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Sludge is only latest Hungarian calamity
Kolontar Hungary
AP

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

The disaster that buried three
Hungarian villages in caustic
red sludge last week is deepen-
ing the gloom of a country
gripped by recession, polar-
ization and the feeling that its
people are doomed to be vic-
tims of calamity.

Gyoergy Hoffmann, a coal
miner in Ajka, a city near the
spill, called it ‘‘just the latest
stroke of fate’’ for a country
dominated for centuries by
foreign powers — first the
Turks, then the Austrians and
finally the Soviets, who turned
it into the communist bloc’s
main producer of alumina,
from which aluminum is re-
fined.

For decades, Hungary
made alumina and shipped it
to Russia, which sold the met-
al back to Hungary and other
Soviet bloc nations at world
market prices.

Swept by euphoria and na-
tional unity after the collapse
of communism, Hungary con-
sidered itself ahead of its
neighbors in cleaning up the

environmental sins of the So-
viet era. Rusting, polluted fac-
tories and abandoned garbage
dumps, once common along
Hungary’s back roads, have
become a rare sight.

But alumina plants re-
mained active, including the
factory outside the village of
Kolontar, where the rupture of
a wall holding waste sludge
dumped up to 700,000 cu. me-
ters of highly polluted water
and mud onto three villages in
an hour on Monday. At least
seven people were killed by
the caustic muck and hun-
dreds were injured.

Hungary feared Saturday
that the cracking wall of the
reservoir could collapse at
any moment and send a new
wave of caustic red sludge into
the devastated towns.

Environmental groups
warned of other potential di-
sasters, among them seven
storage ponds about 100 km
northwest of Budapest that
hold 12 million tons of sludge
accumulated since 1945 —
more than 10 times the amount
that spilled last week.

‘‘If the gates break there,

much of Hungary’s drinking
water would be endangered,’’
said World Wildlife Fund offi-
cial Martin Geiger.

Such worries add to the bur-
dens of a people whose nation-
al psyche has been formed by
centuries of foreign domina-
tion, internal turmoil and eco-
nomic hardships.

‘‘There have been too many
national cataclysms for Hun-
garians to be able to overcome
their pessimism,’’ said sociol-
ogy professor Antal Bohm.
‘‘This catastrophe is simply
one more in the series.’’

Some of the recent gloom is
understandable. Hungary’s
economy contracted by al-
most 7 percent last year, and
the country has been forced to
draw on about two-thirds o  f a
lifeline of ¤20 billion ($28 bil-
lion) thrown by the EU, the In-
ternational Monetary Fund
and the World Bank two years
ago.

Nearly 2 million people are
groaning under growing debt
as the strong Swiss franc
makes their loans in that cur-
rency insupportable.

Hungarian households’ for-

eign currency loans equaled
¤26.2 billion ($36.5 billion) at
the end of June, with nearly 80
percent in Swiss francs, says
the National Bank of Hungary.
Of the 1.8 million people with
such loans, 400,000 are behind
on their payments — with
100,000 in arrears by three
months or more.

With the hard times comes
the need to find scapegoats, al-
lowing the far-right Jobbik
party to emerge as the third-
strongest in April national
elections after running a cam-
paign tinged with anti-Semitic
and anti-Gypsy rhetoric and
marches by a black-uni-
formed militia that was
founded by its leader.

Such militias have since
been banned. But a party ad
referring to ‘‘Gypsy crimi-
nals’’ was aired on state radio
and television before recent
municipal elections.

Bohm puts those facing pov-
erty at around 30 to 40 percent
of the population, adding,
‘‘This isn’t a situation they
imagined they’d be in 20 years
after the change of system.’’

The gloom probably con-

tributes to the EU’s second-
highest suicide rate, after
Lithuania — more than 21 out
of every 100,000 people in 2007,
according to EU statistics.

Among the more famous
suicide victims is Rezsoe Ser-
ess. The composer of the 1930s
song ‘‘Gloomy Sunday,’’ which
became one of Hungary’s most
popular ballads of all time,
killed himself in 1968.

‘‘Little white flowers won’t
wait for you, not where the
black coach of sorrow has tak-
en you,’’ the song goes. ‘‘An-
gels have no thought of ever
returning you. Would they be
angry if I thought of joining
you?’’

Even the national anthem is
downbeat. Adapted in the 19th
century from a poem bearing
the subtitle ‘‘From the Rough
Centuries of the Hungarian
People,’’ it pleads to God to
pity a people ‘‘long by waves of
danger tossed.’’

No wonder ‘‘Hungarians al-
ways see their glass as half
empty,’’ Bohm said.

Asked how Hungarians see
themselves, he responded,
‘‘Constant losers.’’

Turquoise lagoon: Likuliku is Fiji’s first resort with bungalows
set up above the water. EMBASSY OF FIJI

Blot in my backyard: Footsteps wind across toxic red sludge covering a yard in Devecser,
Hungary, on Saturday. AP

Fiji independence day

Celebrating 40 years of fruitful relations with Japan
Isikeli Mataitoga
AMBASSADOR OF THE REPUBLIC OF THE

FIJI ISLANDS

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

It is with great pleasure and
honor on this memorable occa-
sion to extend on behalf of the
president of the
Republic of the
Fiji Islands, the
government and
the people of Fi-
ji, warm greet-
ings to Their Im-
perial Majesties
Emperor Akihi-
to and Empress Michiko and
the members of the Imperial
Household as well as to the gov-
ernment and people of this
great nation, Japan. I extend
warm greetings and ‘‘bula vi-
naka’’ to all Fiji nationals and
friends of Fiji in Japan and to
applaud them for their contin-
ued support to the embassy and
for the various roles that they
play in promoting Fiji.

The government and people
of the Fiji Islands on Oct. 10 cel-
ebrated the 40th anniversary of
our independence. Fiji gained
independence from the United
Kingdom on Oct. 10, 1970.

This Oct. 10 also marked
the 40th year of formal diplo-
matic relations between Fiji
and Japan.

The last 40 years
The government of Japan was
among a few countries that for-
mally recognized Fiji from the
first day of our independence.

The Republic of the Fiji Is-
lands and Japan have enjoyed
friendly and cooperative rela-
tions since the establishment of
diplomatic relations between

the two countries in 1970. Such
relations have been developed
through people-to-people ex-
changes and Japan’s economic
cooperation to Fiji under its bi-
lateral assistance programs.
Several of our nationals have
during this period pursued their
studies in various disciplines in
some of Japan’s renowned uni-
versities under Japan-funded
scholarships and have excelled
at key positions in various sec-
tors back home. A small com-
munity of Fiji nationals now re-
side and work here and have al-
so made Japan their home.

Japanese aid to Fiji
Japan remains one of Fiji’s ma-
jor donors in the economic and
social sectors. Japan has pro-
vided funds for capital works,
technical experts and volun-
teers, and has also facilitated
long- and short-term training in
Japan for many Fiji nationals.
Japan has assisted Fiji greatly
through the Japan Overseas
Cooperation Volunteer (JOCV)
program, providing Fiji with
experts in various fields to as-
sist, at no cost to the Fiji gov-
ernment or to the communities
of the Fiji Islands, in various
sectors that directly impact the
lives and livelihood of the peo-
ple of Fiji.

Japan’s Overseas Develop-
ment Assistance (ODA) pro-
gram extended through the Ja-
pan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA) continues to
provide valuable assistance
through technical training and
human resources and project
development in various sectors
in Fiji. Japan’s support and
contribution has assisted great-

ly in building Fiji’s socioeco-
nomic infrastructure in the
health, education, information
and communication technology
(ICT), fisheries, meteorologi-
cal and maritime transport sec-
tors to name a few.

A tabulated summary of Ja-
pan’s ODA and Technical Assis-
tance to Fiji during the last 10
years is summarized in Table 1.

A tabulated breakdown of
the major projects established
in Fiji under Japan’s Grant Aid
Program since 1998 is summa-
rized in Table 2.

Japan announced at the Pa-
cific Leaders Meeting (PALM
5) held in Hokkaido in May 2009
the extension of ¥50 billion in
aid to Pacific island nations for
the next three years, to assist in
countering climate change and
other challenges confronting
Pacific island countries. Japan
has kindly set aside ¥6.8 billion
from this funding initiative for
solar energy and seawater de-
salination projects in Pacific is-
land countries. This special
funding initiative, when imple-
mented, will further contribute
to the social and economic de-
velopment for the outer com-
munities of Fiji. The assistance
extended will further strength-
en Japan’s partnership with Fi-
ji and her Pacific island neigh-
bors.

Other assistance
In times of need following ma-
jor cyclones and other natural
disasters, Fiji has always found
Japan and its people ready and
willing to assist in the rebuild-
ing and reconstruction work
that needs to be undertaken. In
those times, Japan gave gener-

ously and assisted selflessly. As
Fiji’s ambassador, I wish to ex-
press Fiji’s deep appreciation
for all you have done and con-
tinue to do.

Japan through its ODA pro-
gram has furthered its commit-
ment toward ensuring maxi-
mum reliability and accuracy
from meteorological authori-
ties in Fiji and the Pacific re-
gion through advanced infra-
structure development and ca-
pacity building. The upgrading
of the F$16.6 million (Fijian dol-
lar) Fiji Meteorological Center
in 1998 under the ODA program
is a strong testament of Japan’s
commitment in this area. Ja-
pan this year through its JICA
representatives agreed with
the Meteorological Service De-
partment of Fiji for regional
training courses to be conduct-
ed once a year for the next three
years for Pacific island coun-
tries. The first training session
is scheduled to be held this year
in Fiji. Technical expertise and
logistics arrangements for
these training sessions will be
provided by Japan.

OISCA assistance
The Organization for Industri-
al, Spiritual and Cultural Ad-
vancement (OISCA) continues
to operate the National Youth
Training Center in Sigatoka.
Fiji is grateful for the continu-
ous assistance provided by OIS-
CA International through its ca-
pacity development and e n v i -
ronmental programs over the
years, empowering our young
people with basic skills in agri-
culture, management of com-
munity development projects
and environment conservation

activities.
OISCA has been instrumen-

tal in Fiji’s mangrove replant-
ing program that aims to re-
store natural coastal h a b i t a t s
and traditional fishing grounds
that have been disturbed as a
result of coastal development.

OISCA has also embarked on
coral replanting programs in
selected areas in Fiji.

Trade relations
Fiji continues to enjoy trading
ties with Japan with an annual
bilateral trade of ¥8 billion. Fiji
continues to import from Japan
vehicles, vehicle accessories,
machinery and electronic
items. Fiji’s major export com-
ponents include wood chips,
marine products and beverag-
es. In the last few years, we also
saw an increase in the market-
ing in Japan of pearls grown in
Fiji.

The global economic slow-
down has been a challenge to
Fiji’s economy as it has to other
economies around the globe.
Despite these recent setbacks,
Fiji continues to maintain bilat-
eral and multilateral trade re-
lations with Japan. For this, we
are thankful to our trading
partners, agencies and compa-
nies in Japan for actively en-
gaging with Fiji. We are also
thankful for the significant
roles played by the Pacific Is-
land Center (PIC) and Japan
External Trade Organization
(JETRO) for their resilience in
facilitating the promotion of Fi-
ji products to the Japanese
market.

Fiji appreciates the confi-
dence demonstrated by Japa-
nese investors who despite our

difficult times have maintained
faith in Fiji’s investment poten-
tial. The establishment of 23
Japanese-managed companies
during the last nine years to
2009 in Fiji is testament to the
confidence that our Japanese
trading partners have for the
Fiji investment climate. A
breakdown of investment by
sectors is tabulated as shown in
Table 3.

Tourism
Fiji’s tourism industry remains
one of Fiji’s top foreign ex-
change earners and has also be-
come one of Fiji’s largest
sources of economic growth in
comparison with other indus-
tries such as sugar and gar-
ments. Fiji has long been a pop-
ular tourism destination that
attracts visitors from around
the world. The recent establish-
ment of upmarket resorts affili-
ated with renowned interna-
tional hotel chains will enhance
the industry’s capacity to ac-
commodate existing demands
and provide employment for
our people.

A great part of the Fiji-Japan
relations is underpinned by a
flourishing people-to-people
contact. The Embassy of the
Republic of the Fiji Islands in
Japan would not be able to
make the impact we are able to
make without the generous and
selfless support of many non-
government actors and from
many Japanese friends of Fiji,
who give voluntarily in support

of our work at the Embassy. It
would be unfair if I refer to only
some, suffice for me to thank all
of them for their excellent sup-
port.

Approximately 23,000 Japa-
nese visitors travel to Fiji annu-
ally. This number is now gradu-
ally increasing as a result of
concentrated marketing by the
Tourism Fiji Japan Office and
collaborated efforts of our part-
ners dealing with the Fiji tour-
ism market. The i n t r o d u c t i o n
of new air routes connecting
several Japanese cities with Fi-
ji through Air Calin and Conti-
nental Airlines have contribut-
ed to the gradual increase in
visitor arrivals.

Fiji remains an ideal desti-
nation for Japanese visitors to
the region because it readily of-
fers the following: a wide range
of tourist products; cost effec-
tiveness for products offered;
transport interconnectivity for
busy travelers; the ‘‘bula’’
greeting and smile that is asso-
ciated with the friendliness of
our people; and the well-devel-
oped infrastructure that sup-

ports the tourism industry.

Celebration
For the last 40 years, the Fiji-
Japan friendship has been test-
ed in the face of adversity and it
has endured.

We can both be confident that
whatever challenges will come
our way in the future, we can
face it and gain victory, if we do
so with respect for each other’s
sovereignty, understanding,
hard work and in the spirit of
fraternity.

Our people have a lot to b e
thankful for during the last 40
years of our journey. Our na-
tion is a beautiful island of tran-
quillity in the midst of world-
wide upheavals. Fiji is blessed
with peace and prosperity. We
have a compassionate and re-
silient people of many races
who have learned to live togeth-
er over the years despite their
differences.

May I take this wonderful op-
portunity to extend our sincere
appreciation to all our corpo-
rate sponsors, the Japan-Fiji
Friendship Society, the Japan-
Fiji Parliamentary League,
Friends of Fiji in Japan and
members of the Fiji communi-
ty for their support and genuine
commitment to the promotion
of good will between Japan and
Fiji.

Thank you very much. May
God bless Fiji-Japan relations
in the years ahead.
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