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Post of the Month: Minsk
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Recently drafted Belarussian soldiers
march during an exercise in Minsk. 
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Former Secretary of State George Shultz recently sent me a copy of the following let-
ter he received from Mr. “Pitch” Johnson praising the work of one of our wonderful
Foreign Service National colleagues. It is typical of letters I get telling me about the
great job the men and women of the State Department are doing. I wanted to share
it with you:

Dear George,

You have often spoken to me about your pride in the foreign service offi-
cers of the United States and the people who work in the State Department.
To reinforce your point, I experienced some excellent service and care by
our embassy in Athens during the recent Olympic Games.

Our 16-year-old grandson, Michael Johnson, who was with Cathie and me
in Athens, lost his passport shortly before the end of the Games and our
departure. I called the embassy and was referred to the passport office.
The woman who took the call, Helen Vagena, could not have been more
helpful. First of all she was quite reassuring that something could be done
about a replacement passport in a reasonably short time. We had the pass-
port number and she was able to retrieve Michael’s application with a pic-
ture to identify him: She called back when she got that information and
told us to file a police report on the loss and to come to the embassy with
a copy at a fixed time that afternoon. We arrived and she greeted us
promptly and gave us the forms to fill out. We were doing so when she
called us to the window and said that the Olympic lost-and-found had
called to report a U.S. passport had been found on the stadium grounds,
and that it had Michael’s name on it. Helen further identified it for them
with the number, and told us where to go pick it up. We did so and had the
passport within an hour.

In an unexpected, pleasant touch the following morning, Helen called me
at the hotel to ask if we had retrieved the passport OK. I said we had and
thanked her for her attending to our problem so ably. In any case, we felt
very good about the personal and professional attention we received from
our embassy. I sent an e-mail to the consul, Nick Greanias, expressing my
appreciation to Helen and the embassy for the good care.

I’ll look forward to seeing you and Charlotte at some more operas and
football games this season.

Sincerely yours,

Franklin Pitcher Johnson, Jr.

One final thought for each of you: Is this the way you go about your job every day?  
I believe so and certainly hope so.

Thanks, Helen! ■

A Job Well Done

FROM THE SECRETARY
SECRETARY COLIN L. POWELL
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Another Satisfied Customer
Regarding September’s language

immersion story, I’d like to relate my
experience with this fine program.

The U.S. Embassy in Dar es Salaam
offered the American community an
introduction to Swahili language and
culture via a three-day immersion visit
to Zanzibar, an exotic island off the
coast.

The daily classes (shown above),
which ran from early morning until we
stopped for lunch past noon, were fol-
lowed by a host of cultural activities.
The cultural program included every-
thing from a visit to the sweltering
confines of a traditional healer’s dark-
ened treatment room to a tour of Dr.
Livingston’s spacious Anglican church.

Ten of us, representing a cross sec-
tion of the agencies posted here, accel-
erated our language-learning curves.
In tribute to the skillfulness of our

excellent instructors—no
doubt aided by a rooftop class-
room with a panoramic view
across the city to the sea—we
found that we were able to
bargain in the market at the
end of the course. In fact, we
were able to negotiate for just
about anything we wanted—
though the merchants’ smiles
suggested that while we may
have learned to negotiate in
Swahili, bargaining quite a dif-
ferent skill.

Mike Gehron
Stone Town, Zanzibar

Glaring Language Naiveté
The article “Language Immersion

Enriches Assignments” (September
2004) strikes me as a glaring display of
language naiveté. There seems to be no
inkling of what language immersion is
all about since in Zanzibar it consists
of but “three mornings of language
instruction.”

The author also recognizes that in
Zanzibar, “learning simple greeting,

salutations and phrases in Kiswahili is
a small gesture that means a great
deal.” Terrific! At what post is learning
such things in the local language not
helpful?

Finally, and perhaps most signifi-
cantly, the author characterizes the
Kiswahili language as “phonetic”—a
term so ambiguous as to be meaning-
less—and “not very complicated.”
From a scientific point of view, no lan-
guage has been found to be less com-
plicated than any other, witness that
four-year-olds everywhere seem to
have mastered their native languages
equally well.

Allen I. Stein
Retired Assistant Dean, FSI/SLS

FROM THE EDITOR

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

It’s no secret that revolutions, war, genocide and other
forms of persecution create countless refugees. And when
many of the uprooted look to the United States for their
salvation, refugee admissions in the Bureau of
Population, Refugees and Migration determines if they
qualify. In today’s world there are no slow days in refugee
admissions.

Think carnival, beaches, beautiful mountains and a
broken economy. Think luxury resorts, the oldest univer-
sity in the hemisphere and power outages. Think Santo
Domingo, a city of contrasts and home to a mission
spread over seven buildings and hundreds of employees.

Imagine a sailing club in dusty Khartoum. While they
won’t be contending for the America’s Cup anytime soon,
these part-time boating aficionados rate their experience

on an even grander scale—plying the storied Nile River.
It’s an experience few sailors can claim.

The U.S. Embassy in Caracas is urging employees to
quit—smoking that is. As new arrivals are welcomed,
they’re also asked if they smoke and would like to stop.
The effort—more than “just say no”—has grabbed
national attention and the results are impressive.

Having a medical emergency somewhere between
Moscow and Beijing on the Trans-Siberian Railway may
sound like a recipe for disaster, but Russian hospitality
and a station doctor left this traveler with fond memories.

Letters to the Editor

Letters should not exceed 250
words and should include the
writer’s name, address and day-
time phone numer. Letters will be
edited for length and clarity. Only
signed letters will be considered.
Names may be withheld upon
request. You can reach us at
statemagazine@state.gov.
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Sticking Their Butts Out in Caracas

smoke
ALARM

Employees assigned to Caracas are welcomed with an invitation to quit smoking. As the newcomers ask if
it’s safe to drink the water or eat the lettuce, health unit staff is asking them if they smoke.

Outgoing Ambassador Charles Shapiro considers the employee health program one of his most important
achievements. Assisted by health unit staffers Dr. Raul Isturiz and nurse June Acrich, he aims to help employ-
ees kick this dangerous habit.

Dr. Natasha Herrera, at the Pan-American Health Organization’s Venezuela office, volunteered her own
lunch hour to work with the mission’s smokers once a week.

Dr. Herrera’s method includes up to two weeks of monitoring, where patients are told
to document what triggers their cigarette cravings, such as time of day, emotions, stress,

family or friends who smoke and other stimuli. They even learn how changes in brain
chemicals create yearnings for nicotine.

Once patients are aware of why and when they smoke, they begin nicotine
replacement therapy. This is a key step, particularly for those who are addicted to

the weed. The embassy provides nicotine patches and gum as well as Welbutron,
a drug that combats weight gain and stress.

Herrera claims an 80 percent success in her practice, which is in line with
results at Embassy Caracas. Of the original 12 participants, 11 have quit.

Dr. Carolyn Dresler, a cardiothoracic surgeon and expert on lung cancer
and smoking-related diseases, recently told embassy staff that up to 30 percent

of employee absenteeism in Canada is blamed on smoking.
Dresler said cigarette smoke is the leading cause of preventable death in the developing world, claiming at

least 4 million lives each year. By 2030, 70 percent of tobacco-related deaths will occur in the developing
world. Overall, smokers have a 50 percent chance of dying prematurely due to their habit.

In Venezuela and most of Latin America, smoking is more common and accepted than in the United States.
Approximately 30 percent of Venezuelans smoke—men, 32 percent; women, 27 percent. It’s common to see
people smoking in restaurants, bars and movie theater lobbies and at shopping malls.

Said one participant who tried to stop several times, “I find it easier to quit with help. Just having someone
there keeping track of your progress is quite a difference. This is the first time I really feel I can make it.” PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
: (

O
PP

O
SI

TE
 P

A
G

E)
: S

A
N

D
RA

 Y
EA

M
A

N



5NOVEMBER 2004

I N T H E N E W S

TDYer Leaves Her Mark
What started with a flat tire ended with a pumped-up

team.
Sandra Yeaman was riding to a barbeque one Sunday in

March when the car had a flat tire. While some men recruit-
ed from the barbeque changed the tire, eight boys
approached holding a soccer jersey. They were collecting
money to buy uniforms for their team. When Ms. Yeaman, a
management officer on a temporary assignment in Asmara,
Eritrea, asked how she could be sure they would use the
money for uniforms, they said she could trust them. She gave
the tallest, Habtom, 300 nafka, about $20. He asked for her
phone number and wrote it on
the palm of his hand.

The following Saturday her
phone rang. The caller didn’t
speak English, but when he
sensed she was about to hang
up he said, “Habtom, 300
nafka.” With the help of a
passerby who spoke English,
he told her the team wanted to
meet her and thank her for her
contribution.

She arrived at the agreed
spot—a local market—the
next day and 16 boys, aged 9 to
14, greeted her. Four of them
were wearing red and white
uniforms they purchased with
her contribution. She agreed
to meet them the following
Sunday at the soccer field—a
bumpy, rocky open area
through which herds of cattle
and sheep regularly wander—
and watch them play.

For the rest of her assign-
ment she spent every Saturday
or Sunday morning watching
the boys play. They decided to
call themselves Team USA. She
eventually gave them enough money to buy more uniforms,
soccer shoes and spare soccer balls. After weeks of training
and scrimmaging with each other, Habtom, the coach, began
arranging games against other teams. Ms. Yeaman took hun-
dreds of pictures and invited the boys home for something to
eat and drink after each game. She also showed them movies.
Bend It Like Beckham was their favorite, naturally.

Her last weekend in town, she wanted to do something
special for the boys so she invited embassy employees to
watch them play and then come to her house for a party. The

response was overwhelming. Among those who came were
Ambassador Donald McConnell and Deputy Chief of
Mission David Katz and their wives. Nurse Paula Wilson
baked a cake in the shape of a soccer ball and decorated it
with red, white and blue frosting. One guest, an employee of
the U.N. Development Program, offered to explore using the
U.N.’s equipment to even out the bumps and dips in the boys’
soccer field.

Melissa Sheperd, Asmara’s community liaison officer, cre-
ated a brochure with a story and picture of Team USA and
distributed it to the Asmara International Women’s Club,

non-governmental organizations and diplomatic missions.
Her hope is that other members of the international commu-
nity will sponsor teams too.

The boys told Ms. Yeaman that other neighborhood teams
have started copying them—using Habtom’s training regime
and getting matching shirts. “The boys understand they have
become a model for others,” she said, “and have assured me
they will take the responsibility seriously. I believe them.
After all, they told me I could trust them with my first 300-
nafka donation.”

Coach Habtom, in white, selects seven team members to play against Team German.
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Conference Channels Diversity into Direction
Bring 56 Foreign Service National employees together for

10 days of training, networking and camaraderie and you
have the making of the third annual FSN Worldwide
Invitational Conference.

The gathering is perhaps the ultimate diversity group with
participants from Belize to Paris to Freetown to Kolonia—
not to mention every vocation from security to public affairs
to general services. But despite the differences in culture, lan-
guage and geography, the conference instills its participants
with the “One Mission—One Team” workplace philosophy
promoted by Secretary Powell. One FSN described the con-
ference that aims to sharpen work and communications skills
as a “microcosm of U.S. missions worldwide.”

Underscoring the event’s importance, which took place
from June 3 to 11 in Washington, D.C., Deputy Secretary
Richard Armitage applauded the critical role FSNs play in
carrying out U.S. foreign policy while Director General W.
Robert Pearson outlined the Department’s commitment to a
supportive workplace through training and improved com-
pensation, insurance and pension plans.

In addition to salary and benefits, the conference included
discussions on job evaluations, leadership, communication
and equal employment opportunity. Participants also met
the deputy inspector general, who encouraged them to report

waste, fraud and mismanagement. The FSNs received train-
ing in security awareness—including personal protection—
crisis management and consular affairs.

To promote understanding, the FSNs shared insights about
their nations’ heritage and customs. At the same time they
received training in the American work culture and improv-
ing communication with American officers at post and with-
in mission sections. Instruction balanced their responsibili-
ties and identities as American employees sensitively and
with respect for local practices and culture.

Six “continuity FSNs”—Harry Beek from Brussels,
Zvezdan Milovanovic from Belgrade, Aniko Varadi from
Budapest, Jossy Herman from Santo Domingo, Debra
Newbold from Nassau and Mandeep Kaur from New
Delhi—were brought back from former conferences as facil-
itators, mentors and team leaders. They introduced top
Department speakers and other important officials, noted
key issues, provided daily summary briefings and assigned
teams for discussions and activities.

As in the previous two conferences sponsored by the
Bureau of Human Resources Office of Overseas
Employment, the FSNs arrived representing individual sec-
tions and countries but departed as a global team of mission
professionals.

Education
Program
Again in the
Spotlight

Hundreds of cultural exchanges are set for
Nov. 15 to 19 to mark International
Education Week. Sponsored by the Bureau
of Educational and Cultural Affairs and the
U.S. Department of Education, the event
celebrates America’s leadership in building
international cooperation, understanding
and alliances through education.

Visits by American students to overseas schools as well as
foreign students visiting American schools, including some in
Washington, D.C., are among the week’s highlights. Last year
more than 85 U.S. ambassadors and embassies abroad and
foreign ambassadors to the United States participated in the
event, as did a wide range of organizations and corporations.

Foreign participants include international students, teach-
ers and scholars who study in the United States.

Employees can learn more about the programs Nov. 18,
from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m, at the Bureau of Educational and
Cultural Affairs Exchanges Fair in the exhibit hall of the
Harry S Truman building.

More than 1,800 of the State Department’s youth exchange students are expected to share
their cultures in America’s classrooms during International Education Week.
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When Austrian Chancellor Wolfgang Schuessel met with
President Bush in the White House two and a half years ago,
they discussed Central Asia, a key part of the post-9/11 secu-
rity network. The two leaders discussed how law and order,
good governance and healthy civil societies were important
to that region.

Shortly after the Bush-Schuessel summit, the public affairs
sections of the U.S. Embassy in Vienna and the U.S. Mission
to the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
launched the Vienna Initiative for Central Asia. Now in its
second year, the effort brings 10 Central Asian city and state
managers to Vienna for a two-week program to learn how
Americans and Austrians manage cities and states.

The program covers planning, renewal, policy and
administration, budgeting, renewable energies, water renew-
al, waste management and market economies. The mid-level
city and state leaders, as guests of the Austrian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, visit small towns in Austria to learn how
they’re managed.

The Vienna initiative is a good fit for
the OSCE, whose 18 field missions oper-
ate mostly in former Soviet republics
including those in Central Asia, the
Caucasus and the Balkans. They assist
governments and civil society in strength-
ening democratic institutions and pro-
moting respect for human rights and law.

This year, all five Central Asian countries sent two partici-
pants to the seminar. Even Turkmenistan, which has largely
shunned international efforts at democratization, participat-
ed. In-country Fulbright scholars and speakers recommended
by the Department taught the students about U.S. practices.

Last year’s participants returned home and began using
their new skills. For instance, Omurbek Sarbagyshev, who
works in the office of the mayor of Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan,
reported that his city has adopted ideas he brought from
Vienna: recycling with color-coded garbage cans, lighting city
buildings and building new roads connecting the city to the
airport.

City managers in Central Asia face a daunting task of mod-
ernizing management, securing adequate financing and cre-
ating an administration that meets the needs of citizens. The
changes will not happen quickly, but program alums are
making small but meaningful progress in each of the five
countries.
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MUNICIPAL MANAGEMENT
OFFERED TO CENTRAL
ASIAN CITIES

FSN Fellowship Offers Graduate Opportunities
Competing against hundreds of other Russians, Vladimir Kulagin, a Foreign Service National employee

at the consulate general in Vladivostok, won the highly competitive Edmund S. Muskie Graduate
Fellowship sponsored by the Department’s Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs. He was one of 27
Russian winners. FSNs from other countries have also won Muskie fellowships.

Since December 2000, Mr. Kulagin has been involved in producing E-Grams, messages using unclassi-
fied e-mail as a formal reporting vehicle pioneered by the consulate general in Vladivostok. In April, he

edited Russian Far East/Asia Highlights, a publication getting positive
feedback and wider readership in both Moscow and Washington. 

The Edmund S. Muskie Graduate Fellowship program provides citi-
zens of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Moldova, Russia, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan an
opportunity to pursue graduate study in the United States. Business
administration, economics, education, environmental management and
policy, international affairs, journalism and mass communications are
among the choices. Law, library and information science, public admin-
istration, public health and public policy are the other available fields.

The program provides full scholarships, including university tuition,
fees, room, board, health insurance, monthly stipend, book allowance,
and international and domestic travel. 

Mr. Kulagin is now studying for a master’s degree in business admin-
istration and specializing in finance at the Georgia Institute of
Technology in Atlanta. He returns to Russia after graduating in June
2006. 



For the last four years, the U.S. Consulate in Hermosillo,
Mexico, has worked closely with Shriner’s Hospital in Los
Angeles to help child burn victims get treatment in the
United States.

The consulate, together with Alberto Barrera Robinson, a
local attorney, businessman and Shriner (the Shriners are an
international fraternity with more than 500,000 members),
and his assistant, Luz Inez Casas Ruiz, support outreach pro-

grams in the consular district so that children can
receive free medical treatment.

Nine physicians and their staff arrived in Hermosillo
July 31 to examine 200 children and schedule their
treatments in Los Angeles. Two local employees,
Graciela Hernandez and Monica Martinez, and two
Foreign Service officers, Marjorie Stern and Amy
Storrow, volunteered their time to play with the kids,
set up meetings with doctors and answer questions
about visa applications. All four are members of
Damas Voluntarias de Shriners (Volunteer Women of
Shriners), a local group that also coordinated a cloth-
ing and toy drive and raised money for food and enter-
tainment. The governor of Sonora provided funds for
the doctors’ transportation. The clinic was conducted
at the local children’s hospital, where American and
Mexican doctors worked side by side.

When children with significant injuries, such as
facial disfigurements due to burns, come to the consulate for
their visa appointments, they’re made to feel at home. Often
they can be interviewed without waiting.

“I’d only been at post for four days when Marjorie,
Graciela and Monica took me to my first meeting of Damas
Voluntarias,” Ms. Storrow said. “As I sat in the group of
Mexican and American women all working together, I
thought, ‘This is why I joined the Foreign Service.’ ”

Teamwork in Rwanda can be tough. That’s what Aaron
Thomas found out when he became the new general services
officer in January. In a nation best known for civil war and
genocide, mistrust and animosities linger among many of the
55 locally hired embassy employees that include both Tutsi
and Hutus.

Then during “the long, long, long flight back to Kigali after
attending the Miami GSO conference” and while reading an
article about the 2004 Athens summer
Olympics, he got the idea to hold a GSO
“Olympics.” The event would improve
performance and motivation among
embassy maintenance crews—carpenters,
janitors, masons, gardeners, drivers and
laborers to name a few—he reasoned.

On April 21, the Olympics began. With
headliners such as balloon tossing and
dropping clothespins into bottles, only the

three-man relay resembled anything close to an Olympic
event. But that wasn’t the goal among the seven teams.
Success was measured in cooperation and understanding
among traditionally warring people.

Teams reflected a cross section of the embassy’s work sec-
tions, and co-workers couldn’t play on the same team.
Supervisors or Americans were barred from playing.

The games gave a laborer who just “does what he’s told to
do” a chance to supervise and
lead as a team captain and set
goals for others.

“The object was to build team-
work, so I kept the events very
simple,” Mr. Thomas said. “The
GSO Olympics improved morale.
I now see many more smiles on
the faces of those workers and
much more camaraderie.”
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Consulate, Shriners
Help Kids with Burns

GAMES BRIDGE ETHNIC STRIFE

Graciela Hernandez, NIV Supervisor in Hermosillo, helps Valeria Isabel Diaz
Rascon with her fingerprint for her visa.  


