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Symbol of courage
    The Hungarian ambassador believes a village in the southwestern part of his country deserves a token of appreciation from the United States and NATO for the part it played in ending civil wars in the Balkans and supporting the war on terrorism.
    Ambassador Andras Simonyi was Hungary's envoy to NATO when a former Soviet airfield in the village of Taszar was chosen for a staging area and training center for U.S. and alliance forces during the war in the former Yugoslavia.
    The Hungarian government, which was not yet a member of NATO, took on "no small risk" of a retaliatory strike by Serbian forces on Hungary or ethnic Hungarians in Serbia, he said this week.
    Mr. Simonyi noted that Dec. 16 will mark the 10th anniversary of the date when the allied troops moved into Taszar. NATO turned the base over to the Hungarian military last year.
    The ambassador recalled proudly that Taszar was the West's first military base in a former Warsaw Pact nation. It also supported operations in the 1999 NATO strikes against Serbian forces in Kosovo and in preparations for the war in Iraq. The former U.S. commander there, Gen. David Barno, later served as head of allied forces in Afghanistan.
    "More than 100,000 U.S. troops passed through Taszar during the active years. U.S. forces spend over $10 million upgrading the airfield and were one of the area's largest employers," Mr. Simonyi said.
    "Taszar has become a symbol of what a difference courageous communities can make."
    Distrust in Venezuela
    The weekend election in Venezuela was marred by deep distrust among political parties and a low turnout caused by an opposition boycott, according to an observer mission from the Organization of American States.
    The OAS observers criticized the National Electoral Council for problems involving computerized voting machines and noted that opposition parties suspected that the council was beholden to leftist President Hugo Chavez.
    The voter turnout was only 25 percent, casting doubt on the legitimacy of the election to the National Assembly, the observers said in their report on the mission. Pro-Chavez candidates won 114 of the 167 seats.
    The OAS said it "laments" the statements of government officials who tried to coerce public employees to vote and questioned whether election officials violated their own rules by leaving some polling stations open beyond the legal closing time.
    "Electoral participation is what contributes to the strengthening of democracy and the legitimacy of representatives," the observers said.
    "It is up to the electoral authorities to generate the necessary conditions for the full participation of all sectors. Although the right not to participate is recognized, it is over concern that due to the withdrawal of the opposition, an important portion of the citizenry is left without representation in the National Assembly.
    "Every democracy requires an institutional opposition committed to the electoral process, so that it can loyally participate in the democratic system."
    Hanafi siege
    Reports on the recent death of former Egyptian Ambassador Ashraf Ghorbal noted his key role in the Camp David accords that brought peace between his country and Israel but mostly ignored one of his most heroic moments.
    In 1977, Mr. Ghorbal helped end a terrorist siege in Washington when he negotiated with Muslims of the Hanafi sect who took over the District Building and B'nai B'rith offices in downtown Washington.
    The terrorists wounded former D.C. Mayor Marion Barry, then a member of the D.C. Council.
    Mr. Ghorbal, with the ambassadors from Iran and Pakistan, talked the gunmen into releasing hostages and surrendering.
    The Washington Post, at the time, said the city owned a debt of gratitude to the ambassadors for their "diplomatic professionalism and personal courage."
    •Call Embassy Row at 202/636-3297, fax 202/832-7278 or e-mail jmorrison@washingtontimes.com.
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