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As South Africa today celebrates 
the 17th anniversary of Free-
dom Day, which 
commemorates 
South Africa’s 
first democratic 
elections held 
in 1994, I would 
like to extend 
on behalf of 
President Jacob 
Zuma and the government and 
people of South Africa our best 
wishes to Their Imperial Majes-
ties the Emperor Akihito and 
Empress Michiko, the govern-
ment and the people of Japan 
during this very difficult period 
after the Great East Japan Earth-
quake of March 11. Our heartfelt 
and deepest condolences to all 
who lost their loved ones as well 
as to those who have lost their 
livelihoods. Our collective 
thoughts and prayers are with 
you every day as you overcome 
all the hardships and deal with 
the effects of the devastating 
earthquake and ensuing de-
structive tsunami and nuclear 
disaster. We were fortunate in 
that the small South African 
community in Japan, some of 
them near the areas that were 
hardest struck, are all right. All 
of us have been impressed by 
the calm courage and the spirit 
of community as well as resil-
ience that Japanese people have 
displayed at this time. This has 
earned you the respect of the 
international community.

Japan’s peace credentials and 
its own generosity to other na-
tions in times of need are well-

known and it is incumbent on 
the international community to 
now stand by Japan in its hour of 
need. We therefore deployed 
Rescue South Africa, a highly 
professional search and rescue 
team, to Japan, which together 
with embassy officials made 
constructive contributions, espe-
cially at Sendai port and airport 
and in Natori, Ogatsu and Ishi-
nomaki in Miyagi Prefecture. 
The team were able to witness 
the difficult conditions in the 
north, which included adverse 
weather conditions and the 
threat of radiation. Through 
their efforts, Rescue South Africa 
contributed to the massive and 
overwhelming relief effort that is 
under way. It was moving to see 
the appreciation for these efforts 
from the Japanese government 
and people. 

Embassy officials also met the 
mayor of Iwanuma City, Miyagi 
Prefecture, at an emergency 
evacuation shelter and present-
ed him with a Jabulani 2010 soc-
cer ball with the inscription 
“Never give up,” on behalf of the 
embassy and the people of 
South Africa. The soccer ball is a 
symbol of inspiration to the peo-
ple and the youth of Iwanuma 
City and of our hope that happi-
ness (“jabulani’’) will return to 
Japan. It can be recalled that 
South Africa successfully hosted 
the first-ever FIFA World Cup to 
be held on the African continent 
in 2010 and the spirit of unity in 
South Africa and with all na-
tions was an important feature 
of the soccer world cup. Japan’s 
Samurai Blue demonstrated the 
can-do spirit that we witness 
here today in the real struggle 
that people are facing to survive 

and that will ensure you will ul-
timately succeed.

Japanese are no strangers to 
catastrophes, enduring not only 
natural disasters but also being 
the only nation to have suffered 
a nuclear attack, but they have 
shown throughout history that 
they will endure, reconstruct 
and become stronger as a result. 
Rest assured that we as South 
Africans have been with you 
during this time and will be be-
yond. My government and the 
people of South Africa sincerely 
wish to expand our relations and 
friendship with this great coun-
try and its wonderful people, and 
we are dedicated to do so. 

Japan is an important part-
ner for South Africa and rela-
tions are excellent. Last year, we 
celebrated 100 years of official 
relations between our two 
countries and elevated bilateral 
relations to a strategic level. Bi-
lateral relations have a strong 
economic focus with Japan be-
ing one of South Africa’s top 
three trading partners globally 

— Japan was No. 1 in 2008 with 
a total trade of 106 billion rand. 
Japanese companies invested 
almost 28 billion rand in South 
Africa in 2010. Where the cre-
ation of decent jobs is our gov-
ernment’s top priority, there 
remains huge potential to fur-
ther expand the already sub-
stantive economic interactions. 

It is encouraging to sense that 
Japanese companies, strongly 
supported by the Japanese gov-
ernment, are increasingly ex-
ploring business opportunities 
in the emerging economies in-
ter alia in Africa with a strong 
focus on South Africa. 

It is intended to step up the 
level and frequency of political 

consultations between our two 
countries, not only on bilateral 
issues but also on Africa and 
other major international issues 
that require global consensus, 
such as the restructuring of the 
global financial architecture 
(we are both members of the 
G-20); U.N. reform; nuclear non-
proliferation and disarmament; 
and climate change. It is also 
important in this context to 
mention that South Africa re-
cently became a member of the 
BRICS Group (with Brazil, Rus-
sia, India and China) and is 
aligned with its goals to ad-
vance the restructuring of the 
global governance institutions, 
notably the global economic 
and financial architecture into 
one that is more equitable, bal-
anced and rests on pillars of 
multilateralism. South Africa 
will also endeavour to ensure 
that the BRICS agenda is 
aligned with the development 
and economic priorities of Afri-
ca, such as the creation of pro-
ductive capacity on the conti-

nent, infrastructure develop-
ment and job creation. 

Japan has helped our young 
democracy in important areas 
of science and technology coop-
eration, education and skills de-
velopment and various other 
sectors, and Japan remains 
committed to continue coopera-
tion with us to build a sustain-
able democracy. This is valued 
by the South African people. Ja-
pan is also involved with South 
Africa and Africa through the  
Tokyo International Conference 
on African Development (TI-
CAD) process and despite its 

own current challenges, Japan 
will continue to acknowledge 
the importance of remaining 
committed to Africa. 

I thank The Japan Times and 
our supporters for this opportu-
nity to address you on Freedom 
Day and to encourage all Japa-
nese to persevere during this 
difficult time. I look forward to 
the friendly people-to-people 
cooperation that continues to 
grow. This year we will not host 
a reception for our national day 
but we intend to rather make a 
financial contribution to the 
victims of the national disaster.

Important partners work together in all areas
South Africa national day
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My deepest sympathy goes to everyone 
affected by the Great East Japan 
Earthquake. South Africa intends to 
support Japan during this difficult time 
with the spirit of solidarity that defines our 
national identity. This spirit was forged as 
we overcame difficult hardships as a 
nation, which culminated in our first 
democratic elections in 1994, which we 
celebrate today as Freedom Day. Japan, 

too, is known for overcoming difficult 
challenges in the past. 

South Africa is now recognized as the 
Rainbow Nation and many visitors come to 
experience this extraordinary environment 
where diverse people live together as one. 
Japan is also, particularly during this 
difficult time, showing the world how 
people united can better serve each other.

Our ties of friendship continue to grow 
and the number of Japanese visitors to 
South Africa increased by more than 34 
percent last year when South Africa 
successfully hosted the soccer World Cup. 

South Africa is a country blessed with 
marvellous scenic beauty and a warm, 
comfortable climate. It is a vibrant land full 
of wonderful surprises. There is much to 
encounter in South Africa, including our 
internationally renowned wildlife, the 
multicultural Cape Town at the foot of 
Table Mountain and several World 
Heritage sites. I hope that more Japanese 
will visit South Africa. The beautiful lilac 
flowers of the jacaranda bring life and 
color to South Africa much as the cherry 
blossoms signal new life and beginnings 
for the Japanese.

Ties of friendship continue to grow along with feelings of solidarity

Helping hand: Staff members of Rescue South Africa are 
greeted at Narita airport upon arrival March 18 by Ambassador 
Gert Johannes Grobler before beginning search and rescue 
operations in Miyagi Prefecture. EMBASSY OF SOUTH AFRICA

Making a living: A youth sells cucumbers Monday on a street in Uyo ahead of Nigeria’s 
gubernatorial elections. AP

Uyo Nigeria
AP

With hundreds already killed 
and others frightened from the 
ballot box, Nigerians were to 
vote Tuesday in the nation’s vol-
atile gubernatorial elections, 
this time choosing the pivotal 
politicians who control billions 
of dollars in oil money.

Religious tensions are high in 
Africa’s most populous nation 
after riots erupted across the 
country’s predominantly Mus-
lim north last week when results 
showed staunch Christian Presi-
dent Goodluck Jonathan had 
clinched the election. Angry 
mobs set fire to houses where 
election workers were staying, 
young female poll staffers were 
raped, and charred corpses lined 
highways.

Tuesday’s gubernatorial vote 
is the final ballot in Nigeria, fol-
lowing weeks of legislative and 
presidential elections that ulti-
mately forced some 40,000 peo-
ple to flee their homes. Election 
officials postponed the gover-
nors’ races in the two northern 

states hardest hit by postelec-
tion violence but vowed to press 
ahead with ballots elsewhere.

“Some have paid the ultimate 
price for democracy and I am 
sure that I speak the minds of 
all Nigerians if I say that the na-
tion will be eternally grateful to 
them,” Attahiru Jega, chief of 
Nigeria’s Independent Election 
Commission, has said. “One 
way of immortalizing them is to 
ensure that we complete the re-
maining elections successfully 
and not succumb to the designs 
of people who want to scuttle 
our collective aspiration for a 
strong, united and democratic 
country.”

The gubernatorial races carry 
even more weight though be-
cause governors represent the 
closest embodiment of power 
many ever see in a nation of 150 
million people. The positions 
provide many politicians with 
personal fiefdoms where oil 
money sluices into unwatched 
state coffers that exceed those of 
neighboring nations. Mean-
while, hospital shelves remain 
barren of drugs and decaying 
schools have no teachers.

Twenty-nine states were to 
hold their gubernatorial elec-
tions Tuesday, while some de-
layed federal legislative polls 
also will be held at the same 
time. Five states will not hold 
gubernatorial races after a court 
decision before the presidential 
election extended the tenure of 
those seated there.

However, questions remain 

about who will even be man-
ning the polling stations. Most 
election workers come from Ni-
geria’s National Youth Service 
Corps, a mandatory yearlong as-
signment for all Nigerians who 
graduate from university before 
the age of 30. Many have fled 
from the assignments after the 

violence that swept across the 
nation’s north left their col-
leagues beaten, raped or killed.

That violence, apparently 
started by Muslims supporting 
opposition candidate and for-
mer military ruler Muhamma-
du Buhari, left at least 500 peo-
ple dead though government 
officials have declined to release 
a toll for fear of inciting more 
riots. After the first wave of kill-
ings, Christians launched repri-
sal attacks that killed Muslims 
as well.

In northern states, where Bu-
hari’s Congress for Progressive 
Change remains strong, some 
worry more violence could ac-
company Tuesday’s election as 
its supporters vote against the 
ruling People’s Democratic Par-
ty led by the country’s Christian 
president.

Violence also remains likely 
in the country’s oil-rich Niger 
Delta, a region of swamplands 
and mangroves about the size of 
South Carolina. Akwa Ibom 
state, home to many oil fields 
operated by the Nigerian sub-
sidiary of U.S. oil giant Exxon 
Mobil Corp., already has seen 

rioters burn cars and torch a 
campaign office for Jonathan in 
recent weeks.

Akwa Ibom also is a state 
where open and flagrant rigging 
took place during Nigeria’s fa-
tally flawed 2007 elections. At 
one polling station that year, an 
election official shoved an en-
tire booklet of ballots, already 
prevoted, into a ballot box as a 
European Union observer 
watched.

Around the state capital, Uyo, 
about 600 km from Nigeria’s 
commercial capital of Lagos, the 
face of Gov. Godswill Akpabio 
bears down from billboards and 
banners, asking voters to allow 
“God’s will be done again.” Ak-
pabio is the ruling party candi-
date, his main opposition com-
ing from Action Congress of 
Nigeria candidate John James 
Akpan Udoedehe.

Udoedehe has faced treason 
and murder charges in recent 
weeks stemming from the un-
rest, charges his lawyer describe 
as political smears. Udoedehe 
recently received bail and was 
free Tuesday to cast his own 
vote.

On Monday, police raided a 
weekly newspaper, arresting 
members of its staff. Yet many 
hope this election will be differ-

ent, like Mfon’Obon Jackson, 45, 
who has walked the streets in 
her neighborhood in the past, 
ringing a bell to call people out 

to vote. “Democracy: we dey 
laugh, we dey dance,” Jackson 
said in pidgin English. “It’s not a 
matter of fighting.”

Nigerians vote in last of three polls

The positions provide 
many politicians with 
personal fiefdoms 
where oil money sluices 
into unwatched state 
coffers that exceed 
those of neighboring 
nations.
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