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Address by the President of Latvia, H.E. Vaira Vike-Freiberga,
at the Official Lunch in Honour of H.M. the Emperor Akihito
and H.M. the Empress Michiko of Japan,
Riga, May 25th, 2007
(25. 05. 2007)

Your Majesty the Emperor;
Your Majesty the Empress;
Your Excellencies;

Ladies and gentlemen,

It is a great honour and a sincere pleasure to greet Your Majesty the Emperor Akihito and Your Majesty the Empress
Michiko on your first visit to Latvia. Your Majesties, | am most delighted to have the opportunity to receive you on this

historic occasion, the first ever visit of a Japanese Emperor and Empress to my country.

Cooperation between Latvia and Japan has a lengthy history and deeply rooted traditions. On January 10th, 1919, Japan
became one of the first states to recognise our independence de facto, and on January 26th, 1921, Japan extended de
Jjure recognition to our Republic. Japan was the only Asian country to open an Embassy in Latvia in the early years of our

independence.

Though our countries are geographically distant from one another, Latvia and Japan have developed warm relations in
the spheres of culture, education, and science. Latvian singers, dancers, and artists have visited Japan and Japanese
singers have participated in Latvia's most significant cultural event, the national Song Festival that has been regularly
held here since the 19th Century. The Latvian Academy of Music and three of our major choirs, Ave Sol, Dzintars, and
the Latvian Radio Choir have established strong ties to Japan's musical community. Raimonds Pauls’ song, “A Million

Roses,” has enjoyed remarkable popularity in Japan.

Latvia is grateful to Japan for the financial and technical assistance aiding the development of music in our country - to
the Liepaja Symphonic Orchestra, our National Opera, and our National Symphonic Orchestra. Japan has also given
support to the Latvian State Archive of Audiovisual Documents, the Museum of History, and the Riga School of Cultures.

We value this assistance very highly.

Latvia has contributed to the development of hockey in Japan. Helmuts Balderis, our great hockey champion, trained
Japan's hockey players for four years, a process that many Latvians followed with interest and pride.

Latvians have long taken a keen interest in Japanese culture, art, and traditions. A secondary school in Riga has been
popularising the Japanese language and culture since 1990, and over a hundred students are enrolled in the Asian
studies programme at the University of Latvia. A Japanese-Latvian dictionary of the kanji was published last year.

I am pleased that people-to-people contacts between our countries flourish at different levels. Kobe became a sister city
of our capital in 1974, stimulating ties in education and culture. In exchange for the young elephant Zuzi, Japan
provided the R_ga Zoo with a collection of cranes, a rarity in Europe. To our great joywe received another gift a few days
ago: these Japanese cranes hatched chicks in our Zoo and they are now vigorously growing in sun.

Latvia and Japan marked the 15th anniversary of the restoration of diplomatic relations between us last year. The
Republic of Latvia opened its Embassy in Tokyo and several high-level delegations exchanged visits. | am confident that

the ties between our countries will grow stronger and more dynamic as a result.

I am glad to observe that many representatives of Latvia's business community have visited Japan in recent years. It is
my hope that Japanese business will continue to take an interest in Latvia, too — now that Latvia is a Member State of
the European Union, Riga has again become an important centre of trade and finance not only for the Baltic states but
for all of northern Europe.

Latvians have always admired the work ethic and the persistence of the Japanese, qualities captured by your well-known
saying, "fall down seven times, get up eight times!” Latvians have a similar saying: “If you want to attain the possible, ask
of yourself the impossible.”

The Latvians and the Japanese share a reverence for nature that suffuses our ancient but still vital traditions — our
approaches to space and the landscape diverge, but they both reflect this deeply rooted reverence. | am pleased to
note that the famous Japanese monk and artist Shunmyo Masuno won a 2006 competition with his conception of the

memorial to the victims of 20th-century totalitarianism to be created on Krievkalns Island in the Daugava River.

Your Majesties, your visit to Latvia is taking place just as the cherry trees have blossomed here — a time of bloom that

takes place much earlier in your country, in March. It is my sincere wish that our relations will flower like the sakura.

I would like to propose a toast to you, Your Majesty the Emperor and Your Majesty the Empress — to your health and
happiness, to the friendship between the Japanese people and the Latvian people, and to the further strengthening of

the strong ties between our states!
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