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AMBASSADOR OF ZIMBABWE

On the occasion of the 31st an-
niversary of Zimbabwe’s acces-
sion to sovereign independence, 
I take the oppor-
tunity so kindly 
afforded by The 
Japan Times to 
extend warm, 
respectful greet-
ings to Their Im-
perial Majesties 
the Emperor 
Akihito and Empress Michiko, 
as well as to the government and 
people of Japan as a whole.

My warm greetings also to the 
small Zimbabwean community 
resident in Japan and my sincere 
thanks for their discipline, cour-
age and sense of community over 
the past several weeks.

As the government and peo-

ple of Japan continue to come to 
terms with the tragic aftermath 
of the March 11 earthquake and 
tsunami, and while staff at the 
Fukushima No. 1 nuclear power 
station continue their nothing-
short-of-heroic efforts to bring 
the damaged plant under con-
trol, it seems inappropriate, 
somehow, to focus attention any-
where else but on those events, 
and on the tragic loss of life and 
the devastation inflicted in a few 
terrifying minutes on that day in 
the northeast of the country.

From Zimbabwe, on behalf of 
all Zimbabweans, both Presi-
dent Robert Mugabe and Prime 
Minister Morgan Tsvangirai ad-
dressed messages of condolence 

and sympathy to Prime Minis-
ter Naoto Kan and, through 
him, to the government and 
people of Japan. In addition, 
hundreds of well-wishers visited 
the Embassy of Japan in Harare 
to pay their respects and to ap-
pend their signatures and per-
sonal messages of support and 
solidarity in the Book of Condo-
lences opened by the embassy.

Japan has always been a true 
friend of Zimbabwe, eschewing 
the rather strident, prescriptive 
tones adopted by some of our 
critics for a quieter and alto-
gether more effective form of 
critical engagement, designed to 
assist and to encourage, rather 
than to punish and aggravate.

Our country, of course, contin-
ues to navigate its way through 
difficult political and economic 
waters: the politics characterized 
still by unrelenting external inter-
ference in our affairs, and the 
economics complicated by a 
range of declared and undeclared 
sanctions and measures imposed 
upon key components of the in-
clusive government and the 

broader economic infrastructure 
— the principal purpose of which 
appears to be to sow division and 
discord within the national unity 
administration.

Notwithstanding these efforts 
to destabilize the country, the 
economy is performing reason-
ably well, witnessing significant 
progress in the agricultural and 
mining sectors over the past 12 
months and set now to post 
growth in excess of 7 percent 
this year, buoyed mainly by 
firming global commodity pric-
es and the concomitant increase 

in investment in the agricultur-
al, manufacturing, mining and 
minerals sectors in Zimbabwe.

The government has never 
swayed from its core policy that 
Zimbabwe’s wealth — in terms 
of the majority ownership of its 
natural resources — belongs, 
first and foremost, to Zimba-
bweans. This does not mean, as 
some of our detractors have 
said, that foreign investment is 
unwelcome. On the contrary, 
Zimbabwe is very open to for-
eign investment across the en-
tire range of economic activity 
and, conscious of the impor-
tance of clear and consistent 
investment policies, is working 
hard to clarify and to demystify 
our much-misrepresented indi-
genization policy.

We were delighted to welcome 
a Japanese trade and investment 
mission to the country toward the 
end of 2010. A number of compa-
ny-specific followup visits have 
taken place since that time and 
continue to generate confidence 
that the Japanese private sector, 
too, acknowledges and under-
stands the trade and investment 

opportunities that abound in 
Zimbabwe and indeed across the 
entire increasingly integrated 
Southern African region.

Just as Japan was coming to 
grips with the enormity of the re-
construction and regeneration 
tasks that lie ahead within the 
country, so too was it fulfilling 
long-standing commitments in 
Zimbabwe: additional support for 
the health and agricultural sec-
tors on one hand, and the provi-
sion of additional fire-fighting 
and emergency service vehicles 
and equipment on the other.

The symbolism, let alone the 
fact of these expressions of sup-
port at this time, albeit long ago 
planned and agreed to, are not 
lost on Zimbabweans, who have 
welcomed them with sincere 
appreciation and gratitude as 
further concrete evidence of the 
underlying friendship and soli-
darity of Japan with the people 
of our country.

The global outpouring of 
sympathy for and solidarity 
with Japan has been remark-
able, and justifiably so. On so 
many occasions, in so many 
parts of the world, when disas-
ter has struck — be it man-
made or natural — Japan has 
always been among the very 
first responders: always quick, 
always effective and always gen-
erous. And it is only right, there-
fore, that now in Japan’s own 
time of need, there should be a 
similar response from across 
the globe.

The continent of Africa has for 
decades benefitted from Japan’s 
generosity and support, encapsu-
lated so effectively within the TI-

CAD (Tokyo International Confer-
ence on African Development) 
process, under which every pledge 
or commitment made by succes-
sive Japanese administrations in 
terms of support for Africa’s devel-
opment agenda has always been 
fully honored and implemented.

It has been of considerable 
comfort, then, to note the many 
offers of practical, concrete sup-
port made by a number of Afri-
can countries in the wake of the 
March 11 tragedy and to know 
that many of these offers — be 
they contributions of cash or of 
products and/or materials need-
ed to assist those most directly 
affected by the disaster — have 
already been implemented.

Here in Japan, my African 
Diplomatic Corps colleagues 
and I took a collective decision 
to cancel the celebratory events 
being planned to mark Africa 
Day 2011 and to donate the bud-
get set aside for those events to 
the earthquake and tsunami re-
lief fund established by the Jap-
anese Red Cross Society.

Although little more than sym-
bolic in nature, this contribution 
was motivated by a very genuine 
spirit of condolence, sympathy 
and solidarity with a people who 
have done so much, over such an 
extended period of time, for so 
many across our continent.

More recently, together with 
the president of Peace Boat and 
a number of my colleagues from 
North Africa and the Middle 
East, we visited Ishinomaki City, 
Miyagi Prefecture, carrying re-
lief supplies and a message of 
support and encouragement to 
the mayor and the courageous 

citizens of that ravaged area.
For those of us who experi-

enced the quake itself — albeit 
from the relative safety of Tokyo 
— and for those who, with each 
passing day, have witnessed the 
amazing resolve, resilience and 
calm stoicism of the Japanese 
people in the face of such trag-
edy, these past weeks have been 
nothing less than inspirational.

No doubt, every one of us will 
have a particular memory of 
2:46 p.m. on March 11, 2011. For 
me, it is the discipline and quiet 
dignity of dozens of Japanese 
citizens, inching their way, step-
by-step, down the emergency 
stairwell of a downtown Tokyo 
hotel behind an elderly man, his 
leg in a plaster cast, being as-
sisted by hotel staff as, all the 
time, the building swayed and 
cracked round them. There was 
no raised voice, no sign of panic 
and no attempt made to push 
past the elderly man to safety. 

So many other images of this 
traumatic period will remain, for-
ever, in our minds: heart-rending 
images of bewildered survivors of 
the wave, often searching against 
hope, for their loved ones; heart-
lifting images of miraculous es-
capes; truly humbling, heart-
warming images of compassion 
and kindness offered and accept-
ed between and among individu-
als and communities — often 
strangers, but all victims, and all 
survivors of these cruel events.

Zimbabweans everywhere, but 
most especially the small com-
munity resident here in Japan, 
pray that recovery will come 
quickly and I believe we can all 
be confident that, in time, the 
amazing people of this country 
will, in their own determined, in-
imitable manner, succeed in the 
task of rebuilding and in moving 
forward once again.

Offering prayers, condolences to the people of Japan

Support: Zimbabwe Ambassador Stuart H. Comberbach (fifth from left), with ambassadors from 
North Africa and the Middle East, and Tatsuya Yoshioka of Peace Boat meet Mayor Hiroshi 
Kameyama (fourth from left) in Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture, on April 11.  EMBASSY OF ZIMBABWE

Leaders: President Robert Mugabe (center), Prime Minister Morgan 
Tsvangirai (left) and Deputy Prime Minster Arthur Mutambara make 
up the Inclusive Government of Zimbabwe. EMBASSY OF ZIMBABWE
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When Samer, a university stu-
dent in Damascus, joined in the 
largest antigovernment demon-
strations so far in the capital 
Friday, he felt something he had 
never felt before.

It was not fear, though he was 
afraid in the first few seconds. 
“After the first yelling, the first 
shout, you feel dignity,” said 
Samer, 24, who like many pro-
testers did not want his sur-
name used for fear of reprisals. 
“You feel that you are a real citi-
zen, a real Syrian citizen.”

They are still a minority, but ev-
ery day more Syrians are stepping 
out of their houses and into the 
streets, breaking the barrier of si-
lence that has gripped them for de-
cades. Many are young men, pro-
pelled as the young often are by 
adrenaline and bravado.

But in a deeper sense, they are 
ordinary people who say they 
feel linked for the first time to a 
wider world, one in which de-
mocracy movements in Tunisia 
and Egypt led to the departure of 
autocratic leaders, showing them 
that such things are possible.

It is a world in which they no 
longer feel alone. For decades 
one of the Middle East’s most 
isolated societies, Syria has in 
recent years allowed its people 

access to the Internet and satel-
lite television. Now, technology 
is playing a crucial role in their 
democracy movement, as Face-
book, Twitter, YouTube and 
Skype help them evade govern-
ment detection as they commu-
nicate with one another and 
disseminate information.

Being in touch with so many 
fellow Syrians inside and out-
side the country has galvanized 
them in a way that eluded their 
parents’ generation.

“I knew well about the arrests 
in the past years, but I couldn’t 
go to the streets by myself,” said 
Bahaa, 25, an art student in the 
city of As Suwayda who joined 
protests last week for the first 
time since they started. After 
seeing YouTube footage of ear-
lier demonstrations, he and his 
friends decided it was time to do 
more than just watch from the 
sidelines. “I was so happy,” he 
said, “because for the first time 
I was demanding my freedom.”

In countries caught up in the 
Arab spring, single events have 
become catalysts for revolution. 
In Tunisia it was the self-immo-
lation of a distraught fruit-seller, 
in Egypt the beating death of a 
young man arrested in an Inter-
net cafe, pictures of whose dis-
figured corpse went viral. In 
Syria, it was the arrest and tor-
ture of teenagers for writing an-
tiregime graffiti in the town of 
Daraa. Each time, the people 
involved became symbols of a 
society’s pent-up frustration.

“They’re like Rosa Parks,” said 
Rami Khouri, director of the Is-
sam Fares Institute for Public 
Policy and International Affairs 

at the American University of 
Beirut. “Individuals who, at mo-
ments of rage and anger and re-
fusal to be dehumanized any 
longer, they stood up. And they 
spoke for the millions of others.”

But for Syrians, whose popu-
lation includes Sunnis, Shiites, 
Christians, Kurds and Druze, 
the thirst for revolution has 
been slower to take root, in part 
because of an appreciation for 
what the regime has given 
them: security in a region where 
sectarian violence has plagued 
their neighbors.

Syria’s leaders have exploited 
fears of sectarian strife, hanging 
up banners reading “Security 
and Stability,” and now, in the 
face of protests, warning that 
greater freedoms will lead to 
civil strife along the lines of 
Lebanon or Iraq.

When Bashar al-Assad, 45, 
became president in 2000 after 
the death of his father, Hafez al-
Assad, there were hopes that he 
would usher in political re-
forms. But he has been criti-
cized by rights groups for con-
tinuing his father’s repressive 
tactics and crushing dissent in 
this country of 22 million.

On Saturday, in response to 
protests, he promised the end to 
emergency laws that have for 
the past five decades allowed 
the state to arrest people with-
out charge and control dissent. 
But the announcement came 
with the caveat that protests 
would not be tolerated once the 
laws were lifted, and it was fol-
lowed by more protests.

Many Syrians, and experts, say 
Assad could have prevented the 

explosion of rage by making dem-
ocratic concessions early on rath-
er than firing at protesters. More 
than 200 people have been killed 
in the demonstrations, according 
to human rights organizations.

“The bastard started at the 
end,” said a 30-year-old Syrian ac-
tivist who recently fled to Beirut to 
escape arrest in Damascus. “He 
started by shooting at people. So 
people have nothing more to be 
afraid of. People got killed, their 
neighbors got killed, their friends, 
their family members got killed. 
What else could happen?”

At the same time, in a country 
where the government survived 
in part by isolating people, 
Assad helped make the upris-
ings possible by legalizing the 
Internet and satellite television, 
said Joshua Landis, director of 
the Center for Middle Eastern 
Studies at the University of Okla-
homa. “He was trying to mod-
ernize his country, and to mod-
ernize the country meant en-
gaging the world, and that ulti-
mately undermined this 
isolation,” Landis said.

So did programs installed by 
the Bush administration to bring 
technology to Syria and other 
countries through democracy-
promoting organizations such as 
the National Democratic insti-
tute and the International Re-
publican Institute, Landis said.

Such technology allows Rami 
Nakhla, 28, to spend his days 
holed up in an east Beirut apart-
ment where he collects accounts 
from Syrians via Skype and pass-
es them on to international news 
organizations, which were ex-
pelled from Syria early in the up-

rising. A political science student 
and journalist who fled Syria in 
January, he gives protesters tips 
such as planning escape routes 
and using a buddy system (he 
also retweets threats he receives 
from the Syrian government).

Nakhla sat hunched over a 
laptop this week with the re-
cently arrived activist, both still 
in hiding from Syrian security 
forces who in the past have kid-
napped Syrian dissidents on 
this side of the border.

As the “bloops” of Skype 
messages punctuated the 
sparsely furnished room, Nakh-
la explained to one protester 
how to upload a video on You-
Tube and exclaimed over news 
coming in of women in one 
town demanding the release of 
their detained male relatives.

“They don’t really have expe-
rience with cyberactivism,” said 
Nakhla, who subsists these days 
on cigarettes and “mate,” a 
highly caffeinated South Ameri-
can tea popular in Syria. “So 
we’re trying to help them, to 
connect people on the ground.”

Even in areas that are rural 
and less connected, indignation 
seems to have trumped fear.

“There is a dramatic change 
in my village,” said a Syrian driv-
er in Beirut who recently visited 
his village in Ar Raqqah Prov-
ince, where he said residents 
have been emboldened by recent 
events. “Before, people would sit 
in a cafe and they were careful 
because they would know there 
were progovernment people lis-
tening. But now everyone is talk-
ing freely, even though they 
know they are still listening.” 

Syria latest to join in Arab spring
Technology 
playing crucial 
role in push

Under the heel: An image grab taken from footage uploaded Thursday by Sham SNN, a Syrian 
opposition Web channel, shows a Syrian security officer kicking an antigovernment protester in 
the face while he is handcuffed with other demonstrators following a crackdown in the 
northwestern village of Baida. Thousands of protesters massed across Syria after weekly Muslim 
prayers on Friday as a global outcry widened over a deadly crackdown on month-old, antiregime 
demonstrations. AFP-JIJI
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