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his year marks 
sixty years 
of Japanese 
ODA. Starting 

with an introduction to 
Japanese ODA and its 
emphasis on the goal of 
human security and its 
contributions to solutions 
for developing countries, 
this issue looks back at 
Japanese ODA’s track 
record and how Japan 
should tackle future 
challenges.
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PRIME MINISTER ABE VISITS NEW ZEALAND, 
AUSTRALIA AND PAPUA NEW GUINEA

PRIME MINISTER ABE VISITS MEXICO,  
THE CARIBBEAN AND SOUTH AMERICA

PRIME Minister Abe visited Australia/Oceania in early July for summits with the leaders of New Zealand, 
Australia and Papua New Guinea. The prime minister exchanged views with leaders, discussed the 
future, and strengthened bilateral relationships.

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

IN late July and early August, Prime Minister Abe stopped in Mexico, the Caribbean and three South 
American nations to confer with leaders there. “In Portuguese, they are: Progredir juntos (progress 
together), Liderar juntos (lead together) and Inspirar juntos (inspire together).”

“I call these “juntos” the “three guiding principles”. From here on, as Japan infinitely deepens its 
cooperation with Latin America and the Caribbean, these are the principles that will constantly guide us. 
I emphasize the importance of “juntos”; of sharing, hand in hand, hearts united, hardships, efforts, and 
hopefully, jubilations between Japan and Brazil, Japan and Latin America and the Caribbean.” he said.

With New Zealand Prime Minister John Key

With Mexico President Enrique Peña Nieto At the Japan-CARICOM Summit Meeting in Trinidad and Tobago
With Chilean President Michelle 
Bachelet Jeria

With Brazilian President Dilma Vana 
RousseffWith Colombian President Juan Manuel Santos Calderón

With Trinidad and Tobago Prime 
Minister Kamla Persad-Bissessar

With Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott With Papua New Guinea Prime Minister Peter O’Neill
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This year marks sixty years since Japanese official development assistance (ODA) began in 1954. 
Initially provided for infrastructure improvement to spur economic development, primarily in Asia, 

the amount of assistance later expanded with Japanese economic growth, ranking number one 
worldwide for ten consecutive years starting in 1991. Here is an introduction to Japanese ODA and its 
emphasis on the goal of human security and its contributions to solutions for developing countries, a 

look back at Japanese ODA’s track record, and how Japan should tackle future challenges.

Feature SIXTY YEARS OF JAPAN’S ODA
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Feature SIXTY YEARS OF JAPAN’S ODA

TAMI KAWASAKI

THIS year marks sixty years of 
Japanese official development 
assistance (ODA). Kimihiro 

Ishikane, Director-General, International 
Cooperation Bureau of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs spoke about the history 
of Japanese ODA, the bonds it has forged 
between Japan and other countries, and 
what direction it should take in the future.

What path has Japanese ODA taken?
Japanese ODA began as technical 

cooperation after we joined the Colombo 
Plan in 1954, starting with the development 
of a support system alongside postwar 
reparations. Beginning in 1977, in line with 
Japanese economic growth, we expanded 
globally while systematically increasing 
ODA aid amounts. In 1989, we overtook 
the United States to become number one 
worldwide in the quantity of ODA, and 
during the decade from 1991 to 2000 
we supported the growth of developing 
countries as the world’s largest donor 
nation.

In 1992, our first ODA Charter was 
established in response to the post-Cold 
War international situation, clarifying 
principles and strengthening policies. 
Then, in 2003, the ODA Charter was 
revised for the first time in eleven years 

Sixty Years of 
Japanese ODA

Interview with 
Kimihiro Ishikane
Director-General, International 
Cooperation Bureau, Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs



1954 Japan starts ODA upon joining the 
 Colombo Plan

1965 Founding of Japan Overseas  
 Cooperation Volunteers

1974 Japan International Cooperation  
 Agency (JICA) established

1978 First medium-term ODA targets  
 announced

1989 Japanese ODA overtakes US to 
 assume first place

1992 Enactment of ODA Charter

2003 ODA Charter revised

2014 ODA Sixtieth Anniversary

<Japanese ODA timeline>
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based on changes in the domestic and international 
circumstances surrounding ODA. Eleven years later, 
the Charter is again set to be revised to achieve 
progress toward a new era of ODA.

What are some characteristics of Japanese aid?
Japanese aid includes some consistent convictions. 

The first is support for self-help efforts. Developing 
countries will not be able to achieve sustainable 
growth on their own merely with infrastructure 
improvements by Japan. It is crucial to nurture 
local talent and industry alike, which does enable a 
country to reduce poverty on its own while achieving 
economic growth. An example of Japan’s support for 
self-help efforts can be seen in the young Japanese 
people sent all over the world as Japan Overseas 
Cooperation Volunteers, who join locals in fields such 
as agriculture and education and teach people while 
sharing their concerns.

The second is stressing poverty reduction through 
economic growth. Through Asian infrastructure 
improvements based on Japanese ODA in the 1960s, 
Japanese companies expanded into Asia one after 
the other, resulting in local job creation, promoting 
consumption and spurring economic growth. Asia 
and especially the ASEAN region have now become 
indispensable markets as well as investment 
destinations for Japan.

Another characteristic is our advocacy of the 
realization of “human security” and the adoption of 
thorough, conscientious support methods focusing 
on every member of the community. I am proud that 
we have cultivated bonds among people and built up 
trust toward Japan by protecting individuals from 
the fear of hunger, crime, disaster and the like while 
pursuing the happiness of all.

What direction should Japanese ODA take in the 
future?

The fact that the world is globalizing politically 
and economically means that development issues 
will become even more diverse. It is important to 

expand the scope of traditional ODA and shift 
toward “development cooperation,” which 
makes it possible to partner with various entities 
and funds such as governments, local authorities 
and private companies, and respond to new 
targets and challenges.

After the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
Japan received expressions of support from 
163 countries and territories as well as 43 
international organizations. Some were countries 
where we provide ODA that, although poor in 
numerical terms, assisted us with supplies and 
sent kind messages. I see this, with gratitude, 
as the return of trusting relations cultivated 
through ODA.

While cherishing the bonds we have forged 
with developing countries so far, we hope to 
open up the horizon for a new era of ODA by 
sharing the knowledge and experience Japan has 
cultivated with the international community. 
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NOAM KATZ 

WHEN the state of Israel’s creation in 1948 
and subsequent conflicts in the Middle East 
displaced a vast number of Palestinians into 

neighboring Jordan, most of the refugees expected to 
return home soon. Yet as months turned into decades, 
their camps of tents and makeshift facilities morphed 
into full-fledged communities, some with populations 
of a hundred thousand. These days, concrete homes 
and shops are built next to each other, with well-
maintained facilities such as hospitals and schools. The 
street scenes at a glance are no different to those of an 
ordinary town.

Maki Niioka, a specialist working in Jordan’s 
Palestinian refugee camps with the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA), recalls being stunned 
to meet people that “didn’t even know they were 
refugees” because they were born in Jordan. Refugees 
total nearly a third of Jordan’s population, she notes, 
and recently the numbers are increasing as refugees 
fleeing Syria add to the strain on the kingdom’s capacity 
and resources.

While national unemployment was around 14 
percent in 2013 according to statistics published 
by Jordan's government, Niioka estimates that 
the figure in Palestinian refugee camps might be 
as high as 20 percent. As a measure to combat the 
chronic state of high unemployment rate, JICA 
established a Training and Employment Center 
(TEC) six years ago to serve four refugee camps as 
part of Japan’s ODA to Jordan.

Since Niioka arrived in October 2013, she’s been 
based at the TEC working with local staff—many 
of them refugees themselves—to oversee the 
running of different projects: a support service for 
job searches; vocational training to help people, 
particularly women, develop their own businesses; 
and a behavioral change program aimed at altering 
the negative perception society here holds toward 
female employment. 

Even when work is available through the TEC, 
there are still obstacles to overcome. Niioka describes 
it as “culture of shame” in which women working, 
especially those being employed in the blue-
collar sector, are perceived negatively, and people 

Supporting 
Female Palestinian 

Refugees in Jordan
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1 JICA’s Maki Niioka confers with Palestinian refugees in Jordan
2 Local marketplace
3 A female refugee producing perfume at home2

3

are very sensitive to how others think of them. If a 
woman works outside the home, for example, others 
may think her husband’s income is insufficient; 
women may turn down hard-earned factory jobs, 
either because they care how others perceive them 
and prefer the higher status of office work, or due to 
objections from a male member in the family such as 
her husband or father.

Given the social importance for married women 
to remain at home, the vocational training program 
teaches them how to produce and sell their own soaps, 
creams and perfumes made using local methods while 
working at home. “Women have told me that thanks 
to this, they are able to pay the rent or school fees,” 
Niioka explains. “They also change from being passive 
consumers to active producers, and they start to have 
more confidence because they can now contribute to 
household income.”

While changing attitudes and lifestyles is far 
from simple, the behavioral change program, which 
is a long-term initiative that includes hands-on 
workshops and campaigns, can broaden thinking on 
social and religious norms. “Many people here think 

that Islam prohibits women from working,” Niioka 
notes. To counter that perception, she and her 
staff launched a campaign with posters as well as 
behavioral change workshops in which they teach 
ways women in the workforce can abide by Islam, 
such as by working in locations separate from men.

Niioka has witnessed firsthand how employment 
empowers women and changes lives in positive 
ways. For example, one woman with facial birth 
defects found a job through TEC because she wanted 
to change her own life, but was initially rejected 
by the employer because of her appearance. TEC 
staff appealed to the factory on her behalf, and 
she got the job. She used the money she earned to 
have reconstructive surgery on her face, which in 
turn helped her relationships with coworkers. “She 
became much more outgoing,” adds Niioka.

Aware of the impact working women have on 
others, Niioka hopes to have some of them speak 
to other women about how employment has 
transformed their lives. “I think that would be a 
turning point for society,” she says.  
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“Countries around the world have various 
recordkeeping tools for pregnancy, childbirth and 
childrearing, but you won’t find them combined in 
a single volume like Japan’s MCH Handbook with 
comprehensive information from the mother’s 
pregnancy, childbirth and all the way to childrearing,” 
says Shinohara.

HANDS representative Dr. Yasuhide Nakamura 
created a simplified version of the MCH Handbook 
over twenty years ago in Indonesia, where he had 
taken a post as a maternal and child health expert 
for JICA. About ten years later, he was contacted 
by an Indonesian doctor visiting Japan for training 
who was hoping to start a project to disseminate the 
handbook in Indonesia. This led to the development 
of a handbook in Indonesia which integrated the 
existing maternal and child health record cards in 
Indonesia into a single volume like the Japan's MCH 
Handbook.

RIEKO SUZUKI 

JAPANESE people take the existence of 
the Maternal and Child Health Handbook 
(hereinafter referred to as the “MCH 

Handbook”) for granted. In 1948, after the  
Second World War, the Ministry of Welfare 
(present Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare) 
started issuing this handbook to protect the 
welfare of children in Japan. The handbook has 
been introduced to countries such as Indonesia, 
Palestine and Vietnam since 1992 through an 
initiative to implement  technical assistance 
via JICA's Maternal and Child Health Project. 
Miyako Shinohara, who is a marketing officer of 
the nonprofit organization HANDS, which has 
been supporting JICA’s for implementing MCH 
Handbook with its extensive experience and 
expertise, described their activities. 

LIFE GUIDE

Versions of Japan’s handbook on maternity, childbirth and 
childrearing are appearing in Africa, Asia and elsewhere

Japan’s maternal and 
child health handbook 
benefits the world
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“We have learned from past experience 
that there are several things very important if 
you are trying to distribute these handbooks,” 
Shinohara notes. “The first is to develop a 
handbook with the ownership of the local 
people. The project works better when we 
simply provide the initial opportunities, help 
and observe them part of the way, while each 
country continues the rest on its own.” There 
are often different ethnic groups,  languages 
and childbirth cultures, even within the same 
country, she adds, and local professionals such 
as doctors and midwives are apparently the 
ones who can develop the best standard while 
taking those factors into account. Even if it 
seem irrational to foreigners presenting the 
contents rooted in local customs is the most 
important thing to consider.

“The second point is not to try to make 
a perfect handbook from the beginning,” 
Shinohara continues. “It is important to 
disseminate handbooks to as many mothers and 
children as possible by utilizing the existing 
materials of maternal and child health services, 
such as growth monitoring charts, and only 
adding the merits of the MCH Handbook to 
develop it into a single volume. Further details 
can be revised later when necessary.”

HANDS supports the International Conference 
of Maternal and Child Health Handbook every 
two years. The ninth conference is set to be 
held in Cameroon in 2014, bringing together 
healthcare professionals from countries and 

regions around the world. This conference plays a major 
role not only as a catalyst for increasing awareness of 
the handbook’s existence and distribution to countries 
where it is needed, but also for scaling up MCH Handbook  
projects, which so far have been carried out as small 
pilot projects within countries, into nationwide projects. 

“When we visit countries where we have helped 
disseminate these handbooks and talk to the people 
about them, they respond, ‘Oh, I have one of those, 
too. Our country is really proud of having them,’ ” 
Shinohara says. “Many even think that their country 
has had them all along. Hearing those words makes 
me glad that the handbooks have spread this far due 
to the efforts and leadership of local people while we 
supported them.” Furthermore, the widespread use 
of versions of the MCH Handbook led to responses 
such as “It has increased my knowledge of pregnancy, 
childbirth and childrearing,” and “It has improved 
the frequency of prenatal checkups and vaccine 
coverage.” 

More than mere recordkeeping tools, these 
handbooks have a lot of potential to benefit everyone; 
not only mothers and children but fathers and medical 
professionals as well. “I think it presents a great 
opportunity to strengthen the bonds between Japan 
and the world by letting the Japanese people know 
how much Japan’s MCH Handbook has been utilized 
to help to improve the health of others around the 
world,” says Shinohara. 

A Palestinian mother with her baby and handbook

Going over the essential data at a health center in Indonesia 
PHOTO: HANDS
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RING OF 
PROTECTION

 TAMI KAWASAKI

SITUATED in the Indian Ocean southwest of 
Sri Lanka, the Republic of the Maldives is a 
small tropical nation made up of about twelve 

hundred coral islands with a population of around 
three hundred thousand. The general population 
inhabits no more than two hundred of these islands; 
the rest are uninhabited except for eighty-seven used 
as tourist resorts for foreigners.

Each island is composed of a ring-shaped collection 
of coral reefs, with a flat topography at a maximum 
height of just 2.4 meters above sea level, making it one 
of the nations most vulnerable to the effects of rising 
sea levels due to global warming. It is said that 80 
percent of the nation’s land mass will be lost if the sea 
level rises by a single meter.

In 1987, in fact, the flood-prone Maldives was hit 
by an extreme storm surge that inundated the capital 
island of Malé. The capital’s paralysis reportedly led to 
about US$6 million in damage. Inadequate drainage 
led to prolonged flooding and the spread of infectious 
disease.

As part of its emergency assistance for 
this disaster—and in response to a request 
by the Maldivian government—the Japanese 
government spent fifteen years from 1987 to 
2002 on coastal protection works, extending 
about six kilometers all the way around Malé. 
With technological assistance from a Japanese 
construction company, the materials used to 
build the tetrapods around the shores, such 
as sand and cement, were sourced locally as 
much as possible as a way to lower the cost of 
materials. Just a few years after this project 
was completed, the island was hit by a terrible 
disaster. The 9.3 magnitude shock of the 2004 
Indian Ocean earthquake gave rise to a massive 
tsunami reaching an average height of ten 
meters and a maximum of thirty-four meters 
that engulfed the islands of the Indian Ocean. 
But at Malé, the breakwaters encircling the 
island protected the capital from the tsunami, 
preventing the loss of even a single life.

Japanese 
breakwaters 
protected 
capital from 
large tsunami
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2

After that, the Japanese government provided further 
grant aid in 2005 as well as a 2.733 billion yen loan for the 
rehabilitation of harbor and sewer facilities in 2006 as a 
tsunami damage reconstruction assistance measure. 
The Japanese people received the Green Leaf national 
environment award from the Maldivian government for 
the shore protection works. Gratitude in the Maldives for 
this aid is reportedly so widespread that over 80 percent 
of the population is aware of Japanese ODA.

The trust built up between Japan and the Maldives 
through ODA since the 1980s came back to Japan in an 
unexpected way. When Japan was struck by the Great 
East Japan Earthquake in 2011, the Maldives conducted 
a fundraising and assistance campaign as a joint public-
private effort, collecting donations equivalent to 46 
million yen. The Maldives further provided about 
690,000 cans of tuna, which are a precious source of 
foreign currency other than tourism, and delivered them 
to the disaster area in Tohoku.

Exchanges have since continued at the citizen level 
between the two nations mysteriously brought together 

by the bonds of robust recovery from tsunamis. 
Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers and 
Senior Volunteers, as well as volunteers from 
nonprofits and NGOs, have been sent to work in 
fields such as disaster education and technical 
cooperation. In one such project, the volunteers 
worked together with local residents to build 
a monument using recycled blocks made from 
the debris left by the houses damaged during 
the tsunami; the monument not only helps 
people remember the disaster caused by the 
tsunami, but also serves as a sign marking an 
area for shelter in the event of a future disaster.

“Japan’s disaster prevention measures such 
as earthquake-resistance and base isolation 
technologies, landslide mitigation technologies, 
as well as weather forecast systems have 
gained a strong international reputation,” says 
Hiroshi Ota of JICA. “Japan can contribute 
internationally by actively sharing with the 
world the knowledge it has cultivated through 
its experiences in dealing with disasters. 
That may even be a strength of Japan that we 
discovered through disaster control.”

In March 2015, the Third UN World Conference 
on Disaster Risk Reduction will be held in 
Sendai, which has recovered admirably much 
like the Maldives after suffering tsunami 
damage in the Great East Japan Earthquake. It 
will be a good opportunity to speed up efforts 
at expanding Japanese disaster prevention 
technology globally. 

1 Part of the breakwater surrounding Malé Island
2 Despite the destruction the 2004 Indian Ocean quake and 

tsunami caused, no lives were lost on Malé Island
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Building 
Peace 
on Mindanao in 
the Philippines

 BIFUE USHIJIMA

THE Bangsamoro, the Muslim people living on 
the Philippine island of Mindanao, have had 
a painful history in the Philippines where 90 

percent of the population is Christian. The year 1970 
marked the start of the armed Islamic separatist group 
called the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), and 
the escalation into an armed conflict for secession. The 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) was 
established in 1990 based on peace talks between the 
MNLF and the government, and a peace agreement was 
concluded in 1996. However, an MNLF splinter group, 
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), continued 
the struggle for independence. In 2001, the government 

began peace negotiations with the MILF, 
mediated by Malaysia, and signed a peace 
framework agreement in October 2012, reaching 
a comprehensive peace agreement in March 
2014. A new Bangsamoro government will be 
established in 2016. Four decades of conflict 
have caused a reported death toll of over a 
hundred thousand, the internal displacement 
of as many as two million people, and huge 
problems with poverty.

Japan has been supporting the peace 
process in Mindanao between the MILF and 
the Philippine government by participating 
in the International Contact Group and the 
International Monitoring Team (IMT). Japan is 
also providing assistance for the peace process 
via socioeconomic development through its 
own support system known as the Japan-
Bangsamoro Initiatives for Reconstruction and 
Development (J-BIRD). This is the first time 
Japan has gotten involved in the peace-building 
process before a peace agreement.

Assistance through J-BIRD is marked by 
direct support at the local and community 
levels, and has included the construction 
of schools, agricultural facilities and public 
health centers in over 350 villages as well 
as infrastructure improvement and the 
establishment of job training centers for 
women and shelters for widows.

Naoyuki Ochiai of JICA’s Office for 
Peacebuilding and Reconstruction has been 
working in the Philippines for a total of thirteen 
years. In 2010 he took up a post in the IMT, 
living with the Bangsamoro people for about 
two years. “I lived like a Muslim, for whom 
pork and alcohol are forbidden, and even went 
through Ramadan (the month of fasting),” he 
recalls of that time. An elementary school that 
was demolished during the conflict has been 
rebuilt. He also put a lot of effort into helping 
the communication between parents, so that 
the children of Muslims and Christians who 
suffered decades of conflict can attend the same 

2

Girls learning to sew at a vocational center launched by J-BIRD
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The Philippines-Japan relationship is quite strong, 
probably at its finest right now. Japan’s foreign direct 
investments (FDI) and ODA have really helped spur the 
economic growth of my country during the last few years. 
Japan is the number one country now in terms of our 
bilateral foreign trade and export destinations and ranks 
third in FDI. It is also number one in terms of ODA to the 
Philippines, and it’s been very instrumental in providing 
us with much-needed infrastructure.

The Mindanao population’s feelings on Japan’s support 
for our peace process is very positive. Japan was already 
providing a lot of help to the Muslim communities there. 
As a result of the J-BIRD project, which provides grassroots 
technical assistance and livelihood opportunities for jobs 
and employment in that area, people there can now live 
in peace. So this peace is the biggest benefit of all. In 2011, 
Japan hosted talks between His Excellency President 
Aquino and the MILF leadership, which helped build 
trust between the parties. My country thus owes a debt 
of gratitude to Japan for being instrumental in paving 
the way—in terms of supporting the peace process and 
development—toward the landmark peace agreement 
signed last March 27, 2014.

I know that Japan will continue to be a catalyst for 
development in Mindanao. With the peace agreement 
signed and the Bangsamoro autonomous political entity 
soon in place, if the Japanese government and Japanese 
companies invest in that region, there will be job creation 
and opportunities for the people there. Whether through 
agribusiness or in the setting up of factories, people will be 
employed and their quality of life is expected to be much 
better.

Arigato gozaimasu.
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school. Steady efforts like this, conducted 
while building relationships of trust with 
local people, are the driving force behind 
J-BIRD.

Until the Bangsamoro government 
actually becomes functional, J-BIRD will be 
drafting laws and training administrative 
officials to operate the new government. 
Mid- to-long-term economic development 
such as planning for social infrastructure 
like roads is also moving ahead.

Moreover, with an environment suitable 
for buckwheat cultivation and growing 
bananas, Mindanao has caught the eye of 
private Japanese businesses as a location 
for new primary industries. The entry of 
Japanese companies would make economic 
development more promising, but that too 
will be difficult if the security situation does 
not stabilize. Solving the issue of poverty 
will also require peaceful conditions.

“What’s crucial is building a relationship of 
trust between the national government and 
the community,” says Ochiai. Although there 
are many challenges for the establishment 
of the new government, he will continue 
making steady progress just as before for the 
sake of peace for the Bangsamoro people. 

An Interview with 
His Excellency Mr. Manuel M. Lopez 

from the Embassy of the Republic of 
the Philippines in Japan

Muslim and Christian children attend the same 
elementary school
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LEGAL DEVELOPMENT 
ASSISTANCE FOR CAMBODIA TO 
MAINTAIN PEACE FOR CITIZENS

BIFUE USHIJIMA 

IN Cambodia, educated people at every level of 
society were subject to genocide by the Pol Pot 
regime, which held power in the second half of 

the 1970s. In the legal field, too, where fewer than 
ten lawyers and judicial officers are said to have 
survived the Pol Pot regime, a massive number of 
personnel—and with them the rule of law itself, 
which until then had been based on the French 
legal system—were lost.

Urgently in need of reviving its legal system in 
the 1990s after the political situation stabilized, 
the Cambodian government requested legal 
development assistance from Japan, which 
had provided similar assistance to neighboring 
Vietnam. JICA started the Legal Development 

Project in 1999 to prepare a civil code and code of 
civil procedure to serve as the basis for citizens’ 
activities.

Drafting was undertaken in this project with 
the collaboration of JICA experts from the legal 
and judicial fields, including academics and 
experienced practitioners, based on careful 
examination of local legal norms and customs. 
They conducted the drafting amid discussions with 
local people regarding areas where circumstances 
and approaches differ from Japan as well as their 
methods of operation. For example, in the case 
of real estate registration, in Japan the building 
has its own registration separate from the land 
on which it is built. In Cambodia, the two are 
considered a single entity. They also considered 
Cambodia’s future development, consulting UN 

Holding a mock trial
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model laws on international trade as well as laws 
of other jurisdictions, and prepared drafts  that  
enabled Cambodia to interact with the international 
community.

Starting with drafts of the Civil Code and the 
Code of Civil Procedure, they drew up about twenty 
relevant civil laws and regulations. Next, they 
assisted officers of the Ministry of Justice in providing 
explanations of these bills to get them passed in 
the Parliament. The Civil Code and Code of Civil 
Procedure were enacted in 2007, and Cambodia’s new 
Civil Code formally went into effect in December 2011.

Attorney and JICA expert Miha Isoi, who 
participated in the project for over five years, had this 
to say about the difficulties of drafting. “The laws 
were drafted with the assistance of Japanese legal 
experts, so I think they are quite similar to Japan’s 
Civil Code and Code of Civil Procedure. But advisors 
wrote the draft together with local experts clause by 
clause while fully taking into account differences in 
customs, ways of thinking and the like. It was really 
hard work adapting every single legal term to the 
concepts which themselves were new and difficult 
to understand in Cambodian. JICA kept dispatching 
Japanese legal experts into the Cambodian Ministry 
of Justice continuously for over ten years, and the 
Cambodians really trusted us, saying they could learn 
a lot because Japan’s assistance included thorough 
explanations on legal and institutional background.”

Of course, the enactment of the laws does not 
mean the process is over. Training the personnel 

capable of handling each issue with a proper and 
systematic understanding of the provisions of the 
1,305-article Civil Code is essential. For that reason, 
there has also been a focus on the training of legal 
practitioners, experts and other personnel in 
tandem with legislative development.

Locals involved in drafting bills since the 
start of the project who are well versed in the 
judicial process are taking up positions as senior 
officials in the Ministry of Justice, but there was 
a shortage of judicial personnel at the working 
level. Japan therefore provided assistance so that 
Cambodian people—especially legal professionals 
such as lawyers, judges and prosecutors, and even 
university faculty educating the next generation of 
legal professionals—can implement and develop 
the law and judicial system independently. These 
efforts led to the creation of over seven hundred 
lawyers and over two hundred judges and 
prosecutors.

In the future, they will also need to revise 
the legal system to more closely fit to the actual 
circumstances of society. Ongoing assistance is 
planned for capacity development of personnel 
who will be able to take a central role in legal reform 
at that time.

Laws and their proper implementation are 
essential for a society where people can live 
without fear. Japan’s assistance, through the 
development of the law and judicial system, has 
hopefully contributed to peace in Cambodia. 

Cambodia’s new Civil Code and Code of Civil Procedure, which 
went into effect in 2011

Momentous occasion: Introducing the new Civil Code
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THE Ajinomoto Group is known 
worldwide for its seasonings 
and amino acid products. 

Now, capitalizing on the research 
knowledge and expertise in food 
science and amino acid nutrition it 
has accumulated since its founding, 
Ajinomoto is working together with 
international organizations such as 
JICA and the United States Agency 
for International Development 
(USAID) to promote a new social 
business dedicated to solving the 
serious problems of malnutrition in 
developing countries. Dr. Yasuhiko 
Toride of Ajinomoto Co. Inc.’s R&D 
Planning Deptartment spoke about 
the Ghana Nutrition Improvement 
Project, which is contributing to 
children’s growth and health by 
improving the nutritional balance of 
infant food.

“The Ghana Nutrition Improvement 
Project was launched to commemorate 
the hundredth anniversary of the 
Ajinomoto Group in 2009,” Toride 
states. “When we set a goal for 
ourselves to start a sustainable 
social business—a project to improve 
nutrition through business—we 
chose Ghana because Ajinomoto 
has partnered with the University 
of Ghana since 2006 in a study on 
nutrition improvement with lysine, 
an essential amino acid, and because 
Ghana was a politically stable country. 
We therefore considered Ghana a 
suitable place for creating our social 
business model.”

Malnutrition in children is a serious 
issue in developing countries, and 
it is said that improving nutrition 
during “the first thousand days”—
from the mother’s pregnancy to the 

1
RIEKO SUZUKI 

Creating the Future 
of Social Business

The Ghana 
Nutrition 
Improvement 
Project
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child’s second birthday—is of utmost importance. 
Malnutrition during this period can retard the 
development of both the body and the brain, its 
negative impact being irreversible.

“Koko, Ghana’s traditional infant food, is a 
sour porridge made of fermented corn. Infant 
food is given to babies from six months of age, 
and koko is the most common infant food for 
Ghanaian children,” says Toride. “Koko alone, 
however, does not provide the amounts of 
protein and micronutrients necessary for the 
growth of children.”

“That’s why we developed KOKO Plus, which 
fortifies the amount of each necessary nutrient 
using locally available soybeans as a main 
ingredient,” Toride continues. “Local people add 
sugar to koko for a sweet-and-sour taste, but instead 
we have them add KOKO Plus, which contains the 
appropriate amount of nutrients as well as a proper 
level of sugar. We made a thorough study of taste 
preferences and ultimately created a product that 
local people tell us is delicious.”

Enthusiastic feedback has come from mothers 
in impoverished regions where KOKO Plus is being 
sold on a trial basis. They say they have seen 
dramatic improvements in their children’s health 
in a short time. The product’s full-fledged launch, 
scheduled for spring 2015, was also met with a 
positive response.

“Creating demand for food products like KOKO 
Plus that improve nutrition is not easy, because 
in addition to factors associated with ordinary 
food products such as taste and food safety, 
building consumer awareness on the importance 
of nutrition is essential.  To conduct nutrition 
education effectively in rural communities, 
it is important to collaborate with Ghana’s 
local governments, international development 
agencies as well as international NGOs,” says 
Toride. “Because the objective of our Nutrition 
Improvement Project through social business is 
to solve the problem of malnutrition, emphasizing 
the importance of nutrition improvement in the 
first thousand days, we were able to receive needed 

cooperation from a wide range of partners, including 
the Ghanaian Ministry of Health, JICA and USAID.”

In social businesses, partnerships can create a 
win-win situation. For example, partnerships with 
local companies and manufacturing the product 
using local ingredients creates jobs. Partnerships 
with international NGOs in creating a distribution 
system with the network of women for door-to-door 
sales will help women in rural villages. Partnerships 
with government health agencies and NGOs promote 
awareness on the importance of nutrition among 
village people. Partnerships are essential for the 
success of social businesses.

“Simply providing money and human resources 
doesn’t work well for development assistance in the 
long term,” Toride explains. “We believe that creating 
a win-win situation among all stakeholders, including 
local people, by establishing a sustainable social 
business is an effective approach. Creating social 
businesses will be possible only by accumulating 
various know-how and expertise of all stakeholders 
through partnerships. Through the Ghana Nutrition 
Improvement Project, we want to create a successful 
social business model that can be expanded and 
replicated throughout the world.” 

1 Tasting Ajinomoto’s Koko Plus in Ghana
2 A village woman marketing Koko Plus to earn much-

needed income and improve local nutrition

2
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became the country’s first prime minister, believed 
that developing experts in agriculture and industry 
was especially vital to building a nation. Japan 
was the nation called upon to provide guidance 
and support. The construction of JKUAT’s school 
buildings started on vast, empty plains; JKUAT was 
supported by more than fifty Japanese universities, 
with Kyoto University serving as the core for the 
Engineering Department, and Okayama University 
for the Agricultural Department. After JKUAT was 
established as a middle level college in 1981, it grew 
steadily with the support from Japan, and in 1988 
it was upgraded to become Kenya’s fifth national 
university.

The Japanese representatives of this project, 
Hiroji Nakagawa, professor emeritus at Kyoto 
University, and Junkichi Iwasa, professor emeritus at 
Okayama University, look back on the project. (“The 
Samurai who built an university in Africa, 2013) 
“In Kenya it was very difficult to gain employment 
unless you earned a national qualification for each 
a job type,” they recall. “So existing university 

Jomo Kenyatta University 
of Agriculture and 
Technology Perspectives

Japan’s ODA Successes

RIEKO SUZUKI 

LOCATED in Kenya in East Africa, the Jomo 
Kenyatta University of Agriculture and 
Technology (JKUAT) has produced a great 

number of exceptionally talented individuals and 
serves as but one example of the successful results  
of Japan’s ODA in developing human resources. 
Based on a request from the Kenyan government, 
the Japanese government, through JICA, provided 
support for this endeavor for over twenty years, 
since the beginning of the project in 1977 to establish 
a university. It provides a valuable perspective on 
Japan’s ODA based on JKUAT’s past, present and 
future.

Jomo Kenyatta, who led Kenya’s independence 
movement from Great Britain in 1963, and afterward 

A female student gains practical experience at 
driving a tractor on JKUAT's campus
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curriculums—as well as the students themselves—
were biased toward memorizing information that 
would help them pass the national qualification 
exams. However, several years after we introduced 
the Japanese university educational principles 
of focusing on experiment and practice based on 
thorough comprehension of basic subjects, there 
was a dramatic rise in the rate of successful national 
qualification exam results.”

Japan’s assistance was provisionally completed 
in 2000, as it was considered that JKUAT could 
undertake all university operations themselves. 
Even without ODA, however, as many as 202 
Japanese involved with JKUAT continue to support 
JKUAT students through the Babaroa Scholarship, 
which provides scholarships to students who achieve 
the highest distinction. Over the span of fifteen 
years, a total of 583 students have been awarded 
this scholarship. While the student body numbered 
only 717 in 2001, by 2012 it had increased to 30,788 
students, and graduates are now flourishing in a 
diverse range of fields, including ICT, architecture, 
horticulture and foods, and NPOs. Furthermore, a 
large number of graduates have also taken teaching 
positions at JKUAT and its four affiliated national 
universities.

For Japanese firms hoping to make inroads into 
Kenya and the surrounding regions, JKUAT is a 
valuable presence. For example, Nissin Foods—a 
Japanese processed foods manufacturer—established 
a joint enterprise with the university and began 
developing instant noodles by incorporating 

Carrying out an experiment in hydraulics in a JKUAT lab

The main gate at JKUAT

feedback from students and the local population. 
Having industry and university join forces makes 
practical research possible, and being able to initiate 
business ventures with a university that has had 
Japanese involvement since day one provides low-
risk investment opportunity for Japanese firms. Only 
JKUAT, with its Japanese backing, can provide such a 
win-win environment.

Recently, JKUAT is taking the next step toward 
becoming a university that contributes to the whole 
African continent, based on the concept of the 
Pan-African University (PAU), which is supported 
by the African Union. In June 2013 at the Tokyo 
International Conference on African Development, 
it was officially decided that Japan would again 
provide ODA support. PAU was established based on 
the concept of developing and securing the human 
resources who will lead Africa’s economic and social 
future, in response to the severe problem of brain 
drain of African countries. PAU divides the African 
continent into five regions, and each region designates 
the countries and universities that take leading roles 
and selects the overseas donor countries that provide 
support, focusing efforts into research and education 
in specialized fields. In the East African region, 
Kenya’s JKUAT was chosen at the host university in 
the field of basic science, technology and innovation. 
Japan decided to support JKUAT with its focus on 
promoting African innovation.

JKUAT, which symbolizes the strong bond between 
Kenya and Japan through Japan’s ODA, is expected to 
grow even stronger, with its energetic development 
producing innovative and creative talent, spreading its 
impact to affiliated universities and businesses. 



| highlighting japan22

STUDENT'S CORNERSeries

The Legend of 
  Issun-boshi
ONCE upon a time there lived an old 

man and an old woman. The couple 
had no children, so they prayed 

to God. “Please God, let us have a child, no 
matter how small.”

And sure enough, a small child was born. 
It was a boy just about the size of the old 
man’s thumb. The couple promptly named 
him “Issun-boshi” (One-Inch Boy).

One day Issun-boshi said to the old man 
and old woman, “I would like to go to the 
capital and work. Please make preparations 
for my journey.”

So the old man made a sword out of a 
sewing needle that was just the right size for 
Issun-boshi. The old woman set a soup bowl 
afloat in the river as a boat for Issun-boshi 

to ride in. Skillfully paddling his soup bowl boat with a 
chopstick, Issun-boshi set out for the capital.

Upon arriving at the capital, Issun-boshi visited the most 
splendid house in the city. 

“Please open the gate,” he called out. “I have a request.”
The lord of the house opened the gate and looked 

around, but saw no one there.
“Who on earth is it? I don’t see anyone.”
“I’m at your feet.”
The lord finally discovered little Issun-boshi standing 

next to his shoes in the entranceway.
“Goodness, what a tiny child!”
“My name is Issun-boshi. Please let me work here.”
“You seem quite energetic and intelligent,” the lord said. 
“All right, I’ll make you one of my retainers.” 
Issun-boshi became the escort of the lord’s daughter, 

who was a princess.
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One day Issun-boshi accompanied the princess on a 
visit to the temple. On the way there they came upon a big 
ogre, who sought to snatch the maiden away.

“Wicked ogre, you’d better not lay a finger on the 
princess!”
“How impertinent. I’ll eat you up!” the ogre said, and 
gulped Issun-boshi down.
“Ow, ouch!” the ogre began shouting, because Issun-
boshi was stabbing inside the ogre’s belly with his 
needle sword.
“At this rate, I’ll die of pain,” the ogre moaned. “I give 
in. Let me go!”
The ogre spit Issun-boshi out and ran off toward the 

mountains at full speed.
“Thank you for saving me. You may be small, but you 
are very brave and strong,” the princess said.
“That ogre seems to have left something behind,” 
Issun-boshi said. “What’s this?”
“Why, that is the Magic Mallet (Uchide no Kozuchi). 
When you shake it, you get whatever you wish for. 
Issun-boshi, what do you wish for?”
“I want to grow up!”
When the princess shook the Magic Mallet, Issun-boshi 

grew and grew, and in the blink of an eye he had become a 
full-grown man.

Issun-boshi married the princess and became a fine 
samurai, just as he had hoped. 

THE HOME OF THE 
ISSUN-BOSHI LEGEND

Sumiyoshi Taisha in the city of Osaka, 
Osaka Prefecture, is the shrine where 
the old man and the old woman prayed 
to be blessed with a child. It is known for 
hosting a festival every year from July 30 
to August 1 called the Sumiyoshi Matsuri, 
which has become a summer tradition in 
Osaka. The popular shrine is also famous 
for its many visitors during hatsumode— 
the Japanese custom of visiting a shrine 
for the first time during the first three 
days of the New Year period (on 1st - 3rd of 
January)—attracting as many as 2.5 million 
people.
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W HEN we exhale during the  
 breathing cycle, nearly 80  
 percent of the breath we release 

is nitrogen, with the remaining 20 percent 
composed of oxygen (16 percent) and 
carbon dioxide (4 percent). A tiny amount 
of the trace gases the body generates— 
about 1 percent—is also present.

Small though it may be, that 1 percent 
includes approximately five hundred 
different gases whose proportions and 
output change according to the body’s 
health. By analyzing these trace gases,  
it is possible to measure one’s health and 
metabolic activity. That analysis can be 
performed by simply having the subject 
breathe, and is less stressful on the body 
and mind than blood tests and urinalysis. 

The problem is that these gases are present 
only in minute amounts, making them 
difficult to measure. Toshiba Corporation 
has addressed that issue by combining its 
special semiconductor laser technology 
with gas-analysis technology to develop 
a simple and compact gas analyzer. Just 
breathe into the device, and the analyzer 
extracts specific trace gases and measures 
their individual concentrations.

“There’s a method called gas chromato-
graphy used for measuring trace gases, 

but the analysis takes time, and only those 
with specialized technical knowledge 
can perform it,” says Toshiba chief of 
development Naoko Toyoshima. “We 
developed this breath analyzer so that it 
can be used onsite at medical treatment 
facilities and elsewhere. Not only can 
anyone use it, but the measurement is quite 
quick—it only takes about thirty seconds.” 

When laser light is cast on a gas, the 
wavelengths that are absorbed, or the 
absorption spectrum, differ according to 
the type of gas. An absorption spectrum, 
therefore, is like a gas’s fingerprint. In laser 
absorption spectroscopy, which makes use 
of this phenomenon, the gas is exposed to 
infrared rays; the types of gases present 
are identified and their concentrations are 
measured from the resulting absorption 
spectrum. The light source Toshiba's 
analyzer uses  is a quantum cascade laser 
that emits mid-infrared spectrum light at  
a relatively long wavelength.

The gaseous elements Toshiba’s device 
can measure include acetaldehyde—which 
indicates alcohol metabolism—acetone 
(fatty acid metabolism), and methane 
(metabolism of intestinal bacteria). Toshiba 
plans to include the ability to measure 
the concentration of acetone, which could 

Just Exhale
Using Your Breath to
Analyze Your Health 

Naoko 
Toyoshima
Toshiba chief of 
development

BIFUE USHIJIMA
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indicate presence of obesity and diabetes, in 2015. 
The company has also begun research and 

experimental trials in collaboration with Waseda 
University’s Faculty of Sport Sciences to examine 
the connection between the concentration 
of acetone in an exhalation and the amount of 
fat a subject has burned. Acetone is generated 
when fat is burned for energy, and  the acetone 
concentration rises. This occurs not only when 
exercising, but also when fasting and starving or 
after eating food high in fat. By studying acetone 
concentrations, Toshiba hopes to quantitatively 
measure the effect of diet and exercise on fat 
burning. Since the subject only needs to exhale, 
this method also has the advantage of allowing 
multiple readings per day.

In the future, the company is looking to 
measure more kinds of gases, and to expand the 
analyzer's applications.

“It’s still difficult to diagnose illness through 
exhaled breath alone, but when combined with 
other biological information such as blood tests 
and urinalysis, we believe that it can be a useful 
tool in total body healthcare,” says Toyoshima. 

Analyzing exhaled breath has a wide range of 
potential applications in the health field—such as 
providing guidance on exercise and diet, diagnosing 
illness, and gauging the effectiveness of medicine—
and is garnering attention for its potential as a new 
biomarker.  

Combining laser and gas-analysis technologies The portable breath analyzer returns results in just thirty seconds

Interior of the gas analyzer (illustration)



1 Serving up sake at an embassy reception in London
2 Kikuya: sake sommelier spreading sake culture to the world
3 Kikuya teaching students in her new sake course at the Wine & Spirit 

Education Trust 

Natsuki Kikuya Shares 
the Subtleties of Japan’s 

Original BrewSAKE 
SOMMELIER 
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1
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N
ATSUKI Kikuya, head of the London-
based Museum of Sake, an organization 
that provides education and promotion 
for the craft of sake, is a sake sommelier. 

Customers at upscale restaurants have long been 
able to consult a sommelier about wine and food 
pairings, and they now enjoy a new option as Kikuya 
and other sake sommeliers take the beverage beyond 
the boundaries of Japanese cuisine.

Kikuya’s choice of occupation and deep knowledge 
of sake seems entirely fitting for someone from a 
family-owned sake brewery in Akita Prefecture with 
over three and a half centuries of history. Kikuya, 
however, says that being a sake sommelier was the 
furthest thing from her mind. After completing 
college in the US and returning to Japan to work, 
she still did not have a great enthusiasm for sake. 
While working at a Tokyo-based human resource 
consulting firm, she rethought her career after her 
grandfather’s health suddenly declined. 

Kikuya’s initial reaction was that she wanted 
to give something back to her family by doing 
something related to sake. She left her job and 
began delving into the world of sake by working at 
Hasegawa Saketen, a specialty sake retailer in Tokyo. 
The experience was invaluable because it gave her 
the opportunity to try different brews from all over 
Japan, all the while learning and taking notes from 
her passionate coworkers. “I soon fell in love with 
the whole world of sake,” Kikuya says.

After being certified as a sake sommelier, Kikuya 
decided to head to the UK, where sake was not 
nearly as established as in the US. She began working 
for Zuma, a well-known Japanese restaurant in 
London. Several years later, she became head sake 
sommelier at another such establishment called 
ROKA. Sake sales doubled in her first year there.

Kikuya wished to share her love of sake throughout 
London on a bigger scale. In 2013 she launched the 
Museum of Sake.  Using sake, she connects Japan 
to the UK and Europe through a range of special 
events and courses for the wider public and food 

industry. Although it is only a virtual museum 
at the moment, Kikuya says she dreams of 
someday opening a physical location that 
features the history, people and food culture 
of sake.

One of Kikuya’s primary objectives is to 
show sake’s versatility. While it is already 
a well-known accompaniment to Japanese 
cuisine such as sushi, Kikuya is convinced 
that matching sake with non-Japanese dishes 
can work equally well. Indeed, Museum of 
Sake events—such as those pairing sake with 
Indian food or even white truffles—have sold 
out quickly.

Kikuya has found that people in the UK and 
elsewhere in Europe are particularly interested 
in the story behind the beverage. “They want 
to know about the history, the techniques, the 
regions, and by learning about all those factors, 
they gain reassurance about the quality,” she 
observes. Kikuya believes this emphasis on the 
total story stems from Europe’s deep-rooted 
wine culture. 

Gradually the interest toward sake has 
spread to the wine industry.  The International 
Wine Challenge (IWC) has featured a sake 
category since 2007, and Kikuya won the IWC 
Sake Communicator Award in 2011. She is also 
now one of the judges for the sake category. 
In addition, Kikuya is the instructor for a 
Japanese sake course that she established in 
August 2014 at the Wine & Spirit Education 
Trust (WSET), a wine educational institution 
that has partnerships with over sixty-two 
countries around the world.

Although her efforts to impart the history 
and complexity of sake are just beginning, 
Kikuya is ready for the challenge. “Sake is just 
as rich and complex as wine,” she says. “There’s 
a whole world, a whole culture behind a bottle 
of sake.” Sake’s surge in popularity abroad 
is sure to lead to a deeper understanding of 
Japan's rich culture.  
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L OCATED in Okayama 
Prefecture facing 
the coast of the Seto 
Inland Sea in western 

Japan, Kurashiki is a historic 
and picturesque city on the 
Takahashi River. Home to 
some five hundred thousand 
people, Kurashiki originally 
rose to prominence as a river 
port and center for produce 
from all over the Bitchu region. 
Three hundred and seventy 
years ago, the Tokugawa clan in 
power at that time established a 
magistrate’s office in Kurashiki 
and developed the town along 
the narrow canal as a trade 
center. Boatmen skillfully used 

the rising and ebbing tides 
from the sea to propel their 
vessels up and down the canal 
to transport various goods, 
such as salt.

Just ten minutes away on 
foot from Kurashiki Station is 
the immaculately preserved 
Kurashiki Bikan Historical 
Quarter, recognized as one of 
the most charming merchant’s 
quarters in all Japan and 
regularly used as a backdrop 
for filming period dramas. 
Tourists flock from all over to 
marvel at the white-walled 
storehouses, narrow stone-
paved streets and scenery that 
are throwbacks to an earlier age.

One of Kurashiki Bikan 
Historical Quarter’s main 

Kurashiki Bikan Historical Quarter 
and Kojima’s Jeans Street

attractions is the Ohara 
Museum of Art, founded 
by local entrepreneur 
Magosaburo Ohara in 1930 
to honor Torajiro Kojima, a 
Western-style painter who 
had died the previous year. 
The Main Gallery—fronted 
by two imposing sculptures 
by Rodin—features artworks 
by the Impressionists that 
include masterpieces by El 
Greco, Monet and Picasso. 
Nearby is the Villa Yurinso, 
built by Ohara for his wife. It is 
nicknamed by the locals “the 
Green Palace” for its unique 
roof tiles that appear green 
from certain angles. The area 
is also home to many other 
museums such as the Kake 

okayama
The Kurashiki Bikan Historical Quarter
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 A rack of finished jeans, presenting several style options

The Ohara Museum honors Western-style painter Torajiro Kojima

Museum of Art, The Museum of 
Folkcraft, the Japan Toy Museum 
and the Kurashiki Archaeological 
Museum.  These buildings have 
histories that span the Edo, Meiji 
and Taisho eras.

Further down the canal is  
Kurashiki Ivy Square, a multi-
purpose public space that was 
once a cotton mill operated by 
the famous textile manufacturer 
Kurabo. Replete with verdant ivy 
and sequoia trees, its redbrick 
buildings are inspired by English 
architecture. It was designated as 
an official Heritage of Industrial 
Modernization site in 2007.  At 
dusk, lights appear along the 
canal and in the Ivy Square area, 
offering tourists a portrait of an 
older Japan. 

Nearby Kojima is renowned 
throughout Japan as the birthplace 
of Japan-made jeans. Historically 
a plantation area for cotton, 
Kojima deftly adapted to the 
changing demands of the market, 
producing traditional tabi socks, 
followed by school uniforms 
since the start of the Showa 
Period. In the 1960s, this small 
city on the coast of the Inland 
Sea became the center of Japan-
crafted denim. 

A short walk from Kojima 
Station, what is known as 
“Jeans Street” offers visitors a 
range of specialty denim shops 
interspersed with cafés and 
restaurants. Rental bikes are 
available, providing a convenient 
way to navigate around Jeans 

Street as well as the nearby Jeans 
Museum and the first company 
in Japan that designed jeans 
specifically for women in 1970, the 
Betty Smith Company.  At Betty 
Smith, visitors can shop around at 
the outlet store, order custom-made 
denim, and even use the “Union 
Special”—an antique US-made 
rolled-seam sewing machine—if 
they make a reservation.

Kurashiki’s evocative atmosphere 
and attractions alone are enough 
to lure most visitors to the area, 
and adding the possibility of 
picking up custom-made denim in 
Kojima makes a trip to this corner of 
Okayama a must. 

Customizing denim in Kojima Okayama

Poling a flatboat in the old canal, which was once full of 
boats hauling goods
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Whale sharks loom large at Okinawa Churaumi Aquarium
PHOTO: OCEAN EXPO PARK / OKINAWA CHURAUMI AQUARIUM

NOAM KATZ

C OMPRISED of myriad 
islands dotting Japan’s 
southern archipelago, 
Okinawa Prefecture’s 

subtropical temperatures and 
clear seas make it ideal for 
diving and other marine sports. 
Strongly affected by overseas 
influences unlike anywhere 
else in Japan, the land offers 
much more than sun, sand and 
beachside resorts, including a 
singular language, cuisine and 
history that make it fascinating 
for visitors.   

After reaching Naha Airport, 
close to the center of Naha City 
on the main island of Okinawa, 
the first stop was Shurijo Castle 

Park to learn more about 
Okinawa’s history. Until the late 
nineteenth century, Okinawa 
was the independent Ryukyu 
Kingdom, and the island nation 
prospered as a trading hub with 
China, Korea, Southeast Asia as 
well as Japan. As the Ryukyu 
Kingdom developed its original 
culture through blending 
those of others and entered its 
golden age, its palace—Shurijo 
Castle—became a prosperous 
center for politics, diplomacy 
and culture. The castle's 
design reveals the fusion of 
influences from China and 
Japan combined with Ryukyu’s 
own design aesthetics in 
its distinctive red colors, 
curved roofs and wide-open 

A Blue and Singular 
Kingdom

courtyards. The location is a 
prime tourist destination, and 
according to the park’s staff 
many of its visitors are non-
Japanese.

Driving northward along the 
coast leads to expansive Ocean 
Expo Park, home to numerous 
attractions that include Okinawa 
Churaumi Aquarium. Okinawa’s 
waters boast an astonishing 
variety of marine life, all of which 
can be marveled at up close 
here.  Set in a stunning natural 
backdrop next to the turquoise 
sea, this aquarium offers visitors 
stunning views of approximately 
21,000 marine life from around 
740 species.

“The feeling inside this 
aquarium is like diving with one’s 
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Shurijo Castle Park, where stylistic influences from China are clear and colorful

clothes on,” Mikiko Maeshiro, the 
aquarium’s staff, explains. The 
route starts out at the top of the 
aquarium, and then leads visitors 
to deeper levels so that they can  
appreciate the changes in marine 
diversity. A Touch Pool near 
the entrance allows visitors to 
touch starfish and sea cucumbers 
found in shallow waters before 
making their way to the Coral Reef 
section. The path then leads to 
the Kuroshio Sea (Black Current) 
exhibit, which features a large 
tank holding 7,500 cubic meters 
of water and whale sharks—the 
world’s largest fish—as well as 
mantas and numerous other sea 
creatures. The route concludes 
at the Deep Sea exhibit, which 
showcases rare and mysterious 

fish normally found hundreds of 
meters under the ocean’s surface.

A little further up the coast is 
the village of Ogimi. Japanese 
already garner worldwide reputation 
for their longevity, and residents 
in this village are famous in 
Japan for having the longest life 
expectancies. The town is also 
known for producing around 75 
percent of Okinawa’s shikuwasa— 
a type of citrus native to Okinawa 
and neighboring Taiwan. 

Appropriately enough, two 
“shikuwasa daughters” who are 
part of the fruit’s PR campaign 
are 96-year-old Sumiko Taira and 
85-year-old Yumiko Nakaima. Taira 
emphatically stated that keeping 
active is the secret to her long life, 
describing how she always wakes 

up at 6:30 a.m. and stretches before 
starting her day. She still rides her 
bicycle around town. Nakaima, 
who keeps busy driving around the 
village on various errands, explained 
that she got her first driver’s license 
at the ripe age of 53 after her son 
bought her a car for her birthday.

Although all of the places noted 
here are located on Okinawa’s main 
island, the prefecture counts no 
fewer than 160 islands, leaving many 
more white sandy beaches, colorful 
reefs and azure waters for visitors to 
explore. What were once called the 
Ryukyus, with their profound and 
still-evident influences from various 
foreign cultures—Okinawa is bound 
to change everyone’s image of Japan, 
and give you a new perspective. 

The juicy shikuwasa is a major crop in 
Okinawa

Dolphins leaping high at a show at Okichan Theater in Ocean 
Expo Park Okinawa

“Shikuwasa daughters” Sumiko Taira and 
Yumiko Nakaima
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A classic dish in Okinawan cuisine, goya 
chanpuru is made with the summer 

vegetable bitter melon stir-fried with tofu 
and egg. Goya is the word for “bitter melon” 
in the Okinawan dialect, while chanpuru 

means “mix up together.” The word chanpuru 
is reportedly derived from Indonesian or 
Malay. The dish is typical of Okinawa, which 
has absorbed a mix of historical, cultural and 
culinary influences from various nations.

  Goya
Chanpuru
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