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The Other Side of the World

Ecuador, South America. I was there for one year as part of cultural exchange
program. Before going, I remember being so curious about how different the other side
of the world might be.

And in many ways it was different. For example, there were many street
children and signs of a very big gap between the rich and the poor. There were great
sights, like iguanas in the town; a sloth in the local park; and colorful markets
overflowing with fruits, vegetables, fish and flies. And there was always Latin music

coming from somewhere and the people always seemed to be dancing.

But of the time I spent in Ecuador, the best was the six days that I spent in the
Galapagos Islands. These islands, which are about a two hour flight from the continent,

are a World Heritage Site and they are a part of Ecuador.

In the plane, it was exciting to be on my way to such a mysterious place. I had
this image of the Galapagos being beautiful, filled with nature and lots of strange,
unique animal life. And when we got there, it did feel special. In fact, these days only

one hundred visitors are allowed per day, so I felt very lucky just to be there.

We stayed on the island of Santa Cruz and took day trips to visit other islands.
We traveled between islands on a cruiser. There were dolphins jumping along the side of
the boat, and big black birds with red necks flying above. And everyone was impressed
by the color of the water as it changed according to the depth of the sea, from deep

purple to crystal blue.

But all is not paradise in the Galapagos. Unfortunately, over the years, there

have been too many visitors and far too many people have moved there from the



mainland. This is having a negative impact on the ecology of the islands. As just one
example, when people brought goats to the islands, the goats started eating all of the
grass, which is the food of the famous Galapagos tortoise. So the number of tortoises
has declined dramatically. On the island of San Cristobal, there used to be tortoises
walking around everywhere. But when we were there, there was just one, lonely tortoise.

It was sad to see, and easy to feel that something is wrong.

But it seems that even many of Ecuador’s people misunderstand the Galapagos.
They think the islands are still unspoiled and filled with wildlife. But, the reality is that
much has been lost. Perhaps it’s similar to how we Japanese view Mt. Fuji. In our minds,
it’s perfectly beautiful. But in fact, it was passed up as a World Heritage Site because

there was too much garbage. Something is wrong there, too.

In any case, the Galapagos have been a World Heritage Site since 1978.
UNESCO, with its headquarters in Paris, designates these Sites, but recently UNESCO
has recognized the serious condition that the Galapagos are in. In 2007 they designated
the Galapagos as a Heritage Site in Danger, part of a program to inform people of the

ecological crisis that is taking place in the Galapagos.

Others are doing there part as well. Here in Japan, I watched a program
recently that showed the beauty of the Galapagos, but also emphasized the danger that
the islands are in. So from Ecuador to Paris to Japan, there are people around the world

who are trying to bring attention to this problem.

As for me, having been to the islands, having seen the beauty, but also
somehow having felt the loss, I was hoping to use this opportunity to do what I can to
help raise awareness of the problem. For now this is the best I can do to help UNESCO

and the people of Ecuador save these precious islands before it’s too late.

But of course, in a bigger sense, it’s not just the Galapagos. Perhaps the most
important thing I gained from my time in Ecuador is a new sense that there is no “other
side of the world”. I mean yes, we can say that some things are different, but in the end
our world is just one world. And whether designated or not, this one world itself is our
most important World Heritage Site. And we need to do whatever we can, wherever we

can, at any and all levels, to take care of it.
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