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rime Minister 
Abe has 
designated the 

social advancement and 
empowerment of women, 
whether in Japan or regions 
abroad, as a top priority for 
his administration. 
This edition focuses on 
the unique contributions 
of Japanese trailblazers 
leading the way for future 
generations of women 
everywhere around the 
world. 



On January 7, Prime Minister Abe hosted 
a welcome ceremony for Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Prime Minister of the Republic 

of Turkey. In the afternoon, the Prime Minister 
held talks with Prime Minister Erdoğan. In the 
evening, the Prime Minister and Mrs. Abe held a 
banquet. The Prime Minister said in his address,

“I was welcomed by everyone on my two 
visits to Turkey last year. I wish to again express 
my gratitude for that.  

The Ertuğrul Frigate and the rescue of 
Japanese in Tehran International Airport are 
shared parts of our history. Turkey returned the 
assistance it had received at sea 95 years later in 
the air. 

And then there is also the selfless assistance 
our countries offered to each other during 
the Great East Japan Earthquake and the 
Earthquake in the Republic of Turkey’s Eastern 
Region. I expect that these bonds forged 
between our peoples will continue to grow even 
stronger and that connections will be made at an 
even deeper level. 

Tonight we have prepared a cuisine befitting 
our two countries, which so brilliantly fuse the 
cultures of the East and West.

Finally, we have also prepared some Japanese 
fruit that is currently in season. I very much 
hope that you will enjoy it.”

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 
and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.

JAPAN-TURKEY 
SUMMIT MEETING

The ASEAN-Japan leaders' commemorative photograph session

Prime Minister Abe shaking hands with H.E. Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Prime Minister of the Republic of Turkey

THE ASEAN-JAPAN 
COMMEMORATIVE SUMMIT 
PARTNERSHIP FOR PEACE AND 
STABILITY

2013 marks the 40th year of ASEAN-Japan friendship 
and cooperation. 

On December 14 2013, the heads of ASEAN 
member states and Japan gathered in Tokyo at the 
ASEAN-Japan Commemorative Summit to commemorate 
the 40th Anniversary. Prime Minister Abe said at press 
conference following the summit.

“We recently succeeded in reaching substantive 
agreement on rules for investments and services under 
the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(AJCEP). We will create an economic area between Japan 
and ASEAN in which not only trade in goods but also 
trade in services and investments circulate freely. Japan 
and ASEAN are partners working toward prosperity. 
Together, we will achieve prosperity.

Together we advance; together we prosper. For that 
reason, Japan and ASEAN must together maintain peace. 
Without freedom of the seas and freedom of the skies, 
we can look forward to neither an interchange of people 
nor vibrant trade. The principles of dispute settlement 
based on international law and the rule of law are what 
form the foundation of progress and of prosperity. That 
is precisely why Japan and ASEAN must be partners for 
peace and stability.”
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The Power of Womenomics
“There is a theory called ‘womenomics,’ 

which asserts that the more the advance of 
women in society is promoted, the higher the 
growth rate becomes.”

“Declaring my intention to create ‘a 
society in which women shine,’ I have 
been working to change Japan’s domestic 
structures. However, this is not confined 
merely to domestic matters.”

“I wish to bring about ‘a society where 
women shine,’ both within Japan and also 
in regions in conflict and countries suffering 
from poverty.”

Delivering these declarations at the 
68th Session of the U.N. General Assembly, 
Prime Minister Abe stated that Japan will 
implement official development assistance 
(ODA) in excess of US$3 billion over the 
next three years, targeting three pillars: 

promoting women’s participation in 
society and the empowerment of women, 
greater efforts in the field of health 
and medical care for women, women’s 
participation and protection in the areas of 
peace and security.

In a bold step toward a society wherein 
women are given opportunities and can 
participate actively, Masako Mori was 
appointed to the newly created position 
of minister of state in charge of women’s 
empowerment and child-rearing (See 
interview Page 16).

This issue focuses on the efforts being 
made toward the advancement of women 
both inside and outside of Japan, as well 
as highlighting the trailblazing Japanese 
women who already shine out both 
domestically and on the world stage.

LEANING IN
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Japan’s 
contribution 
to gender 
equality 
and the 
empowerment 
of women

MAKIKO Arima, 
president of the Japan 
National Committee 

for UN Women, is one of the 
country’s foremost experts in 
the field of women’s rights and 
international development, 
and is equally knowledgeable 
in the areas of children’s 
safety, health and education. 
For more than a decade, 
she served as the Japanese 
government’s representative 
to the UN Commission on the 
Status of Women. We spoke 
with her about advocating 
gender equality and Japan’s 
contributions to the cause. 

The advancement of gender 
equality and the empowerment 
of women have long been 
focal points for Japan and the 
international community, 
perhaps most clearly outlined in 
the United Nations’ Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). How 
would you assess progress in this 
area to date? 

The MDGs are eight global 
objectives that address concerns 
from eradicating poverty 
to curtailing the HIV/AIDS 
epidemic. Gender equality is also 
put forth as one of the world’s 
primary concerns, but the topic is 
in no way exclusive to the others. 

All of the issues are interrelated 
and connected to the problems 
faced by women and children 
around the world. In fact, 70 
percent of those in poverty are 
said to be women. The strategic 
promotion of gender equality, 
the eradication of poverty – all of 
these concerns must be tackled 
simultaneously. 

The promotion of gender 
equality has progressed most in 
recent years within the realm 
of primary education, which is 
the second of the eight goals. 
For instance, according to the 
according to the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) 

Interview:
Makiko Arima

MARINA TOKORO Makiko Arima: president of the Japan 
National Committee for UN Women
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report, imbalance in the ratio 
of girls to boys in elementary 
levels of schooling has improved 
notably. Technological and 
medical innovations have also 
aided our endeavors in providing 
more sophisticated, region-
based healthcare to women and 
children.

In Prime Minister Abe’s 
speech to the UN General 
Assembly in September 2013, 
he revealed that Japan would be 
working more actively towards 
the advancement of women in 
society. What are your thoughts 
on this proposal? Furthermore, 
how would you evaluate 
Japan’s involvement with the 
empowerment of women up 
until now, and what do you 
expect for the future? 

Prime Minister Abe’s 
statement illustrates a genuine 
interest in backing the 
transformation of women into 
economic powerhouses and key 
players in contemporary society. 
The endorsement of concrete 
goals such as women’s active 
participation in peace-building 
processes or the elimination 
of violence against women in 
conflict-torn regions further 
indicates his intent to expanding 
Japan’s commitment to newer 
spheres of international aid. 
I believe the sincerity of his 
pledge demonstrates that 
Japan is prepared to approach 

the next step in its support of 
international development.

Government agencies and 
NGOs in Japan have been 
dedicating their energies to a 
wide variety of development 
programs, and many of these 
institutions have become very 
adept at maximizing our national 
strengths. One organization, 
for example, trains women 
to become teachers, with the 
aim of fostering female role 
models and leaders to inspire 
young students, thus providing 
an immediate boost in equal 
accessibility to education. When 
it comes to providing assistance 
to developing regions, I believe 
it’s more effective for nations 
to contribute to fields in which 
they excel. For example, with 
Japan boasting significant 
achievements in prenatal 
healthcare and pediatrics, 
domestically developed 
techniques of monitoring 
pregnancies and early childhood 
care are being actively shared 
abroad.

One of the most memorable 
projects funded by the Japan 
National Committee for UN 
Women was proposed by the 
Barefoot College and its founder, 
Sanjit ‘Bunker’ Roy. Working 
together in southern India, we 
were able to provide women 
surviving on low incomes 
in areas without electricity, 

with enough training in solar 
engineering to build their own 
small-scale photovoltaic power 
system. These women took the 
skills that they acquired back 
to their hometowns, spreading 
the use of renewable energy 
at the grassroots level. The 
project also advanced the social 
standing of women by exposing 
those involved to employment 
opportunities and a means of 
escaping poverty. With electricity 
connected to their homes, 
families no longer have to resign 
themselves to dining in darkness, 
while women and children can 
now learn to read and write, even 
after sundown.

I strongly feel that advocacy 
and aid initiatives do not operate 
in a single direction. I myself 
had the experience of learning 
that literacy means more than 
simply knowing how to write 
one’s name. The skills of reading 
and writing enable a woman to 
navigate bus routes, or judge 
whether a tin can delivered 
among relief supplies contains 
milk or pesticide. It was through 
my involvement with people on 
the ground that I realized that 
literacy is a matter of life and 
death. We continue to learn much 
from the individuals whom we 
support. International assistance 
will always be an open dialogue, 
a continuous sharing of ideas 
across the world. 
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A signing ceremony with local community members 

WHILE Paraguay is one of the world’s leading producers 
of soybeans and cotton, the nation’s heavy reliance on 
agriculture and its susceptibility to volatile weather 

and global commodity prices renders its national economic 
development precarious from year to year. 

Dr. Yoko Fujikake, a professor at the Graduate School of 
Urban Innovation at Yokohama National University, first 
visited Paraguay as a volunteer with the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) in 1993. Discovering a bond with the 
socially restricted women she met there, she felt the need to 
continue her work after the end of her dispatch period in 1995.

Upon returning to Japan, 
Fujikake established the Mita’i 
Mitakuñi (hereafter Mita’i ) 
Foundation, which aimed to 
support the inhabitants of 
Paraguay’s rural areas. Taking its 
name from the words for ‘boy’ and 
‘girl’ in the language of Paraguay’s 
indigenous Guarani people, the 
foundation has now constructed 
new schools and a health center 
as well as conducted classes for 
cooking and nutritional education 
that benefit entire communities.

In one of her early classes, 
Fujikake taught the local women 
how to bake cake – something 
they had never done before. The 
recipe they used needed no eggs, 
and they made do with what was 
on hand. Improving women’s 
situation, Fujikake discovered, 
wasn’t necessarily a matter of 
providing resources, but about 
realizing they could change 
their lives with what they had. 
“Each small success leads to 
confidence,” she says.

Now, garnering support from 
local NGOs and receiving dozens 
of proposals from Paraguayan 
municipalities and local people 
through the the post and e-mail 
each year, Fujikake and the Mita’i 
Foundation show no signs of 
slowing down. The organization is 
currently building its fifth school 
in the village of Santo Domingo in 
Paraguay’s Coaguazu Department 
and is also planning to add a small 
library.

The Mita’i 
Foundation
One woman aims to 

aid a nation
MARINA TOKORO
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Dr. Yoko Fujikake, now a professor at the 
Graduate School of Urban Innovation at 
Yokohama National University

Above: Paraguayan village women 
selling their fresh produce at an 
open-air market in the early morning
Left: Preparing tomatoes for 
processing in Paraguay

But it wasn’t always so easy. 
More than a century of conflict 
and military dictatorship took its 
toll on this central South American 
nation, with Fujikake noting 
that at some points Paraguay was 
populated by as many as five 
women to every man. This scarcity 
of men contributed to an enhanced 
sense of male importance and an 
even lower position for women in 
an already conservative society. 

Many women who participated 
in Fujikake’s early projects were 
met by opposition, and even 
violence, from the men in their 
communities. With no precedent 
for women traveling the red 
dirt roads and running errands 
outside of their villages, women 
attending Fujikake’s workshops 
were suspected of calling on lovers 
in neighboring towns. 

Throughout, Fujikake acted 
as mediator and sounding board, 
doing so entirely on her own 
until 2004. As communities 
grew accustomed to these new 

undertakings, women acquired 
skills such as knitting and jam-
making, and were able to instruct 
their children in effective 
practices for personal hygiene. 
“These activities might seem 
simple or uncontroversial to 
people here in Japan,” Fujikake 
observes. “But most of the women 
I worked with had never been 
exposed to the idea that they had 
the agency to shape their own 
lives.”

Some women who collaborated 
with Fujikake were eventually 
able to begin selling fresh 
vegetables or hand-made 
processed foods in open-air 
markets, gaining more confidence 
and independence through these 
new means of self-sufficiency. 

Prior to 2004, Fujikake had 
been administering aid on 
a truly micro scale, offering 
assistance to one small group 
or even one person at a time, 

traveling to Paraguay annually 
both as an expert in international 
cooperation and at her own 
expense. When a child she had 
intended to help died during 
her time away, she realized that 
bringing help to these rural 
communities was a greater goal 
than she could ever achieve 
on her own. She sought out 
cooperation from Paraguayan 
NGOs, JICA volunteers and local 
agricultural leaders, developing 
the cooperative network that 
defines the Mita’i Foundation 
today.

Fujikake also delights in the 
changes she sees among the men 
in these communities. “Several 
husbands and sons have taken 
on tasks like preparing breakfast 
and ironing clothes,” she notes. 
Perhaps in the future they’ll get 
involved in other household 
chores and traditional women’s 
tasks as well. 
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Above: Microfinance seminar in 
Cebu, Philippines
Below: Kouichi Kanbashi, deputy 
executive director of PlaNet Finance 
Japan

Microfinance

MIKE KANERT

ACCORDING to the 
Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the 

United Nations (FAO), women 
account for an average of 43 
percent of the agricultural labor 
force in developing countries. 
Yet women have less access than 
men to productive resources 
such as land and livestock, 
and also have less access to 
financial services, education 
and technology. 

In 1976, Professor Muhammad 
Yunus, then Head of the Rural 
Economics Program at the 
University of Chittagong in 
Bangladesh, initiated an action-
research project offering micro-
loans to the rural poor. Using 
his own money and demanding 
no collateral, his first loan – 
$27 – was given to a group of 
42 villagers living near the 
university. 

A year later, Yunus’ concept 
was expanded into the Grameen 
Bank Project, which sought 
to extend banking facilities 
to poor rural women to 
create opportunities for self-
employment. Yunus believed 
that since women traditionally 
eat last in Bangladeshi culture, 
and thus tend to feel scarcity 
most acutely, they are best 
prepared to be efficient resource 
managers in poor families. 
Providing microfinance services 
to women, he decided, would 
be the best method of helping 
entire households. While 
the program didn’t entirely 
exclude men, it focused on 
bringing women from the 
poorest households into an 
organized financial system they 
could manage for themselves, 
harnessing injections of credit 
to break the cycle of poverty.  

Since the Grameen Bank 
Project offered not charity, 

Breaking the Cycle 
of Poverty
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Microfinance seminar in Cebu, 
Philippines

but non-collateral microcredit 
loans that ultimately had to be 
repaid, applicants were required 
to provide assurances that they 
would be able to provide returns 
on their initial investments. 
Borrowers then used their 
loans to buy such things as 
milk-giving cows, bamboo for 
making stools or incense to sell 
in stalls. Experiencing excellent 
repayment rates, the project 
was transformed into the 
independent Grameen Bank by 
government legislation in 1983. 

In 1988, Yunus was invited 
to become co-chairman of 
the Honorary Committee of 
the PlaNet Finance Group, a 
newly-minted NPO dedicated 
to spreading his principle of 
microfinance-based poverty 
relief to the world. 

Yunus’ work has now been 
credited with popularizing 
modern microfinance as a 
global anti-poverty strategy. 
In 2006, he and Grameen Bank 
were jointly awarded the Nobel 
Peace Prize for their efforts to 
promote social and economic 
development by directly 
targeting the poor. By 2011, 
Grameen Bank had established 
2,564 branches serving over 8 
million borrowers – 97 percent 
of them women – while boasting 
repayment rates consistently 
over 98 percent.

“We believe that undertaking 
a business and making money 
can change socioeconomic 
structures,” explains Kouichi 
Kanbashi, deputy executive 
director of PlaNet Finance 
Japan, established in 2006. 
“And there are many regions 
where this is particularly true 
for women.” 

Since 2011, PlaNet Finance 
Japan has been working in the 
Philippines with the Japan 
International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA) to improve 
the financial access of small-
scale farmers on the island of 
Mindanao. Mindanao is one 
of the Philippines’ poorest 
regions but also the source 
of eight of the nation’s top 
ten agricultural exports. To 
alleviate the situation, PlaNet 
Finance Japan aims to improve 
the organizational capacity of 
local microfinance institutions 
while also educating borrowers 
to more efficiently manage 
incomes that vary intensely 
with the season. 

The FAO estimates that 
closing the gender gaps in 
agriculture in the developing 
world could increase yields 
of women’s farms by 20 to 30 
percent, which could in turn 
reduce the number of hungry 
people in the world by 12 to 
17 percent. “I believe that 

being able to contribute to the 
growth of developing nations 
through the establishment of 
their financial foundations is a 
truly great thing – a wonderful 
thing,” Kanbashi notes.

PlaNet Finance Japan 
continues to work to promote 
awareness of the benefits of 
microfinance inside Japan, 
where it is still not widely 
known, with the ongoing goal 
of alleviating poverty all over 
the world. “It’s difficult to do 
from Japan,” Kanbashi says. 
“But with the nation supporting 
JICA and other organizations, 
it gives us a chance to do this 
together, which is a wonderful 
opportunity.” 
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ACCORDING to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), approximately 
800 women lose their lives through 

pregnancy or childbirth each day, 99 percent 
of them in developing countries. In many 
cases, these women don’t have the freedom 
to make decisions about their pregnancies 
and childbirth. The Japanese Organization for 
International Cooperation in Family Planning 
(JOICFP) is an international cooperation NGO 
that works with women – particularly expectant 
or nursing mothers – in developing countries to 
protect their health and lives, aiming to improve 
the circumstances they face every day. JOICFP 
was established in 1968 to spread the family 
planning, maternal health and childcare know-
how practiced in post-war Japan.

JOICFP’s mission is to create choices for 
women all over the world, for them to receive 
the necessary information and services with 

regard to their reproductive health and rights, as 
well as allow them to have the resources to decide 
whether or not to have a child, when they want 
to have one, and how many children they want to 
have.

Saving the lives of pregnant women in developing 
countries depends on eliminating what are known 
in this field as ‘The Three Delays’: (1) Delay in the 
determination of whether or not to receive medical 
attention (delay in decision making); (2) Delay in 
getting to hospitals or clinics that offer emergency 
obstetric care (transportation and access delay); 
(3) Delay in receiving adequate treatment (delay in 
medical treatment).

JOICFP’s educational seminars cover topics 
that span safe motherhood strategies, adolescent 
sexual reproductive health, and the continued 
development of reproductive health programs. At 
the end of each workshop, participants form action 
plans to implement when they return to their home 

JOICFP

VEENA YOSHINO

Supporting 
women’s health 
in developing 
countries

 © JOICFP
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countries. JOICFP has conducted 
these training sessions for over 
5,600 personnel in 87 countries, 
all in order to promote sustainable 
sexual and reproductive health 
activities based on community 
needs.

 “When we first started 
projects in Africa promoting 
family planning in the 1980s, 
even the expression ‘family 
planning’ had a negative 
connotation in many regions,” 
notes JOICFP Deputy General 
Manager Mayumi Katsube. “For 
example, it was taboo to speak of 
the matter in public.” In response 
to such constraints, JOICFP first 
worked on improving general 
health conditions within involved 
communities and providing 
nutritional counseling for children 
through collaboration with local 
health workers and volunteers. 
This formed relationships of trust 
with participating families and 
staff before moving onto the areas 
of women’s health and family 
planning. 

Health volunteers trained in 
JOICFP initiatives constantly 
look for ways to work closely 

with local communities. “Instead 
of working as donors and help 
seekers, we work as equal 
partners with our counterparts,” 
Katsube explains. For example, 
JOICFP worked in conjunction 
with their long-term partner, 
the Family Planning Association 
of Zambia (PPAZ), a member 
association of the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation 
(IPPF), to launch the Community 
Safe Motherhood Project in 
2011. The project centers on 
construction of maternity house 
facilities for expectant mothers 
and educating local communities 
about birth preparedness, seeking 
antenatal care and early transfer 
to a healthcare facility to receive 
specialized care during labor and 
delivery. Today, 140 community 
health volunteers from different 
villages have been selected and 
trained to become members of the 
Safe Motherhood Action Group 
(SMAG).

In addition to cultivating 
family planning initiatives, one 
of JOICFP’s significant roles lies 
in involving a diverse range of 
communities in the improvement 

of maternal and child health. 
With this in mind, it’s expanding 
its network of international 
cooperation through accessible 
volunteering programs like the 
collection of used stamps for 
reuse and miswritten postcards 
for recycling, or the sale of 
charity merchandise. 

JOICFP is working to spread its 
network within Japan as well. In 
2012, it initiated the JOICFP Spot, 
where individual supporters can 
get together to share information.

Regardless, struggles still 
remain. “One of the challenges 
is in sustaining the skills and 
knowledge acquired through 
the projects,” Katsube says. “We 
want local counterparts, as well 
as government collaborators, to 
carry on the development process 
even after the initial projects 
have ended.”  

Left: Training staff at a healthcare center 
in Tanzania 
Below: Symposium sponsored by JOICFP, 
in concert with local and international 
NGOs, at the 2012 International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and World Bank Annual 
Meeting in Tokyo

 © JOICFP

 © JOICFP
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RIEKO SUZUKI

THE words ‘human trafficking’ conjure an 
image of something that exists in the dark 
recesses of the world – something that has 

nothing to do with the average person. Yet in 
reality, human trafficking is a ubiquitous concern. 
And according to the United Nations Office on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC), women and girls 
account for 79 percent of victims. 

“Take human trafficking in the Mekong region 
alone, which JICA is currently trying to combat,” 
says Yumiko Tanaka, senior advisor on gender 
and development at the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA). “Here you find human 
trafficking conducted through six contiguous 
countries: Thailand, Viet Nam, Laos, Cambodia, 
Myanmar and China.” From these locations, 
various routes branch out and continue on toward 
other countries, both near and far. “We know that 
about 800,000 people worldwide are victimized 
annually,” Tanaka says, with sexual exploitation 
accounting for 79 percent of cases.

An End to the 
Trafficking of 

Women

JICA is presently working 
on a variety of projects with 
the aid of the governments 
of nations affected by human 
trafficking including Japan. 4P, a 
method that tackles the problem 
from the multiple interrelated 
angles of policy, prevention, 
prosecution and protection, 
has shown strong results. JICA 
has been particularly engaged 
in two of these approaches 
— prevention and protection 
— through the JICA Viet Nam 
Project, where a hotline has 
been set up, as well as the JICA 
Thailand and JICA Myanmar 
Projects, which help victims 
recover and reintegrate into 
society.

According to Tanaka, the 
most successful program is 
presently being implemented 
in Thailand. In the Thailand 
Project, multi-disciplinary 
teams dubbed MDTs work in a 
system that takes full advantage 

Multi-disciplinary 
teams find success 

that crosses borders

Yumiko Tanaka, senior advisor on 
gender and development at the Japan 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA)
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The Asian Development Bank’s External 
Forum on Gender in Manila, 2011

At the Center for the Protection of 
Children’s Rights Foundation in 
Bangkok

of the specialized skills and 
experience of each member. With 
the Bureau of Anti-Trafficking in 
Women and Children (BATWC) 
at the helm, an armada of 
organizations is linked in a 
single cooperative network: the 
police, the Department of Labor 
Protection and Welfare, public 
shelters, lawyers, the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, hospitals, 
prosecutors, immigration offices 
and foreign NGOs. 

MDTs in rural areas share 
information with the central 
team in the Thai capital of 
Bangkok. Their information and 
data resources are consolidated 
and used in other countries as 
well, while the central MDT 
in turn relies on information 
exchanged with foreign 
networks, making it easier for 
related countries to work with 
each other. 

“For example, if information 
comes to Bangkok that victims 
are being held and forced to 
work in an agricultural region 
outside the city, the police work 
to find and rescue them,” Tanaka 
explains. “They then check 
the victims’ conditions, and 
medical treatment is provided 
at hospitals administered by the 
Ministry of Public Health. They’re 
given housing in public shelters, 
while the Department of Labor 
Protection and Welfare offers 
vocational training to enable them 

to return to society.” NGOs work 
to ensure that victims are not sent 
in bureaucratic circles, and when 
the victim is sold overseas, or a 
foreigner brought into Thailand, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or 
immigration offices provide the 
necessary visas.  

As Tanaka explains, “The MDT 
is a collaborative method that 
has been adopted in medical and 
welfare services in Japan and is 
effective in working toward the 
eradication of human trafficking 
as well.”

Challenges still remain. 
“We’ve found it difficult to 
collectively retain experience 
and know-how because of MDT 
member transfers,” Tanaka 
acknowledges. “With so many 
fields involved, information is 
not always distributed smoothly. 
There are gaps between certain 
regions, and some areas are not 
yet equipped with operation 
bases for MDTs. Despite 
these issues, I believe it’s a 
collaborative model that is worth 
reinforcing and improving in the 
future — for the safety and benefit 
of the victims.”

JICA aims to use the Thailand 
Project as a model for expanding 
its MDT activities throughout 
the ASEAN countries. Great 
potential is also seen in peer 
group networks, where women 
who are victims of trafficking 
are trained to offer psychological 

support to others who share 
similar histories. The Thai peer 
group program presently has 100 
members. 

“The goal of this project is to 
strengthen the links between 
nations in order to uproot human 
trafficking in the entire region,” 
Tanaka says. “Even when the 
crime crosses a border.”  
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A
T the end of 2012, a new Japanese heroine was born 
with the appointment of Masako Mori as Minister 
in charge of Support for Women’s Empowerment 
and Child-Rearing. She paid her own way through 

university and became a lawyer, studying at the New York 
University School of Law  and going on to work in Japan’s 
Financial Services Agency before becoming a member of the 
National Diet. She has tirelessly dedicated herself to the relief of 
the socially vulnerable throughout every stage of her career.

Mori is also a working mother, succeeding in one of Japan’s 
top career paths even as she finds time to tweet pictures of the 
school lunches she makes for her two daughters each morning. 
I spoke to her about the Japanese government’s efforts toward 
promoting the empowerment of women.

*    *    *
‘The active participation by women’ is being touted as a core 

of Growth Strategy. What are your thoughts on this?
In order to revitalize the Japanese economy and recover from 

the Great East Japan Earthquake, we need to employ the latent 
power of women. 60 percent of women currently quit due to 
pregnancy and childbirth, and the number of women looking for 
work stands at 3.03 million. According to the IMF’s preliminary 

TAMI KAWASAKI

A heroine at the 
helm of a society 
where women shine

Interview:
Minister 
Masako  
Mori

Masako Mori: Minister in charge of Support 
for Women’s Empowerment

 and Child-Rearing
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calculations*, if we raise the rate 
of working women to 70 percent**, 
the average GDP per person will go 
up by roughly 4 percent. If we raise 
it to the level of Scandinavia, the 
average GDP per person will rise by 
8 percent.

If more women participate in 
the development of new products 
and services, we can expect their 
diverse experiences and values to be 
reflected in the opening up of new 
markets. 

There have been positive 
reactions from abroad regarding 
‘the active participation by women’ 
as a core of Growth Strategy. What 
has attracted the most attention?

The international community 
has highly evaluated Prime Minister 
Abe’s deep commitment to the 
promotion of active participation by 
women, placing women's policies 
not just in the realm of human 
rights issues, but at the very core of 
economic policy. When I announced 
this last September at the APEC 
Women and the Economy Forum 
held in Indonesia that ‘Abenomics’ 
will not succeed without 
‘Womenomics,’ other ministers of 
the APEC region approached me with 
words of admiration. In the address 
at the Sixty-Eighth Session of the 
General Assembly of the United 
Nations, the prime minister defined 
the active participation by women as 
a prerequisite for further economic 
development, and has referred to 
this issue in each of  
his speeches delivered in Japan.  
Prime Minister Abe himself has 
been directly involved in lobbying 
efforts aimed at the business world, 

rapidly expanding child care 
centers across the country, offering 
subsidies and awards to private 
firms that aggressively promote 
the active participation by women, 
and implementing senior-level 
promotions of women working 
as national public servants. I feel 
that the determination of both 
the Abe administration and the 
nation itself to reform Japan into 
‘a society in which women shine’ 
is being felt both domestically 
and internationally. Furthermore, 
in the area of disaster reduction, 
we’ve collected the lessons learned 
from 2011’s Great East Japan 
Earthquake into ‘Guidelines for 
Disaster Planning, Response and 
Reconstruction from a Gender 
Equal Perspective.’ Such examples 
of our engagement of women in 
contingency planning against 
natural calamities have also been 
praised by our friends abroad. 

As a Japanese woman who built 
a high-profile career while raising 
two children, how do you think 
the mentality of Japanese society 
needs to change?

We speak of ‘glass ceilings,’ but 
the roads of Japanese society are 
also strewn with ‘glass pebbles’ 
that trip up women who try to 
make progress. Men can’t see 
them, so they don’t understand 
why women stumble. I’ve seen 
these differences in perspective 
throughout my career, and 
struggled to work through the 
obstacles that come with them. 
We have to make these pebbles 
visible to men as well, and work 
together to pick them up one by 

one. I hope to ease the burdens of 
the women who are shouldering our 
future, and establish a society where 
they can succeed to the fullest. 

Our objective is to increase 
the ratio of women in leadership 
positions to at least 30 percent by 
2020, the year Tokyo will host the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games. To 
realize this goal, we’re promoting 
the voluntary engagement of each 
sector by increasing the visibility of 
women’s recruitment and promotion 
in business and government. In 
order to achieve this, it’s also 
essential to continue our efforts 
to raise awareness among men, 
including executive-level employees 
and business leaders, on the 
topics of work-life balance and the 
involvement of men in child-rearing. 

The Abe administration is guided 
by the motto, ‘One positive result is 
better than a hundred empty words.’ 
As the Minister in charge of Support 
for Women’s Empowerment and 
Child-Rearing, I continue to devote 
my energies to realizing a society 
in which a woman can feel at ease 
raising a family while shining in any 
field, pushing for one change at a 
time throughout 2014. 

*    *    *
The momentum of the new 

change spreading through Japanese 
society can be felt in Mori's words. 
With her intrinsic wisdom and strong 
conviction, she is sure to bring about 
positive results as she continues 
to cut through the remaining 
wilderness in Japanese society.  

* Preliminary calculation as of October 2012
**Measured as actual working population as a 
percentage of total working-age population



| highlighting japan18

Feature LEANING IN - THE POWER OF WOMENOMICS -

IN the rising tide of globalization, 
the importance of “diversity 
management” is attracting 

attention as one of the means by 
which Japanese companies are 
expected to further strengthen 
corporate competitiveness. Yukako 
Uchinaga, board chair of J-Win, a 
nonprofit organization, believes 
that boosting careers for women in 
companies is the first step toward 
diversity management.

J-Win has two major missions. 
One is to support the D&I (Diversity 
& Inclusion) implementation of 
client companies, and the other is 
to foster female leaders.

Uchinaga has climbed up the 
corporate ladder and earned some 
remarkable titles within leading 
Japanese companies herself. With 
Uchinaga representing the group as 
board chair, J-Win provides unique 
guidance to help foster female 
leaders.

“In order for women to further 
advance their careers within the 
workplace,” Uchinaga says, “we 
need to raise awareness among 
women and make some structural 

transformations at the same 
time. We have to change the 
way women think about their 
careers and make sure that they 
can clearly envision the goal of 
becoming company executives 
in the future. Even if they have 
the opportunity, it doesn’t make 
any difference unless they have 
a strong will to become leaders 
themselves and aim at higher 
positions.”

The members of “Woman 
to the Top!”, a series of J-Win 
activities aimed to develop 
female leaders, are either 
female executives or candidates 
for such positions chosen by 
member companies. For a two-
year period, these members, 
each representing a different 
work field, form small groups, 
set goals and operate regular 
meetings and breakout sessions 
all on their own. At off-site 
camps held in Japan, more than 
250 members get together to 
participate in open and honest 
dialogue with one another. In the 
overseas training sessions, they 

interact with some of the top female 
executives from all over the world, 
with support from Catalyst, an NPO 
for working women in the U.S., and 
a sister organization of J-win.

Uchinaga says Japan has few 
role models for women, and it’s 
important that women who aim at 
achieving the top positions have 
a chance to meet various types 
of female executives and learn 
from them. At the “Round Table” 
mentoring sessions, Uchinaga 
herself gives pep talks to the 
members and encourages previous 
graduates with advice.

Seven years have passed since 
J-Win started its NPO activities. 
It’s been only five years since 
“Woman to the Top!” brought its 
first graduates into the world, yet 
some of them have already become 
company board members.

J-Win activities will provide 
better working environments 
within Japanese companies for 
more women to succeed, and with 
more women striving to reach 
the top, Japanese companies can 
look forward to gaining further 
competitive advantages. 

Focus discussion taking place at the J-Win 
annual camp 

Yukako Uchinaga, board chair, J-Win

Providing 
Support for 
Women’s Success 
through Diversity 
Management

J-win:

RIEKO SUZUKI
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ORCHARDS, tea plants and 
vegetable farms stretch 
across the rolling landscape 

of Shizuoka Prefecture, one of 
Japan’s top producers of green tea, 
wasabi and mandarin oranges. It’s 
only natural this would also be the 
birthplace of the next innovation 
in agribusiness efficiency – all as a 
result of one woman’s drive to put 
fresher vegetables on the table for 
her kids. 

M2 Labo is an agriculture think 
tank founded in 2009 by Yuriko 
Kato, whose concern for the quality 
of the food she put on the table for 
her two children motivated her 
to combine her degree from the 
University of Tokyo’s Department 
of Agriculture with her years 

A faster, fresher, 
friendlier 
approach to 
agribusiness

M2Labo:

VEENA YOSHINO

M2 Labo. Co. 
President  

Yuriko Kato

of manufacturing industry 
experience, applying them to 
the business of farming. Even 
the name, M2, refers to ‘mama,’ 
revealing her hope that the 
company’s initiatives will play a 
positive role in the day-to-day lives 
of her children. 

M2 Labo aims to develop a more 
efficient system of product flow 
for Japan’s small growers. Japan’s 
standard farming arrangement 
places multiple distributors 
between growers and retailers, and 
communications down the line 
are limited at best, often occurring 
only by phone or fax. “IT plays 
almost no role,” Kato says. But 
she’s working to change that.

M2 Labo supports small farming 
operations through business-
matching services and marketing 
tools, as well as managing an 
online farming data system. M2 
Labo’s Field Server is a high-
capability camera that not only 
captures live images of farm 
conditions at ten-minute intervals, 
but also measures temperature, 
humidity and solar radiation in real 
time. All the farms monitored by 
Field Server can then be tracked 
online. The regular stream of 
information allows retailers to 
make more accurate predictions of 
delivery dates, meaning they can 
initiate communications earlier in 
the growing process. On-the-spot, 
end-to-end transparency creates 
an agricultural system that enables 
farmers to more effectively meet 
retailers' needs.

Of course, all the solutions aren’t 
high-tech. M2 Labo uses phone 

calls and manual data entry to 
ensure that feedback from retailers 
is immediately communicated to 
producers, while its Vegi Provider 
program aims to form a strong link 
between producers and sellers.

“We try to strengthen the 
person-to-person connection,” 
Kato explains. “We encourage 
retailers to visit farms, and farmers 
to experience being on-site as a 
retailer. In this way, they are each 
able to understand the other’s 
position a little better.” The Vegi 
Provider program also offers 
monthly producers’ meetings, 
where consumer trends and 
retailer requests can be discussed, 
while specialists are invited to 
speak on product developments, 
farm management and land 
cultivation techniques.

M2 Labo’s efforts have 
resulted in a decrease in the time 
needed for produce to reach the 
shelves, which also means that 
vegetables are fresher and waste 
is significantly reduced. In 2012, 
Kato was awarded with the Grand 
Prize at the 1st New Business 
Plan Competition for Women 
Entrepreneurs, hosted by the 
Development Bank of Japan Inc. 

With such feathers in her cap, 
what’s next for this leader of 
‘agrinnovation’? “I want to be able 
to expand our business overseas,” 
Kato says. “Through the internet, 
producers and retailers can even 
be connected internationally. I 
want to share Japan’s fruit and 
vegetables with more people.” Kato 
is a woman working to connect 
Shizuoka with the world. 
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Mo-
House: 
Practical Fashion 
for Nursing 
Comfort

NOAM KATZ

Mo-House products conceal layered 
openings that are quick and discreet

Yuka Mitsuhata (right) speaks with one of 
her store managers

THE office of Mo-House 
in Tsukuba City, Ibaraki 
Prefecture, might differ a 

little from your typical image of a 
Japanese business. Inside, women 
work with children strapped into 
baby carriers at their chests, while 
a napping area with children’s 
toys and books is set aside in one 
corner. But then, this is to be 
expected of a company focused on 
supporting nursing mothers.

Mo-House grew out of an 
incident in 1997, when founder 
Yuka Mitsuhata started 
breastfeeding her hungry 
one-month-old daughter on a 
train. The looks of surprise she 
immediately drew from other 

passengers pointed her to a need 
for clothing that would allow 
women to breastfeed discreetly  
in public.

Two months later, Mitsuhata’s 
first shirt was ready for launch. 
Yet she found a surprising lack 
of interest. “At the time, it was 
considered common sense for 
nursing mothers to stay at home,” 
she explains. “So I realized I 
would first have to try to change 
people’s mindsets.” 

Mitsuhata initiated the first of 
a long-running series of events 
where she invited nursing mothers 
to her home to wear her clothing 
and “demonstrate that women 
could breastfeed while talking 
with friends and drinking tea.” 
These ‘breastfeeding shows’ 
proved popular, and soon she was 
generating substantial interest in – 
and sales of – her nursing wear.

More than 15 years later, Mo-
House not only supports nursing 
mothers with functional inner 
and outer wear, but provides 
opportunities for them to work 
as well. In addition to most of her 
staff having children of their own, 
many of them are also nursing 
mothers. At the Mo-House store 
in Aoyama, Tokyo, some mothers 
bring their infants to work, 
holding them as they interact with 
visiting customers.

In 2009, Mo-House received the 
Women’s Challenge Prize from the 
Gender Equality Bureau Cabinet 
Office for its efforts to employ 
nursing mothers and contribution 
to the advancement of women 
in society, while a Good Design 

Award in 2010 recognized the 
company’s outstanding product 
design. In a speech given in April 
2013 on strategies for economic 
growth, Prime Minister Abe even 
referred to Mo-House’s success 
to illustrate the possibilities of 
entrepreneurial achievement open 
to child-rearing mothers. “It was a 
real surprise,” Mitsuhata recounts.

Mo-House products have 
found some unexpected success 
outside their target market as 
well. Mitsuhata notes that “our 
bra has been very popular among 
elderly women, and even breast 
cancer patients” who are sensitive 
to comfort. 

Just as her company’s clothing 
lines have helped women feel 
more comfortable undertaking 
a natural part of their lives, 
Mitsuhata ultimately believes that 
“making the work environment 
open to nursing mothers will in 
turn foster a better environment 
for others, including people with 
disabilities, men and the elderly.” 
And, of course, the babies benefit 
as well.  
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Saccora 
Japan:  

TUCKED away in a tranquil 
residential neighborhood 
on the outskirts of Morioka 

City, Iwate Prefecture, spindles 
whirr, looms click and clack, and 
the sound of shredding cotton fills 
the air of an unassuming two-story 
home. Here, in what was once a 
family living room, Saccora Japan’s 
Sansa Sakiori Koubo gives old 
fabrics a vibrant new lease on life.  

Sakiori (‘saki’ = shred, ‘ori’ = 
weaving) is the traditional art of 
rag weaving, where used textiles 
are shredded into thin strips 
and woven back into thick and 
durable material. According to Etsu 
Ishigashira, president of Saccora 
Japan, sakiori techniques flourished 
in northern Japan, where cotton 
was historically cherished as a rare 
commodity carried all the way 
from Kyoto. “The sakiori process 
embodies a respect for objects that 
is particular to Japan’s culture of 
conservationism,” she explains, 
referencing the ‘mottainai’ spirit, 
the Japanese ethic that strives to 
make full use of limited resources.

Named after Morioka’s Sansa 
Odori Festival, Sansa Sakiori 
Koubo recycles the colorful yukata 
(traditional cotton robes) worn 
by the thousands of dancers and 

drummers who fill Morioka’s 
Chūō-dōri Street each summer. 
The name of Saccora Japan even 
derives from ‘Saccora choiwa 
yasse,’ a chant heard at the Sansa 
Odori Festival. While ‘choiwa 
yasse’ is an excited exclamation 
with no precise meaning, in the 
local dialect, ‘saccora’ roughly 
means, ‘Happiness will come to 
you when you call for it.’    

Saccora Japan was formed as 
a result of Ishigashira’s visit to a 
local special support education 
high school in 2009. She was so 
impressed with the sakiori woven 
by the school’s students that she 
created her workshop – or koubo 
– to give them a place to apply 
their skills, as well as offer an 
opportunity to build experience  
they could use as a stepping stone 
to future employment. Now as 
many as ten employees with 
mental, physical and emotional 
disabilities contribute to the 
sakiori process. 

Once the weaving is complete, 
the colorful material is sewn into 
artistic coasters, pencil cases, 
lamp frames and book covers. 
Ishigashira’s female sensibilities 
shine out in the ingenuity of 
marrying a traditional, region-

based craft with the vibrant pinks, 
bright yellows and gleaming 
greens of the Sansa Odori Festival. 
With their refined yet practical 
designs, these products have 
attracted attention even among the 
high-end retailers of Tokyo’s Ginza 
shopping district.  

As an entrepreneur who has 
found success in a creative business 
plan managed through a woman’s 
perspective, Ishigashira received 
honorable mention in the start-
up category at the 11th Women 
Entrepreneur Awards, hosted by 
the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry Business Women’s Club  
in 2012. 

Pointing to a self-designed, bright 
blue hunting cap, Ishigashira speaks 
of the need to preserve tradition 
through innovation, and now hopes 
that growing interest in Saccora’s 
products will propel appreciation of 
this local craftsmanship beyond the 
borders of Japan.  

New Life from 
Old Cloth

MARINA TOKORO

Lamp combining sakiori fabric with 
Nambu Tekki traditional ironware

Preparing a colorful selection of warp 
threads before weaving

Etsu Ishigashira, president 
of Saccora Japan
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Ganjitsu no
        Asobi
N

EW Year’s Day is one of Japan’s most 
important holidays. It’s a time spent with 
family, and many people go back to their 
hometowns to visit parents, grandparents 

and cousins during the New Year’s period. It’s also 
an ideal time to lounge around the house eating, 
playing games and laughing with family.

While nowadays people are most likely to watch 
TV and play video games over the holidays, there 
are a variety of games that have been traditionally 
played at New Year’s in Japan:

元日の遊び

New Year’s Games:

Karuta
Karuta is a matching game played with 

beautifully illustrated cards. There are many 
variants of the game, but the most famous is called 
Hyakunin Isshu, or ‘Poems from One Hundred 
People.’ Most of these poems were written in the 
Heian period, about a thousand years ago. A caller 
reads the first three lines of a poem from a ‘reading 
card,’ or yomifuda. As he or she reads, the other 
players race to find the last two lines among the 
torifuda, or ‘grabbing cards,’ laid out on the table: 

If I see that bridge–
The caller recites in a sing-song voice. The 

players gathered around the table peer at the cards 
in concentration. 

SELENA HOY

That is spanned by flights of magpies–
One player’s hand shoots out just as the 

caller recites the third line!
Across the arc of heaven–
The player slaps the card with the last two 

lines of the poem:
Made white with a deep-laid frost,
Then the night is almost past.
The caller confirms this is the right card. 

If it is, the player gets to keep the card while 
the caller goes on to the next poem. When the 
game ends, the player with the most cards is 
the winner.

(Poem by Ōtomo no Yakamochi)

は

さ

さ

はは

つ

は
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Fukuwarai
Have you ever played Pin the 

Tail on the Donkey? The game 
fukuwarai (‘lucky laugh’) is very 
similar. First, the players cut 
out a big paper circle to make a 
face. From a separate sheet they 
cut out eyes, a nose, a mouth 
and sometimes even cheeks 
and eyebrows, too. One player 
is blindfolded, and he or she 
tries to place all the features on 
the face. The other players can 
shout instructions, but there’s no 
peeking! The player then takes off 
the blindfold to see the silly face 
he or she made.

Hanetsuki
Moving outside, another 

common New Year’s pastime is 
hanetsuki. This is a game very 
much like badminton, but it's 
played with wooden paddles 
instead of stringed rackets. The 
paddles are painted in lively 
colors with kabuki actors or 
familiar characters, and the 
feathered shuttles may be brightly 
dyed, too. To play, you have to 
bat the birdie back and forth with 
the paddle, trying to keep it in the 
air as long as you can. Don’t let 
it drop! The loser has to mark his 
or her face with a dab of ink, so if 
you play for a while you may get 
very messy.

Takoage
Another outdoor New Year’s 

activity is takoage, or kite flying. 
These kites are traditionally made 
from bamboo and paper, though 
they’re sometimes made of cloth 
and wood as well. The shape of 
the kite, and the pictures on it, 
will vary by region, but some 
popular examples are yakko, 
takarabune and eto:

Yakko kites are shaped with 
stubby arms and legs, and are 
usually painted to look like 
samurai, dragons or ogres. They 
often look quite fierce! 

Takarabune means ‘treasure 
ship.’ This image is lucky for the 
coming year. 

Eto refers to the 12 horary signs 
of the Chinese zodiac. This kite 
is painted with the year’s zodiac 
animal. For example, 2014 is the 
year of the horse. 

When you’re running in the 
cold air holding the string, and 
your kite starts to lift in the wind, 
you can feel your heart lift at the 
same time. What a great way to 
start the New Year!  
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ISAO NARUSE

I
N November 2013, Spiber Inc. of 
Tsuruoka City, Yamagata prefecture, 
was presented with the Yamagata 
Innovation Award for its development 

of technology enabling the mass production 
of artificial spider silk fiber. Spiber 
became the first company in the world to 
industrialize a process that had previously 
been deemed impossible to adapt to 
mass production. We spoke to Kazuhide 
Sekiyama, president and CEO of Spiber, 
to learn the story behind the company’s 
success. 

Sekiyama’s interest in spider silk dawned 
at a party following a fireworks festival 
in the summer of 2004. A senior at Keio 
University, he was engaged in research at 
the Institute for Advanced Biosciences, 
and as the party wore on Sekiyama and 
his fellow students got excited over the 
question of which insect was the strongest. 
While one student suggested a hornet, 
another countered a spider would be 
stronger, as a spider can capture and prey 
upon a hornet. This led them to question 
the secret to the strength of spider silk.

“Our discussion continued until about 4 
o’clock in the morning,” Sekiyama recalls. 
“We went to the university right after that, 
looking for documents on spider silk. We 
began our research to answer the question 

of why spider silk, which is so strong and 
flexible, has not been put to practical use in 
the same way as regular silk.”

Spider silk is made of the same protein 
that forms the body hair of other animals. 
Yet there are more than 30,000 species of 
spider in the world, and a single spider will 
use more than seven different kinds of silk. 
The number of variations was so vast that 
it became nearly impossible for the group 
to define what constituted spider silk at 
all. Shifting their attention to the protein 
from which spider silk is produced, the 
researchers aimed instead to produce silk 
with a protein that had the same strength as 
the silk from a spider.

Spiders’ carnivorous nature makes them 
difficult to raise and breed. Sekiyama’s 
team opted instead to add spider genes 
to microorganisms with much simpler 
biological structures. This became the 
key to producing artificial spider silk. 
Industrializing the process required 
equalizing the strength and thickness of 
the silk produced, and the group was able to 
modify their microorganisms to give them 
the control they needed.

“Microorganisms have a simple body 
structure, giving them a high energy 
efficiency that allows them to double in 
number in about 30 minutes,” Sekiyama 
explains. “So in 30 minutes we can turn one 
trillion microorganisms into two trillion, and 
one ton into two tons.”

Spiber Inc. 
Artificial spider silk swings 
into the future

Kazuhide 
Sekiyama
President and CEO 
of Spiber
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The group’s research progressed more 
smoothly, and using their modified 
microorganisms, they achieved a stable 
production process for a fiber that was 
extremely similar to spider silk. “Our 
research picked up speed once we focused 
attention on the protein from which spider 
silk is made,” Sekiyama recalls.

Through this process, the group 
succeeded in producing a fiber that is 
petroleum free and environmentally 
friendly. Combining the words ‘spider’ 
and ‘fiber,’ they established the company 
Spiber, where further research is now in 
progress. Spiber’s silk is being developed 
for use with automobile manufacturers 
and transport equipment makers, while in 
the medical field – since the silk is made of 
protein – research is underway toward the 
development of artificial blood vessels and 
other applications. In the future, the uses of 
artificial spider silk are expected to expand 
into an even greater variety of fields, 
bringing improvement in productivity and 
functionality along with reduced cost.

“The possibilities are limitless,” Sekiyama says looking 
to the future. “Spider silk is just one of the ways in which 
we’re working to realize our company vision. From here, 
we aim to continue our research and develop even more 
effective technologies that will contribute to society.” 

Dyed Spiber fibers Spiber fibers viewed on the nano scale

Fiber spinning processDress woven from Spiber fibers



A
N aged arm emerging 
from a sphygmometer. 
A child weeping alone 
against a bright yellow 

wall. A lonely old woman asleep 
beside her bed, a magazine open 
on her lap.  The red keel of a 
ship washed up in the midst of a 
shattered street. 

If a picture is worth a thousand 
words, Noriko Hayashi’s photos 
could fill an encyclopedia on the 
subjects of desolation, pain and 
solitude. 

“I always ask myself what 
it means to be a professional 
photographer,” Hayashi says. 
“People seem to be recognized as 
professionals just for being able to 

make a living off taking photos, 
but there are many brilliant 
photographers who can’t make a 
living off their work.” 

Hayashi’s development as 
an international photographer 
began in 2006, while she was 
studying international relations 
in university. In that year, she 
traveled to the Gambia to deepen 
her knowledge of that nation and 
Liberia. While there, she applied 
for work at The Point, a local 
newspaper. Since her English 
wasn’t up to scratch for editorial 
work, she was asked to contribute 
as a photographer. 

Working in the Gambia, 
Hayashi began to seek out those 

overlooked stories that can 
be found under the surface of 
society. It wasn't long before 
she began to travel the world 
documenting women’s rights 
concerns, social issues and 
natural disasters, striving to show 
what she describes as “the stories 
that are too small to get told by big 
media.”

Through her photos, she has 
chronicled women scarred by 
acid attacks, children born with 
HIV, and people suffering in the 
aftermath of earthquakes and 
floods. Her publication history 
now includes Der Spiegel, 
The Washington Post, the 
International Herald Tribune, 

Shedding 
Light 
on the 

Overlooked

Noriko Hayashi

LUCA MAJERO
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National Geographic Japan, Marie 
Claire UK, the Los Angeles Times 
and many more.

Asked whether she has ever 
been concerned about her personal 
safety, she replies: “It’s not as if 
I’ve gone into actual battle zones. 
I’ve never faced a situation of 
approaching death, so I’ve never 
felt as if my own life was in danger. 
I’d rather say that being oblivious 
to the danger around you is the 
most dangerous thing you can do.”

In 2012, Hayashi was awarded 
the 7th annual Younosuke Natori 
Photography Award by the Japan 
Professional Photographers 
Society. Regardless, she remains 
modest about her achievements, 

claiming, “Anyone is capable of 
taking pictures.” 

While that may be so, it's the 
intimacy of her work that sets 
it apart. Hayashi captures her 
subjects in their most private 
moments: For a series on Japan’s 
aging society, she followed an 
elderly woman to bed and even 
into her bathtub. In a series on 
Mailuu-suu, a major uranium 
mining hub at the height of 
Russia’s Soviet era, she captured 
a tired Kyrgyzstani woman 
breastfeeding her sick child. In 
a series on women scarred by 
acid attacks, she documented a 
Pakistani woman in the midst 
of facial reconstructive surgery, 

metal sutures still being applied by 
a doctor’s hands.

In contrast to her stark images, 
Hayashi herself is surprisingly 
upbeat. “I’ve always had good 
experiences with people,” she says. 
“Kindness and goodwill are at the 
core of human beings in every 
nation. I still try to stay in touch 
with my friends in the Gambia – I’ll 
never forget them.”

In 2013, Hayashi won the Visa 
d’or Feature Award – the top award 
for feature reporting – at the Visa 
pour l’image festival in Perpignan, 
France. She was the first Japanese 
person to win the award in its 
25-year history, claiming it with 
a series of images depicting the 
kidnapping and forced marriage of 
a woman in Kyrgyzstan.

Hayashi acknowledges that 
print photographers face increasing 
challenges in the digital age. “I 
make a living off my photographs 
for now,” she says. “But I’m 
concerned about the future, too. 
The economics of this job tell me 
that there’s no space for mediocre 
work. But this is giving me the push 
to challenge myself, to be better.”

For Hayashi, it seems that even 
the best is not enough. 

1   Noriko Hayashi near the border between 
Turkmenistan and Iran
2   A mother breastfeeds her one-year-old 
son, born with hydrocephalus and Down’s 
syndrome, on the outskirts of Mailuu-Suu, 
Kyrgyzstan
3   A victim of acid attack in Lahore, 
Pakistan. She now works as a trainee at a 
beauty salon.
4   A couple married by kidnapping near 
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan

2

3 4
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LARRY KNIPFING

M
OUNT Oyama is a 
wonder. Compact 
and beautiful, 
it’s nestled in the 

northern reaches of Isehara City 
in Kanagawa’s Tanzawa-Oyama 
Quasi-National Park. We set out 
to discover what it had to offer 
with Eiichi Kaji, manager of the 
Isehara Tourist Association. 

Religious pilgrims have 
sought blessings on Mount 
Oyama for centuries. Oyama 
Afuri Shrine was established 
on its slopes over 2,000 years 
ago. “Swordsmen and then later 
craftsmen and farmers came, 
and continue to come, to have 
the tools of their trade blessed 

here,” Mr. Kaji explains. Since 
the shrine’s name derives from 
the expression amefuri, or 
‘rainy weather,’ this is a place 
for farmers to pray for rain  
as well. 

Although you can hike 
up Mount Oyama from its 
base, most people opt for 
the convenience of the cable 
car, which can be boarded 
following an enjoyable 
15-minute hike from Oyama 
Cable Bus Stop. The beauty of 
the surrounding countryside 
unfolds before your eyes as 
the cable car makes its way 
up the mountainside. On its 
way, the car makes a brief 
stop at Oyama-dera Temple. 
Established in the year 755, 

Mount Oyama

this temple is particularly 
beautiful when surrounded 
by autumn colors, its steep 
approach lined with dozens of 
remarkable Buddhist statues. 
The cable car then continues 
up to Oyama Afuri Shrine, 
situated perhaps halfway up 
the mountain. From here you 
can enjoy spectacular views 
of the island of Enoshima, 
the Miura Peninsula and even 
Chiba Prefecture across the bay. 

A 90-minute climb from 
the Afuri-jinja cable car 
stop will bring you to the 
shrine’s principal building 
as well as an incredible view 
of the entire region from the 
mountain’s peak. On a clear 
day, you can see Mount Fuji 

KAnaGAWA
Mt. Oyama in spring
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and even Tokyo Skytree over 50 
kilometers away. 

Lines for the cable car can be 
long on weekends and during 
the autumn, so be sure to plan 
accordingly! 

There are about 50 attractive 
ryokan (traditional Japanese inns) 
in the Mount Oyama area, all of 
which have official shrines. These 
inns were established to provide 
food and lodging for the pilgrims 
that have visited the mountain for 
centuries, particularly during the 
Edo period (1603-1867). Stop in for 
a meal or an overnight stay!

“Spinning tops are Mount 
Oyama’s specialty,” Kaji tells 
me as we watch a craftsman 
demonstrate how he makes his 
tops. For over 300 years, local 

artisans have been crafting tops 
of all colors and sizes. Why tops? 
“The word for ‘spin’ in Japanese 
is mawaru, which also means ‘to 
follow,’” Kaji explains. “So these 
tops are charms that bring the 
promise that money and good 
luck will follow their owners 
throughout the year.” Isehara 
City’s official spinning-top-hatted 
mascot, Kururin is prominently 
featured on many local souvenirs 
including T-shirts, bells, buttons 
and candy.

Mount Oyama is famous for 
its tofu, which benefits from the 
mountain’s pure and delicious 
water. Coming in a variety of 
forms in many different dishes, 
be sure to stop in at a ryokan for 
lunch or dinner to give it a try! 

The air is fresh. The sky is 
blue. The water is pure and clear. 
Despite being a popular tourist 
spot, all is calm, peaceful and 
quiet. Let yourself be surprised by 
Kanagawa’s spiritual mountain, a 
place at which to be refreshed and 
at one with nature. 

Oyama-dera Temple

Oyama Afuri ShrineTofu

Kanagawa

Statue on the approach to 
Oyama-dera

Cable car

Stairs leading up to Oyama-dera 
Temple

View of Mt. Oyama from a distance
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NOAM KATZ

J
APAN’s Japan’s fourth-
largest island of Shikoku 
lies just across the Seto 
Inland Sea from major 

centers such as Kobe, Okayama 
and Hiroshima. Spanning the 
entire lower half of Shikoku is 
Kochi, a prefecture blessed with 
an abundance of nature. With its 
long, beautiful Pacific coastline 
pressed against a backdrop of 
dramatic mountains, Kochi is 
home of the Shimanto River, 
billed as the last pristine river 
in Japan. Kochi is also famous 
as the birthplace of Ryōma 
Sakamoto, a samurai credited 
with bringing together the two 
feudal domains that would 

overthrow the Tokugawa 
shogunate in the late 1800s, 
ushering in the modern era of 
Meiji Japan.

Kochi is renowned for its 
hospitality and openness to 
strangers. This trait is often 
attributed to a unique part 
of Kochi culture known as 
okyaku, which originally 
referred to home parties 
organized by the wives of 
absent fishermen. In order to 
allow the hostess to join her 
guests in revelry, all of the 
food was prepared on a single 
large plate for self-service – a 
practice known as sawachi 
cuisine. Yoshiro Uemura, 
head of the Tosa no Okyaku 
Planning Committee, explains 

A Hearty Welcome

that what was remarkable 
about okyaku was that age 
and social position presented 
no barriers to participation, 
and “even complete strangers 
passing by would be invited in 
to celebrate.”

This tradition lives on today 
in birthday parties, weddings 
and other celebrations, but 
visitors can also experience it 
on a large scale at the Tosa no 
Okyaku Festival planned by 
Uemura’s organization and 
held in early March each year. 
During the nine-day event, 
a kilometer-long shopping 
arcade in the center of Kochi 
City is converted into a 
massive drinking hall, where 
guests can sit outside the 

Kochi
Kochi Kochi castle

30

47 Prefectures from A to Y KOCHI

a

b

c

d

e

f

G

h

i

j

k
l

m

n

o

p

q

r

s

t

u

v

w

x

y

z



shops and enjoy food, music, 
dance, and even Kochi’s unique 
traditional drinking games.

Of course, Kochi’s eateries keep 
the spirit of okyaku alive at any 
time of the year. Junko Nakano is 
the proprietress at Jun-ya restaurant 
near Kochi Station. After a delicious 
meal including Shimanto River 
seaweed and sukiyaki made with 
meat from former fighting cocks, 
Nakano delights in sharing local 
culture with visitors, even offering 
her guests a chance to try those 
notorious okyaku drinking games, 
which involve irregularly shaped 
shot glasses whose contents must 
be consumed before being set 
down. “After everyone was tired of 
eating, drinking and talking, these 
games were played to get everyone 

animated again,” she explains.
Kochi’s famed openness 

and hospitality may be most 
apparent at Hirome Ichiba, 
located just a short walk from 
Kochi Castle. This enclosed food 
court is distinguished by open-
table seating that is perfect for 
sharing food, drinks and lively 
conversation. The locals are more 
than happy to point out their 
favorite dishes and make sure no 
one leaves without tasting Kochi’s 
signature dish, katsuo no tataki 
– skipjack tuna that has been 
lightly seared over a hot flame, 
briefly marinated in vinegar, then 
sliced thinly and seasoned with 
ground ginger.

Weekend visitors to Kochi City 
can also experience its sprawling 

Sunday Market. The nation’s 
oldest outdoor marketplace, 
the market features a weekly 
collection of booths offering 
everything from garden tools to 
handmade goods. A smaller, more 
intimate version can be found 
at the Kochi Organic Market 
held every Saturday in Ike Park, 
a scenic 40-minute bus ride 
south of the city. While organic 
vegetables feature prominently, 
shoppers can also find organic 
coffee, clothing made from 
organic cotton, and many other 
natural foods and crafts.

With bountiful nature, fresh 
food and a tradition of providing a 
hearty welcome, visitors to Kochi 
will soon find themselves wanting 
to extend their stay!  

Organic persimmons at the Kochi Organic Market

Statue of Ryōma Sakamoto at 
Kochi Station Open-table seating at Hirome Ichiba

Preparing katsuo no tataki at 
Hirome Ichiba

Sawachi cuisine
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Zenzai
Zenzai is a sweet dish comprised of 

crushed azuki beans, often served with 
glutinous flour balls called shiratama, sweet 
chestnuts or mochi rice cake. The azuki beans 
may be in the form of paste, porridge or soup, 
and can be enjoyed in various ways. In the 
city of Izumo, from whence zenzai is said to 

originate, there are zenzai topped with red 
and white glutinous rice balls, green tea 
zenzai and even cold zenzai for the summer 
time. But in the winter, one spoonful of 
warm azuki beans combined with half-
melted sticky mochi is enough to warm up 
any frosty day!
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