, all Japanese in-

vestors are regarded highly
for their constructive coopera-
tion with local and central au-
thorities, as well as being so-
cially responsible partners.

T
he overall high satis-
faction with manufac-
turing operations al-
lows us to make ad-

vances in research and
development cooperation.
This move is supported by the
Slovak government and wide-
ly seen as a road to the pro-
spective future of the Slova-
kia-Japan economic relation-
ship.

Slovakia is becoming more
and more well known to Japa-
nese travelers. The combina-
tion of a rich cultural heritage,

which brings together elements
of various European traditions,
living folk culture, vibrant city
life, famous spa resorts and the
beauty of its nature underlined
by traditional Slovak hospitali-
ty, make Slovakia a sought-af-
ter holiday destination.

Rich cultural interaction pro-
vides for strong bonds between
art-loving communities and
contributes greatly to mutual
understanding. Classical mu-
sic, children’s book illustra-
tions, martial arts, Japanese
traditional drum music, puppet
theater and films continue to be
important means of mutually
enhancing cultural communi-
cation.

I should also like to send a
special greeting to all Slovak
nationals here in Japan, and to
express my acknowledgment

for their continued support to
the Slovak Embassy and for the
role that they play, particularly
in the cultural sphere, in further
enhancing bilateral relations
between Slovakia and Japan.
My sincere appreciation a l s o
goes to all the Japanese agen-
cies and companies that are ac-
tively engaged with Slovakia.

It is with satisfaction to note
that Slovaks and Japanese are
deeply committed to further
developing their young but
strong relationship, looking
ahead to the future. I wish to
express once again the sincere
gratitude of the Slovak people
to the Japanese people for
their friendship and support.
Our friendship is built on com-
mon values, thus allowing us
to enjoy good times and weath-
er bad times.

Saudis open up, a little, to pre-Islam archaeology
Riyadh
AP

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

Much of the world knows Pe-
tra, the ancient ruins in mod-
ern-day Jordan that is cele-
brated in poetry as ‘‘the rose-
red city, ‘half as old as time,’ ’’
and as the backdrop for the cli-
max of ‘‘Indiana Jones and the
Last Crusade.’’

But far fewer know Madain
Saleh, a similarly spectacular
treasure built by the same civ-
ilization, the Nabataeans.

That is because it is in Saudi
Arabia, where conservatives
are deeply hostile to pagan,
Jewish and Christian sites
that predate the founding of Is-
lam in the seventh century.

But now, in a quiet but nota-
ble change of course, the king-
dom has opened up an archae-
ology boom by allowing Saudi
and foreign archaeologists to
explore cities and trade routes
long lost in the desert.

The sensitivities run deep.
Archaeologists are cautioned
not to talk about pre-Islamic
finds outside scholarly litera-
ture. Few ancient treasures
are on display, and no Chris-
tian or Jewish relics. A church
from the fourth or fifth centu-
ry in eastern Saudi Arabia has
been fenced off ever since its
accidental discovery 20 years

ago, and its exact where-
abouts are kept secret.

In the eyes of conserva-
tives, the land where Islam
was founded and the Prophet
Muhammad was born must
remain purely Muslim. Saudi
Arabia bans public displays of
crosses and churches, and
whenever non-Islamic arti-
facts are excavated, the news
must be kept low-key lest
hardliners destroy the finds.

‘‘They should be left in the
ground,’’ said Sheik Moham-
med al-Nujaimi, a well-known
cleric, reflecting the views of
many religious leaders. ‘‘Any
ruins belonging to non-Mus-
lims should not be touched.
Leave them in place, the way
they have been for thousands
of years.’’

He said Christians and Jews
might claim discoveries of rel-
ics, and that Muslims would be
angered if ancient symbols of
other religions went on show.
‘‘How can crosses be displayed
when Islam doesn’t recognize
that Christ was crucified?’’
asked al-Nujaimi. ‘‘If we dis-
play them, it’s as if we recog-
nize the crucifixion.’’

In the past, Saudi authori-
ties restricted foreign archae-
ologists to giving technical
help to Saudi teams. Starting
in 2000, they began a gradual

process of easing that culmi-
nated last year with Ameri-
can, European and Saudi
teams launching significant
excavations on sites that have
long gone lightly explored, if
at all.

At the same time, authori-
ties are gradually trying to ac-
quaint the Saudi public with
the idea of exploring the past,
in part to eventually develop
tourism. After years of being
closed off, 2,000-year-old Ma-

dain Saleh is Saudi Arabia’s
first UNESCO World Heritage
Site and is open to tourists.
State media now occasionally
mention discoveries as well as
the kingdom’s little-known an-
tiquities museums.

‘‘It’s already a big change,’’
said Christian Robin, a lead-
ing French archaeologist and
a member of the College de
France. He is working in the
southwestern region of
Najran, mentioned in the Bi-
ble by the name Raamah and
once a center of Jewish and
Christian kingdoms.

No Christian artifacts have

been found in Najran, he said.
Spearheading the change is

Prince Sultan bin Salman,
who was the first Saudi in
space when he flew on the U.S.
space shuttle Discovery in
1985. He is now secretary gen-
eral of the Saudi Commission
for Tourism and Antiquities.

The Arabian Peninsula is
rich and nearly untouched ter-
ritory for archaeologists. In
pre-Islamic times, it was dot-
ted with small kingdoms and

crisscrossed by caravan
routes to the Mediterranean.
Ancient Arab peoples — Naba-
taeans, Lihyans, Thamud —
interacted with Assyrians and
Babylonians, Romans and
Greeks. Much about them is
unknown.

Najran, discovered in the
1950s, was invaded nearly a
century before Muhammad’s
birth by Dhu Nawas, a ruler of
the Himyar kingdom in neigh-
boring Yemen. A convert to
Judaism, he massacred Chris-
tian tribes, leaving trium-
phant inscriptions carved on
boulders.

At nearby Jurash, a previ-
ously untouched site in the
mountains overlooking the
Red Sea, a team led by David
Graf of the University of Mi-
ami is uncovering a city that
dates at least to 500 B.C.

The dig could fill out knowl-
edge of the incense routes run-
ning through the area and the
interactions of the region’s
kingdoms over a 1,000-year
span.

And a French-Saudi expedi-
tion is doing the most exten-
sive excavation in decades at
Madain Saleh. The city, also
known as al-Hijr, features
more than 130 tombs carved
into mountainsides. Some 750
km from Petra, it is thought to
mark the southern extent of
the Nabataean kingdom.

In a significant find in 2000,
Saudi archaeologist Dhaifal-
lah Altalhi unearthed a Latin
dedication of a restored city
wall at Madain Saleh that hon-
ored second-century Roman
Emperor Marcus Aurelius.

So far, there has been no
known friction with conserva-
tives over the new excava-
tions, in part because they are
in the early stages, are not
much discussed in Saudi Ara-
bia, and haven’t produced any
announcements of overtly
Christian or Jewish finds.

But the call to keep the land
purged of other religions runs
deep among many Saudis.
Even though the Madain Saleh
site is open for tourism, many
Saudis refuse to visit on reli-
gious grounds because the
Quran says God destroyed it
for its sins.

Excavations sometimes
meet opposition from locals
who fear their region will be-
come known as ‘‘Christian’’ or
‘‘Jewish.’’ And Islam being an
iconoclastic religion, hardlin-
ers have been known to raze
even ancient Islamic sites to
ensure that they do not be-
come objects of veneration.

Saudi museums display few
non-Islamic artifacts.

Riyadh’s National Museum
shows small pre-Islamic stat-
ues, a golden mask and a large
model of a pagan temple. In
some display cases, female
figurines are listed but not
present — likely a nod to the
kingdom’s ban on depictions of
the female form.

In 1986, picnickers acciden-
tally discovered an ancient
church in the eastern region of
Jubeil. Pictures of the simple
stone building show crosses in
the door frame. It is fenced off
— for its protection, authori-
ties say — and archaeologists
are barred from examining it.

Archaeologists are cautioned not to talk about
pre-Islamic finds outside scholarly literature.
Few ancient treasures are on display, and no
Christian or Jewish relics.

Inspirational landmark: The Danube runs through Slovakia’s capital Bratislava. EMBASSY OF SLOVAKIA
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