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The delegation from the City of Montebello that travelled to Ashiya, Japan, completed the visit to celebrate the 50th anniversary of our sister city agreement. The agreement, signed in 1961, has provided the foundation for friendship and goodwill between our two cities that has lasted a generation.

As part of the 50th anniversary celebration, a delegation from Ashiya had visited Montebello in July 2011. To reciprocate, the Montebello Delegation travelled to Ashiya this month and included Mrs. Yae Aihara, Mrs. Gloria Haro, Mrs. Lydia Glasman, Mrs. Susan Okawa, Mr. Roy Ito, Mr. Oscar Borja, Mr. Michael Okamura, and Mr. Lloyd Kajikawa. As president of the Montebello Sister City Association, I led the delegation and represented the City of Montebello during the various ceremonies held in Ashiya. The delegation was in Ashiya during the week of November 10th through November 17th, and participated in a series of events hosted by the City of Ashiya and the Ashiya Cosmopolitan Association (ACA).  ACA is the counterpart to our Montebello-Ashiya Sister City Association.

The 2011 Montebello delegation arrived in Ashiya with the rain, but we had sunny days for our remaining stay in Ashiya. Our first formal event, November 11th, was a visit to Ashiya City Hall; our delegation had a grand entrance at the building and there was a multitude of people to receive us. Then there were formal greetings, including a private meeting with the Mayor, then a meeting with Chairman of the City Council, and finally a joint meeting in the Ashiya City Council Chambers. 

On November 13th, the delegation participated in a formal dinner ceremony. Video greetings from Mayor Art Barajas and Mayor Pro Tem Frank Gomez were shown to an audience including Ashiya Mayor Ken Yamanaka and the City Council Chairperson, Mr. Toshihiko Hatanaka, a number of city council representatives, ACA members, and residents of the city. This was a major event in Ashiya with extensive newsprint and television coverage.

Prior to the indoor ceremonies, Mayor Yamanaka, Chairman Hatanaka, Mrs. Shizuko Hashitani, President of the ACA, Mrs. Yae Aihara and I unveiled a new street in Ashiya, Montebello Street, and a new rock monument commemorating the 50th anniversary of the sister city agreement.

During the week of our stay, our delegation also visited with the Chiefs of Police and the Fire Department; we also toured both departments and were provided information regarding their preparedness for emergencies, including earthquakes. Both departments had sent contingents to northern Japan and the area that had been affected by the earthquake and tsunami. There were also excursions to the ancient cities of Kyoto and Nara that were provided by ACA. 

On behalf of the Montebello delegation, I want to thank the Ashiya Municipal Government, and all of ACA, for the wonderful reception and program of events in Ashiya that they hosted.  I participated in the Montebello delegation visit to Ashiya in 2001, to celebrate the 40th anniversary, and I have concluded that the 2011 ceremonies set a new standard of excellence. We thank Ashiya city officials, ACA, and all of the contributors who helped plan and implement the 50th anniversary celebration in Ashiya. The ceremonies, the excursions, and the meals provided by the city and ACA were all wonderful examples of Japanese hospitality. However, our Montebello delegation especially enjoyed the time that we spent meeting and conversing with ACA members and Ashiya residents. Our time at the homes of Ashiya residents provided time for a true cultural exchange and strengthening our ties of friendship. 

As part of my presentation at the formal ceremonies on November 13th, I asked the audience to recall the date of our Montebello delegation visit to Ashiya 10 years earlier; it was November 7, 2001, just two months after the terrorist attack on the World Center Twin Towers in New York. Our Montebello Delegation felt the weight of that horrible event and the loss of life. There was even consideration of cancelling the 2001 Montebello delegation trip to Japan. Fortunately, we did go to Ashiya in 2001 and we received the support and kindness of the Japanese people from the moment we landed in Osaka, and then we experienced the friendship and goodwill of ACA members and residents of Ashiya. It was an uplifting experience.

Now, ten years later, in November 2011, our Montebello delegation travelled to Ashiya to celebrate another benchmark for our sister city agreement. But as we celebrated, we also recognized that all of Japan has suffered due to the natural disaster that occurred in northern Japan this past March. I informed our Ashiya audience that our Montebello community also felt significant loss due to the tsunami. One of our Montebello association families lost five members in northern Japan. This made clear that our small community in the United States has significant ties to Japan. Therefore, we are more than friends, and we travelled across the Pacific to give our support as the Japanese people continue to recover and move forward.   

During the ceremonies in Ashiya we also grieved the loss of one of our founders of the Montebello-Ashiya Sister City agreement. Mrs. Elaine Kirchner died on September 7th, at the age of 94, and we lost one of our guiding lights. But as we mourned with Mrs. Kirchner’s family, we were determined to move forward with our lives and persevere.  I know that Elaine Kirchner wanted us to continue with our 50th anniversary program and have the Montebello delegation travel to Japan. The sister city agreement was her legacy and she wanted us to commemorate the 1961 agreement that she signed on behalf of the City of Montebello.

All of us in Montebello, including Mrs. Kirchner, truly enjoyed the visit of the Ashiya delegation to Montebello this past July. We particularly liked the time that we were able to spend together with the Ashiya delegates and talk. The emphasis on having the Ashiya delegation members learn about Montebello was very much appreciated by our community. The Ashiya delegation visit was a true cultural exchange and we hope that all of the Ashiya visitors learned about Montebello.

 

I am pleased to report that Mrs. Kirchner had an opportunity to meet the Ashiya student ambassadors in August. Indeed, the 2011 Montebello-Ashiya Sister City Student Ambassador Exchange Program was a great success in Montebello. Ashiya sent two young women to visit us, Mari Kitamura and Mikoto Shioya, and both were excellent ambassadors of goodwill, friendship, beauty and grace. They helped us celebrate the 50th anniversary in Montebello in a wonderful way. One of the highlights of the visit to Ashiya for our delegation was that we were able to meet and greet many of the past Ashiya Ambassadors who had come to Montebello, including the first student ambassador from 1964.

The student ambassador exchange program has been the primary focus of the sister city relationship. The summer student exchanges began in 1964 and over the long history of this program, nearly 200 Montebello and Ashiya youth have benefited from the student ambassador exchange experience. The citizens of the two cities have also benefited from hosting and interacting with the student ambassadors. In addition, residents of the two cities have shared other activities that have helped to strengthen the ties between the two cities and bonds of friendship.  The exchange of delegations this year is but one example of how the sister city agreement helps us to reach across the Pacific and maintain the ties that have lasted half a century. 

As we were returning on our flight back to the USA, members of the delegation spoke about our attentive hosts in Ashiya and how we will remember our experience in Ashiya for many years to come. Ashiya City government and the Ashiya Cosmopolitan Association had worked closely together to plan and implement an outstanding anniversary program. The Ashiya Mayor and Chairman, along with other elected officials, and members of the ACA, all expressed a wish to maintain the friendship and cooperation between the sister cities and the people of Ashiya and Montebello.

We have reached a milestone with the 50th anniversary of the sister city agreement, and the Montebello Sister City Association looks forward to many more years of our global partnership and bonds of friendship and peace with the City of Ashiya.  



