
#79 SEPTEMBER 2014

VENTURE 
BUSINESSES

SHAPING 
JAPAN’S 

TOMORROW



COPYRIGHT © 2014 CABINET OFFICE OF JAPAN 
The views expressed in this magazine by the interviewees 
and contributors do not necessarily represent the views of 
the Cabinet Office or the Government of Japan. No article 
or any part thereof may be reproduced without the express 
permission of the Cabinet Office. Copyright inquiries 
should be made through a form available at:

www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/mailform/inquiry.html

A
ls

o
Fe

at
ur

es

WHERE TO FIND US
Tokyo Narita Airport terminals 1 & 2 ● JR East Travel Service Center (Tokyo Narita Airport) ● Kansai 
Tourist Information Center (Kansai Int'l Airport) ● JR Tokyo Station Tourist Information Center ● 
Foreign Press Center/Japan ● Foreign Correspondents' Club of Japan ● Delegation of the European 
Union to Japan ● Tokyo University ● Waseda University ● Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University ● 
Ritsumeikan University ● Kokushikan University ● University of Tsukuba ● Keio University ● 
Meiji University ● Osaka University ● Kyushu University ● Kyoto University ● Tohoku University 
● Nagoya University ● Sophia University ● Doshisha University ● Akita International University 
● International University of Japan

4 22 24

| highlighting japan2

Farm-Fresh Ideas
10

PRIME MINISTER'S 
DIARY

STUDENT'S 
CORNER
 Princess Kaguya

SCIENCE & 
TECHNOLOGY
A Rare Sweetness

Pushing Lenses to the Limit
14

The Advent and Future of  
“Robot Suit HAL”

12

Revitalizing  
Japan’s Traditional 
Handicrafts

8

6
The Call to Revitalize Japan’s 
Economy Through Venture 
Businesses
Interview with Hirokazu Hasegawa



PRODUCTION All About, Inc.
PROJECT MANAGER Yukie Hironaka 
MANAGING EDITORS Mayumi Iga, Rie Ishizaki
EDITOR Douglas W. Jackson
EDITORIAL SUPPORT Freja Choo, Ellery Smith, Paul Andrew
CONTRIBUTORS Rieko Suzuki, Shinpei Anzai, Isao Naruse,
Nayalan Moodley, Noam Katz, Bifue Ushijima, Tami Kawasaki
DESIGN Payoon Worachananan 
VIDEOGRAPHY Nayalan Moodley, Isao Naruse

ON THE COVER 
Venture Businesses: Shaping Japan’s Tomorrow

26 28 30

3SEPTEMBER 2014 |

Awakening the 
Entrepreneurial Urge

18

JAPANESE 
ABROAD
Tatsushi Tsuboi

47 PREFECTURES 
FROM A TO Y
Osaka

47 PREFECTURES 
FROM A TO Y
Saga

ISSUE 79, SEPTEMBER 2014

20
Sprouting a New Generation of 
Female Entrepreneurs

Green Philanthropy
16

he vibrant 
energy of 
entrepreneurs 
and their 

breakthrough business 
ventures is driving 
Japan’s economic 
revitalization. In this 
issue, we profile several 
venture businesses and 
their founders. Along with 
many others, they have 
become indispensable 
engines for the country’s 
growth and are helping to 
shape Japan’s tomorrow.
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JAPAN-INDIA SUMMIT MEETING

ON August 30, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe welcomed H.E. Mr. 
Narendra Modi, Prime Minister of India, at the Kyoto State 
Guest House. The following day, August 31, both leaders visited 

Toji Temple*.
On September 1, the two leaders held talks at the State Guest House 

in Tokyo. At the meeting, they pledged to realize the full potential 
of the Japan-India Strategic and Global Partnership for continuing 
progress and prosperity for their people and to advance peace, stability 
and prosperity in Asia and the world. Elevating the relationship to the 
level of “Special Strategic and Global Partnership,” they called their 
meeting the dawn of a new era in Japan-India relations.

Following this, Prime Minister Abe expressed his deep appreciation 
for Prime Minister Modi’s choice of Japan as his first destination for a 
bilateral visit outside India’s immediate neighborhood. Prime Minister 
Modi described this decision as a reflection of Japan’s importance in 
India’s foreign policy and economic development and her place at the 
heart of India’s Look East Policy. Prime Minister Modi thanked Prime 
Minister Abe for his deep personal commitment to strengthening the 
Japan-India strategic partnership, the extraordinary warmth of his 
hospitality and so on.

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

Shaking hands with the Prime Minister of India Japan-India Summit Meeting

Walking through the grounds of Toji Temple

* Toji Temple is a Buddhist temple of the Shingon sect in Kyoto that is famous for its five-story 
pagoda, which is the tallest wooden tower in Japan. UNESCO designated the temple a World 
Heritage Site in 1994.
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Companies that develop services, products 
and businesses in new forms, based on 

innovative ideas and technology, are known 
as venture companies. The vibrant energy of 

breakthrough business ventures is driving 
Japan’s economic revitalization. As they cut 

through territory yet unexplored, entrepreneurs 
are also the indispensable engines for Japan’s 

economic growth. We offer a portrayal of some 
assertive venture businesses and their founders 

that are shaping Japan’s tomorrow.
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Interview with 
Hirokazu 
Hasegawa

professor at Waseda 
business school

RIEKO SUZUKI

Apush for venture businesses is central to the 
Japan Revitalization Strategy—the third arrow 
of the growth strategy developed by Prime 

Minister Abe’s Cabinet—which envisions a flurry of 
original and innovative ventures. Hirokazu Hasegawa, 
a professor at Waseda Business School, spoke about the 
current situation, issues surrounding venture firms in 
Japan, and their prospects.

The Call to 
Revitalize Japan’s 
Economy

Through Venture 
Businesses
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Why is the Japanese government making 
support of venture businesses part of its 
growth strategy?

Since existing businesses have matured in 
Japan, new businesses are vital to achieving a 
higher economic metabolism. Therefore, not 
just emerging venture companies but existing 
large companies and small and medium-sized 
enterprises as well are expected to take on that 
role. Large companies must expand into new 
business areas and create new businesses that 
are different from their existing ones through 
innovation.

Venture businesses represent a crucial presence 
as engines of economic activation, pioneering 
new growth areas of industry and creating 
employment and technological innovation for 
society. They’re the next generation of core 
businesses that will drive economic growth, so 
they are essential to opening the way to Japan’s 
tomorrow.

Tell us about the features of venture firms in 
Japan.

People running venture firms in Japan used 
to be mostly white-collar workers who had 
struck out on their own, but now the number 
of highly educated entrepreneurs with strong 
technical backgrounds is increasing. The use 
of information communication technology has 
become widespread, and with startups becoming 
easier to form with minimal investment and 
facilities, more new companies are being launched 
by researchers, technicians and even students 
and young people in their twenties. We also 
see more women starting up ventures rather 
than resorting to the part-time or temporary 
jobs they were once limited to taking. On top of 
that, many people in their fifties or even older 
are starting businesses. And a general feature is 

the prevalence of entrepreneurs who draw up business 
plans with overseas aspirations from the beginning.

What is the government doing to support 
entrepreneurship and venture businesses?

We need to change the public’s consciousness about 
entrepreneurship, to convey the notion of starting a 
business as a valid employment option and get more 
people interested in undertaking the challenges of 
starting a business. Since putting money into a venture 
is a big investment with a long-term risk, however, such 
risk capital is not easy to find.

With the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 
taking the lead, the government is beginning to 
provide venture support to counteract these problems. 
We’re talking about reforming systems, like setting 
up venture investment allocation in pension funds, 
offering preferential tax treatment, and using public 
sector economic resources, or a paradigm shift made 
possible by beefing up entrepreneurial education even 
in elementary and junior high school, making the 
support system more substantial through setting up 
networks of seasoned veterans to get startup advice, 
and promoting collaborations with other ventures or 
a spin-off venture from a large company for venture 
creation in the overall Japanese economy. To achieve 
a virtuous cycle for creating ventures, a close-knit 
system of coordination is being constructed that ties 
ventures together through investment and returns 
with government, large businesses, and educational 
institutions and supporters.

What are the prospects for Japan’s venture businesses?
I anticipate seeing lots of activity from ventures 

that leverage Japan’s strengths, specifically in fields 
such as healthcare, clean energy, the use of IT in 
agriculture and robotics. With overall support from 
the government, these powerful new ventures could 
resuscitate the economy and spark the creation of still 
more businesses. That would be ideal. 
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MAYUMI IGA

HANDCRAFTED items such as ceramics, 
textiles, wood products, Japanese paper 
and lacquerware, refined through Japan’s 

culture and history, are prized as national treasures. 
But traditional handicrafts are now in decline, 
due to an increasingly Westernized lifestyle and 
the prices of goods being forced down by mass 
production and consumerism. Artisans strive to 
preserve the wisdom and techniques received from 
their predecessors, but they are faced with several 
problems, in particular a lack of successors.

“Traditional handicrafts will soon disappear in 
every region,” Rika Yajima observed while still a 

young Keio University student, sensing an imminent 
crisis. Aspiring to be a journalist, Yajima set up 
her own project at the age of nineteen, roaming 
across Japan over a span of three years, visiting 
and interviewing local young artisans, and then 
publishing a series of articles in a travel magazine.

“Even though Japan has many wonderfully 
skilled artisans, I felt that young people were not 
attracted to traditional handicrafts at all because  
traditional products are made for adults,” she says. 
“Young people nowadays have little or no chance to 
encounter and learn about them in their childhood.”

When she became a senior at Keio, Yajima 
established aeru, a company that provides 
opportunities for children to get to know and learn 

aeru’s shop in Meguro, opened in July 2014

Revitalizing  
Japan’s Traditional 
Handicrafts 
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Yajima talks with a master indigo dyer in Tokushima 
Prefecture

Wooden bowls designed to be easy for children to use

about traditional handicrafts. (“aeru” means 
to blend various components together while 
bringing out the best qualities in each.) Her 
startup capital was the 1.5 million yen in prize 
money she received as  the winner of the 2010 
Entrepreneur Grand Prix, sponsored by the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Office and the Tokyo Metropolitan 
Small and Medium Enterprise Support Center. 
Yajima has a track record of similar triumphs in 
several other business contests.

“Blending good old traditions with our 
contemporary sensibilities will give birth 
to a culture that we can pass on to the next 
generation,” she explains. “I especially want 
children to grow up together with Japan’s 
authentic culture and sensibilities through its 
traditional handicrafts. Some of them will surely 
consider becoming artisans themselves.” 

Together with artisans from all over Japan, 
aeru is creating daily living products for babies, 
such as a set of swaddling clothes, towels and 
socks made of organic cotton and dyed with lye-
fermented indigo from Tokushima Prefecture 
that uses no synthetic chemicals. Other products 
include the “unspillable tableware” series for 
children, featuring Yamanaka lacquerware from 
Ishikawa Prefecture, Otani-yaki ceramics from 
Tokushima Prefecture, and Tobe-yaki pottery 
from Ehime Prefecture.

Now twenty-six, Yajima has a unique management 
style. Applying the analogy that running a company is 
like bringing up a child, she calls her company “aeru-
kun,” (“kun” being an affectionate way of addressing 
a young boy in Japanese). She makes decisions based 
on creating the optimal environment for aeru-kun’s 
healthy and happy growth.

Yajima herself is as open-hearted as a child. “It’s 
important to be true to yourself, and do things you 
think are ethical,” she says. “If it happens to be 
something society needs, you will naturally continue 
doing it.” Yajima is already eyeing the next step: She 
is currently exhibiting aeru’s products in Paris at the 
famous department store Le Bon Marche Rive Gauche 
as well as in Hong Kong.

“Our ancestors’ knowledge is a continual process 
of accumulation. Once that process stops, you can’t 
make up for it with money,” Yajima observes. “This is 
especially true in traditional handicrafts. When the 
artisans disappear, there will be no more traditional 
products, no matter how much money you have.”

Yajima and aeru create bonds among the people 
who encounter it, and are helping to weave traditional 
handicrafts into the fabric of the future. Yajima hopes 
this will build the perfect environment in which 
Japan’s time-honored skills can be handed on to the 
next generation. 
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SHINPEI ANZAI

NEW businesses run by farm women have 
been popping up in Japan’s rural communities 
in recent years, including specialty products 

based on local produce and restaurants serving 
hearty farm-style cuisine. Businesses like these 
contribute greatly to financial autonomy among 
rural women, invigorate communities and boost 
communication between the residents of urban and 
rural areas.

Nobuko Goto, the CEO of Natchan, the company 
that operates Babazu Dining (“Granny’s Diner”) in 
Nakatsugawa, Gifu Prefecture, is one such woman. 
Babazu Dining offers dishes made exclusively from 
locally grown fresh vegetables in season, presenting 
them in a buffet style. 

The buffet’s menu changes depending on what 
has been picked that day. Since fresh seasonal 
vegetables are highly nutritious and the producers 
are known, diners are happy about what they’re 
eating. Vegetables typically rejected as unsuitable 

A Rural Restaurant Run by Farm Women 
Serves Up Local Produce 

Farm-Fresh Ideas 
1

3

2

4
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1 Customers at Babazu Dining know they are getting only the 
freshest local produce

2 Rice sourced from local fields is a staple at the restaurant 
3 Nobuko Goto is both Natchan’s CEO and the head cook at 

Babazu Dining
4 Diners select from an array of dishes prepared that day
5 A typical healthy lunch at the restaurant

for the market because they aren’t picture-perfect 
are welcomed here. With women who know how 
to bring out the tastes of local produce doing the 
cooking, the restaurant’s many fans consist of 
health food lovers and people of all ages. Goto, who 
turned sixty-two this year, madeher living solely 
from farm work until 2000. She banded together 
with some twenty other farm housewives that 
year to launch Agrihouse Natchan, a direct-sales 
vegetable produce business, in a vacant storefront 
in a local shopping area. Agrihouse Natchan 
became a meeting place that connected farmers 
with consumers, and the local farmers loved it.

Around that time Goto met Tomohiro Nakada, 
the president of Saladcosmo, a company that 
makes agricultural products in Nakatsugawa. 
Nakada suggested setting up a restaurant run by 
women from the local farming community. Goto 
herself had once entertained the idea of operating 
a tearoom so she could interact with more 
people. Since she also had a chef’s license, she 
decided to give the restaurant a go. After talking 

it over with her direct-sales group, they 
decided to incorporate. Goto then traveled 
around Japan to observe how women ran 
restaurants. 

In September 2006, she set up a company 
under the name Natchan, and Babazu Dining 
opened its doors three months later.

With many of her staff bailing out because 
they were too busy to handle both farmwork 
and restaurant duties, however—and some 
farmers murmuring complaints about Goto 
farming while starting a business on the side—
running the company proved problematic. 
Spurred on by encouragement from her 
creditors, however, she decided to tough it out 
for ten years.

The turning point came in Babazu Dining’s 
fourth year, when the restaurant was featured 
on television. Customers started coming in 
from all over Japan, and the establishment’s 
sales shot up.

In 2009, Goto became the first resident 
of Gifu Prefecture chosen by the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries as a 
“Contributor to Local Production and Local 
Consumption.” The ministry recognized her 
for opening a direct-sales store to bring in 
vegetables produced by nearby farms, which 
created a direct link between farmers and 
consumers in Nakatsugawa and energized 
the local farming community.

Goto adamantly insists on cooking from 
scratch. “The large restaurant chains prepare 
all their food in one place, so the taste is the 
same in every location,” she says. “I think 
you get a warmth and a taste here that you 
just can’t find in a chain restaurant.” 

Today, as usual, Goto is busy in the kitchen. 
As she says, “Service, even if it’s troublesome, 
is a matter of hospitality,” one can feel how 
much she wants her customers to feel at home 
and enjoy the food. 

5
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ISAO NARUSE

“ROBOT Suit HAL” has been 
garnering worldwide 
attention as the world’s 

first wearable robotic device for 
medical and wellness applications. 
The creator of HAL®, a pioneer in 
cybernics and a professor in the 
graduate school at the University 
of Tsukuba, Yoshiyuki Sankai, 
launched a venture firm called 
CYBERDYNE Inc. in 2004 to handle 
the research and development, 
manufacture and sales of assistive 
devices for humans and services 
both in Japan and abroad.

Cybernics is a new academic field 
of human-assistive technology, 
covering a range of disciplines 
whereby human, machine and 
information systems are fused 
together. HAL (Hybrid Assistive 
Limb®) is a wearable robot that can 
support and enhance the physical 
functions of someone who has 
difficulty walking, standing up 
and sitting down, or going up 
and down stairs due to disease, 
accident or aging. A HAL for 
Medical Use was given medical-
device certification as the world’s 
first robotic therapeutic device 
in the EU, and its use in therapy 
for functional improvement of 
patients with spinal cord injuries 
is fully reimbursed through public 

The version of HAL designed for medical use, assisting those with limited or no mobility
PHOTO: PROF. SANKAI, UNIVERSITY OF TSUKUBA /  CYBERDYNE INC.

The Amazing 
Wearable Robot

THE ADVENT AND FUTURE OF 
“ROBOT SUIT HAL”
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workers’ compensation insurance in Germany. About 
four hundred HAL robots are currently in use in Japan 
and around the world. In addition, models designed 
to support joint movement or reduce back strain, as 
well as a prototype model for use in disaster recovery, 
are in development.

So how does HAL work? HAL’s sensors detect faint 
bioelectrical signals emitted by the brain that come 
to the skin’s surface, and the “Cybernic Voluntary 
Control” system, which instantly processes the 
signals, enabling the body to move according to the 
wearer’s intention.

Sometimes, however, those bioelectrical signals 
are not enough. For such situations HAL also has a 
“Cybernic Autonomous Control” system that senses 
such things as shifts in the center of gravity and 
anticipates the next move, which it then makes. This 
simultaneous operation of two systems to support 
a person’s natural movements during volitional 
activity, which is HAL’s basic principle, has been 
patented internationally and even singled out by the 
World Intellectual Property Organization as a patent 
to be noted.

Progress to reach that point, however, was not 
always smooth. Professor Sankai had to set up a 
company and gather both funding and people, 
slogging it out on a technically and mentally tough 
road to get where he is today. With nothing to precede 
HAL or compete with it, and since the technology 
was in a new field not covered by the safety policies 
of traditional industrial robots, HAL required its 
own rulebook. For that purpose, Professor Sankai 
became an expert member in medical robots of the 
International Organization for Standardization and 
took the lead in developing specifications. To the 
question, “What’s innovation?” Professor Sankai 
once laconically replied, “If it’s not there, make it.” 
The professor believes that HAL will bring about an 
industrial and social transformation. An innovative 
technology is born from a situation of no market, no 
users, no industry, no professionals, and no social 
guidelines. Professor Sankai has managed to change 
each “no” into “new.”

“Creating a new industry is possible even in 

HAL is already certified in the EU as the world’s first robotic 
therapeutic device
PHOTO: PROF. SANKAI, UNIVERSITY OF TSUKUBA /  CYBERDYNE INC.

Japan,” Professor Sankai notes, and hopes HAL will 
become such an example. He says that the most 
necessary elements in creating a new industry are to 
have a philosophy and to take action, proclaiming as 
his belief, “Technology takes on meaning when it is 
useful to people and society.” With Professor Sankai 
in charge and his philosophy resolute, CYBERDYNE 
Inc. will continue its drive for transformation. 
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RIEKO SUZUKI

IF you wear glasses with thin, lightweight polarized 
lenses, chances are those lenses were made with 
technology developed by lens maker Hopnic 

Laboratory Co. Ltd., the world leader in the production 
of thin polarized lenses. The company’s president, 
Shunji Takagi, spoke about the venture mentality of 
his business philosophy.

Takagi started out making lenses at a large firm, 
which wasn’t interested then in producing thin, 
lightweight lenses, since demand was still small. “I 
believed then, and still do, that businesses should 
shift its focus toward development, but being a 
paid employee my opinion wouldn’t have counted 
for much, so I set up my own business in 1988,” he 
explains. 

In 1989, the year following its founding, Hopnic 
Laboratory began producing thin lenses using a 
new patented monomer resin developed by Kureha 
Chemical Industry, pioneering a market where only 
thick lenses had been feasible before.

Using a unique method in producing the thin 
neodymium lenses that involved fusing resin and 

1

PUSHING 
LENSES TO 
THE LIMIT 

metal by implanting metallic ions into gaps between 
the resin molecules,  the company succeeded in 
expanding its market share in Japan and overseas 
as well. “I knew that if we kept making the same 
thing competitors would come creeping in, though,” 
Takagi recalls, “so I felt we had to make even better 
new products.”

This led to the development of highly refractive 
polarized lenses that reduced brightness and glare, 
followed by highly refractive photochromic lenses 
that changed color when exposed to ultraviolet. “For 
a small company like us to keep from losing out to 
large businesses, our only recourse is to answer the 
new needs of small markets,” says Takagi. “We sell 
surprisingly well in America and Europe.”

HOW ONE SPECIALTY 
MANUFACTURER SUSTAINS 
ITS VENTURE SPIRIT
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1 Checking the coating for clarity
2 Highly refractive polarized prescription lenses
3 Visible difference: a conventional lens (above) and a 

thin polarized lens (below)2

3

Highly refractive polarized lenses, for which 
Hopnic Laboratory holds close to 90 percent of 
the world’s market share, contain a polarizing 
layer of film inside. Since the methods for  making 
polarizing film were mostly secret, the company 
had to devise the necessary manufacturing 
equipment and everything else on its own, and 
then spend a long time establishing the technology 
to get the film into the lenses. “There are now six or 
seven companies in the world that make polarizing 
film, but if you want quality you have to go with 
Hopnic products,” Takagi says with confidence.

Since the company is too small to do mass 
production, Takagi develops products that answer 
special needs arising from, say, changes in eyesight 
according to the living environment or due to aging. 
Since research and development requires time, 
he says he has to foresee market demand about 
eight years down the road. And although Hopnic 
Laboratory holds four patents, at the product 
development stage it must check an enormous 
amount of patent-related material every two years 
or so to confirm if any other company has already 
patented the technology.

In 2014, Hopnic Laboratory made it into the 
“Global Niche Top Companies Selection 100” of 

the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry. 
Takagi is now developing businesses focused on 
as-yet-untouched markets—such as films using 
new materials, and photochromic preparations 
applied to lens surfaces—aiming to increase sales 
threefold to three billion yen in five years. “We’re 
a small company in the world of lenses, but using 
the Small & Medium Enterprises Venture Fund 
and startup funds from the Small and Medium 
Enterprise Agency, we have been able to do 
R&D on lenses,” says Takagi. “The fact that the 
present government strongly supports ventures 
is very encouraging.”

Making Hopnic Laboratory the number one 
maker of functional lenses in the world is Takagi’s 
aspiration. “Being number one in global market 
share for highly refractive modified lenses should 
not have us resting on our laurels,” Takagi states. 
“I want us to reach the top in other markets where 
we can compete. That would increase the scale of 
our market, and we could lower the prices of our 
products. I want Hopnic Laboratory’s products 
used not just by high-end customers but by many 
people all over the world.” 



| highlighting japan16

Feature VENTURE BUSINESSES: SHAPING JAPAN’S TOMORROW

RIEKO SUZUKI

THE abundant nutrients in a kind of algae known 
as Euglena have long received attention at 
universities and research institutes, especially 

in research on how to solve the global food crisis. In 
2005, Tokyo-based euglena Co., Ltd. succeeded in 
cultivating Euglena outdoors on a large scale, and in 
the years since has become a leader among venture 
businesses achieving rapid growth.

“Up through high school, I wanted to work at the 
United Nations and do something useful for poor 
people,” says euglena CEO Mitsuru Izumo. “Then I 
went to Bangladesh during the summer break after 

GREEN 
PHILANTHROPY 

my first year of college and did an internship at the 
Grameen Bank, founded by Muhammad Yunus, who 
later received the Nobel Peace Prize. When I saw the 
poverty of Bangladesh and the emaciated people 
there, I decided to do something about the problem 
of poverty through food.”

Discovered in the 1660s by the Dutch scientist 
Antonie van Leeuwenhoek, Euglena is known in 
Japan as midorimushi. In addition to having both 
plant and animal properties, it contains fifty-nine 
different nutrients. Because Euglena is such a 
nutritious organism it has many predators, and has 
never proliferated beyond a certain level in nature—
until recently. 

HOW EUGLENA CAN 
SOLVE THE WORLD’S 
NUTRITION PROBLEMS 

1

2
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1 Euglena—algae with powerful potential
2 Elementary school students in Bangladesh receiving 

meals from euglena Co.
3 Japan’s first microalgae-fuel bus, built in collaboration 

with Isuzu Motors
4 Euglena cookies distributed by euglena Co. in Bangladesh

“From the 1980s there was this idea that food 
shortages could be solved with Euglena, and quite 
a few places cultivate it indoors on a small scale,” 
Izumo explains. “Using a special culture medium, we 
found a way to protect Euglena from microorganisms 
and other predators and culture it in large quantities 
outdoors, making a stable supply possible at low 
cost.”

The company has two fields of business: using 
Euglena in powder form to make healthy foods and 
beverages such as food supplements, drinks and 
confectionery goods, and developing biofuels. In the 
health food field, many products containing Euglena 
powder, from confectionary goods to alcoholic 
drinks, are already sold in the market. In the biofuel 
field, biodiesel formulated in collaboration with 
Isuzu Motors has already found practical uses, while 
research with JX Nippon Oil & Energy Corporation 
and Hitachi, Ltd. is slated to bring “biojet” fuel to 
market by the time the 2020 Tokyo Olympics begin.

Japan has been an advanced country in the 
technology of fermentation and brewing for much 
of its history, Izumo notes. “And I believe that Japan 
should pass that knowhow along to the rest of the 
world. We will show the possibilities of culturing 
Euglena through microbial fermentation and using it 
in foodstuffs.”

The company receives research funds from the 
New Energy and Industrial Technology Development 

Organization of the Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry, and its research on 
gene recombination related to Euglena was 
adopted in a program by the Japan Science 
and Technology Agency of the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology. The firm has also been chosen for 
one of twelve research projects representing 
Japan, and will receive funding from the total 
budget of 55 billion yen allocated through the 
Impulsing Paradigm Change through Disruptive 
Technologies program, which is sponsored by 
the Cabinet Office of the Government of Japan.

His company may be a rising star, but Izumo’s 
philosophy has not veered from that of his 
student days. “Every day we distribute almost 
2,500 ‘Euglena meals’ to people in Bangladesh in 
the form of cookies, which totals nearly 600,000 
meals per year,” he says. “By 2030, my aim is 
to provide meals full of Euglena’s nutrients 
to one million people and really do something 
for people suffering from hunger. I hope that 
eventually every country and the United Nations 
can use Euglena to solve the world’s starvation 
problems.”

It is that philanthropic urge—to make a society 
without poverty—that appears to be the driving 
force at the core of this company’s success. 

3

4
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Feature VENTURE BUSINESSES: SHAPING JAPAN’S TOMORROW

NAYALAN MOODLEY 

WITHOUT the right human resources, 
no business venture of any kind can be 
born. A growing movement to encourage 

venture businesses in Japan and raise awareness 
through support measures and systems—and to 
convince more people to take up the entrepreneurial 
challenge—is gaining strength. What is attracting the 
most attention in recent years is that entrepreneurial 
education is beginning in primary school, designed 
to help more children see entrepreneurship as one of 
their career choices.

In 2006, Deputy Principal (now Principal) Yasuhisa 
Ueno and other teachers at Saiwai Elementary School 
in Izumi City, Osaka Prefecture, began researching 
ways to motivate their students and boost happiness 
levels at the school, whose name means “happiness.” 

Saiwai Elementary 
School’s Career 

Education Program

3

AWAKENING THE 
ENTREPRENEURIAL URGE

1 2
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The entrepreneurship education program they 
created—called “Career Education”—teaches kids 
invaluable life skills and introduces the kinds of 
hardships and stress found in real-world working 
environments, as well as the joys, accomplishment 
and personal pride that success in business can 
bring. Ueno and his staff believe the ultimate goal 
of education and this program is to give children 
both the power to live happy lives and to make other 
people happy as well.

Career Education is part of the fifth-grade 
curriculum, and runs through the second half of the 
school year. It is an extremely realistic program with 
unique “simulated work” challenges. Experts who 
have started and run businesses participate, and 
the students have to learn firsthand what it is like 
to run a company, how companies work, and how to 
handle business relationships and other every facet 
of the business process, including the finances. The 
experts give workshops on other aspects of business 
as well, such as design, marketing, sales and market 
research. 

“Through the program, our students have met 
adults who take pride in their work,” Ueno notes. 
“Such role models have a great influence on their 
view of professionals and work. It is one of my 
missions to make such encounters between children 
and adults happen.”

Students interact with local businesses to produce 
goods for sale. Based on what is available, like 
locally produced glass beads, artificial pearls, and 
cotton handkerchiefs and towels from the city’s 
cotton industry, they design a variety of products 
developed according to the market research they 
conduct themselves. After deciding what and how 
many to manufacture, they place an order with their 
chosen supplier. In addition, the students form a 
company, complete with departments. Teachers 
interview students, and based on their skills and 
personalities place them in the departments that 
best suit them. 

The company’s first task is to collect funds, 
followed by the marketing and sale of their products. 
Asking their neighbors and others, they sell as many 

1 Saiwai students making accessories
2 Getting sales experience in town
3 Students designed these towels, which use locally 

produced cotton
4 Students brainstorming for a promotional campaign

as they can to customers who preorder, and often sell 
the rest in a single day outside a local supermarket. 
While the goal of the program is not to sell the entire 
inventory, in most years they do, and it’s a great 
motivator for the students to work harder.

The profits are used to improve school facilities 
and buy equipment and other supplies. After 
the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, Saiwai 
Elementary School also donated earnings to 
Ooyachi Elementary School in Ishinomaki City to 
help support recovery efforts in the disaster area.

Saiwai students pick up more than business 
skills in this course. Teachers say their attitudes are 
markedly different after the program: they are more 
communicative, courteous and confident in the 
way they conduct themselves. “Before and after the 
program, we ask the children how they feel about 
themselves,” says Yuriko Katsuragi, who ran last 
year’s program. “Some initially seemed to dislike 
themselves, but after discovering what they are 
good at or like to do, they get to love themselves.”

Both Principal Ueno and the teachers at Saiwai 
Elementary believe the kids take these lessons 
with them through junior high and high school, 
and will eventually use them to become successful, 
improving not just their own lives but the lives of 
their families and those in community.  

4
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NOAM KATZ

ENTREPRENEURS face a multitude of 
challenges in getting their businesses started. 
Launching a company can be especially 

tough for women in Japan, who often have to take 
up household responsibilities and raise children as 
well. Fukuoka Prefecture-based SPROUT Women 
Entrepreneurs Association, an organization founded 
by female entrepreneurs, was formed expressly 
to guide female entrepreneurs through every step 
needed to bring the seeds of their business ideas and 
hopes to fruition.

Representative director Aki Makino started 
SPROUT in 2011 after completing a course taught 
by business consultant and Fukuoka local Kaori 
Umeyama. As Makino established her own web 
consulting company, she and four other classmates—
including SPROUT’s assistant director, Yoshimi 
Miyamoto—got together with Umeyama to guide 

other female entrepreneurs through the obstacles 
they themselves were facing.

Women bring their own unique approach to 
business as entrepreneurs. Makino notes that many 
who come to SPROUT choose business ideas that 
are logical extensions of their hobbies or enable 
better work-life balance. She says women are also 
more attentive to needs that men may not perceive.

Rather than merely receiving information, 
SPROUT’s members hone their skills through 
organizing social networking sessions, training 
sessions and regional activities with other 
organizations. For example, SPROUT’s training 
sessions include two very practical courses, 
one of which helps prospective entrepreneurs 
develop their business plans and other basic 
knowledge. “We’re the only organization 
in Fukuoka that provides support to female 
entrepreneurs from the beginning of a company’s 
establishment onward, including fostering ideas 

1

Sprouting a New 
Generation of Female 
Entrepreneurs
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1 A SPROUT lecture during the management course
2 New entrepreneurs consulting with the experts
3 SPROUT's assistant director, Yoshimi Miyamoto (left), and 

business consultant Kaori Umeyama (right)

about entrepreneurship and making business 
plans,” Makino points out.

The management course targets entrepreneurs 
who have already been in business for several 
years and need to refine their business models 
or strategies. Makino says that businesses run by 
women fail at a slightly higher rate compared to 
those run by men, and not necessarily because 
of poor ideas: it may be the strenuous effort 
required to strike a balance between work and 
household responsibilities, raising children or 
caring for elderly parents, or the challenges of 
keeping the business going when the husband 
has to move office that makes it hard to maintain 
their forward momentum. One goal she has for 
SPROUT is to promote continuity after a business 
is established.

Each and every member of SPROUT’s staff 
has started her own business, , meaning they 
can view situations from an entrepreneur’s 

2 3

perspective. SPROUT also organizes consultations 
with experts to supply support in six different areas—
management, business establishment and creative 
processes as well as tax, labor and legal issues. 
SPROUT’s extensive network can assist entrepreneurs 
applying for financial assistance and serve as resources 
to meet any other needs they have.

One Fukuoka woman knew what she wanted, 
which was to create an opportunity for Japanese 
children to learn English through activities such as 
dance, singing and martial arts, but “didn’t know 
where to go from there,” says Makino. SPROUT helped 
her create a pricing structure and the financing 
necessary to start the business, design fliers and set 
up a website. Now the business is doing well, and 
customer surveys—another aspect on which SPROUT 
lent her advice—have yielded positive reviews.

As an organization SPROUT may still be a seedling, 
but Makino said her focus is to continue supporting 
an ever-greater number of female entrepreneurs. 
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       The Tale of 
  Princess 
Kaguya
ONCE upon a time there was an old man and 

his wife. The old man harvested bamboo 
from a grove and wove baskets and strainers 

from it to make a living.
One day when the old man went to the bamboo 

grove, he found a stalk of bamboo that was glowing at 
its base. Puzzled, he cut the stalk, and was astonished 
to discover a tiny girl inside. The old man and his 
wife, who had no children, were overjoyed. They 
named the child Kaguyahime—meaning “Princess 
Kaguya”—and raised her as their pride and joy.

Strange things started to happen from the day after 
the girl came to the bamboo-cutter’s house. Every 
time the old man would go to cut bamboo, he would 
find nuggets of gold inside the bamboo stalks. The old 
man and his family quickly became rich.

As Princess Kaguya grew up, she became 

dazzlingly beautiful. When she came of age, many 
young men came to propose marriage. Five of her 
suitors were particularly enthusiastic. Princess 
Kaguya told them: “I will marry the one who brings 
me the gift for which I ask.” She then gave each 
suitor an impossible task: one she asked to retrieve 
a bowl used by the Buddha; another for a branch 
from a tree with roots of silver, a trunk of gold, 
and fruits that were pearls; and other items just as 
unattainable in this world.  

The five suitors hastened to carry out their 
impossible tasks, but they all ultimately failed. 
Finally, the Emperor of Japan himself declared 
that he wished to marry Princess Kaguya. Hearing 
this, the old man and his wife rejoiced. However, 
Princess Kaguya had no intention of marrying the 
Emperor. The Emperor would not take no for an 
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answer, however, no matter how many times she refused 
his proposal.

Princess Kaguya began to gaze sadly up at the moon and 
cry every night. This worried the old man and his wife, so 
one day they asked her what was wrong. Princess Kaguya 
replied: “The moon is my true home. During the next full 
moon emissaries will come for me, and I will have to return 
home.” When they heard this, the old man and his wife 
were surprised and dismayed. They went to the Emperor 
and asked him to chase the moon’s emissaries away.

During the next full moon, the Emperor sent thousands 
of soldiers to surround Princess Kaguya’s house and protect 
her. At the stroke of midnight, however, the soldiers all 
suddenly fell asleep as if they were under a magic spell. And 
so the emissaries came, and Princess Kaguya said thank you 
and bowed good-bye to the old couple, and returned with 
the emissaries to the moon. 

THE HOME OF 
Princess Kaguya

The thick groves of bamboo that stretch 
across Kyoto’s Nishiyama area are said 
to be the origin of the legend of Princess 
Kaguya. This area is home to many places 
rich in history, such as ancient burial 
mounds and venerable temples. Here you 
can also find Kaguya-hime Take-goten 
(“Princess Kaguya’s Bamboo Palace”), 
which was constructed by the famous 
bamboo craftsman Seisuke Nagano over 
the course of twenty-seven years. At Take-
goten, which is modeled after the famous 
temple of Kinkakuji, visitors can write 
their wishes on pieces of origami and fold 
them into paper cranes, which are then 
given as offerings.
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G LUCOSE (D-glucose) and fructose 
(D-fructose) are the most common of 
the monosaccharides—the simplest 

forms of sugars in nature. They are essential 
sources of energy for all living things.

Over fifty naturally occurring 
monosaccharides have been identified. 
Except for seven varieties that include 
glucose and fructose, however, the rest are 
found only in minute quantities. Therefore, 
even though scientists were previously 
aware of the existence of what are referred 
to as “rare sugars,” they knew very little 
about their nature and characteristics.

In 1991, however, Ken Izumori, a professor 
in Kagawa University’s Faculty of Agriculture, 
discovered a microbe possessing an enzyme 
that converts fructose into D-allulose, a type 
of rare sugar, and succeeded in duplicating 
the process. He also discovered that 
D-allulose is found only in the zuina tree 
(Itea japonica Oliver). Izumori began taking 
measures to propagate the zuina.

D-allulose has 70 percent of the sweetness 
of regular sugar but no calories. It was 
found to have a structure that glucose 
and fructose did not. Eaten with a meal, 
D-allulose suppresses the elevation of blood 
sugar. It also helps to treat and prevent 
diabetes, inhibits the storage of abdominal 

fat, and even has anti-cavity properties.
Zero-calorie and effective in the prevention 

of lifestyle diseases, D-allulose is already 
being used as a healthy sweetener by the 
food industry. As researchers continue 
to investigate its potential applications in 
food, they are finding the rare sugar to have 
other useful properties as well.

When D-allulose was used to replace 
some of the sugar in sponge cake, for 
example, the cake was fluffier and softer than 
one made with just sugar. Its antioxidant 
power also increased. In an experiment in 
which D-allulose was added to drinkable 
yogurt with soymilk, the yogurt became 
thicker, and its flavor mellowed and was 
less sour. 

D-allulose has also been confirmed to 
have other beneficial effects, such as the 
elevating resistance to disease. Kagawa 
Prefecture is moving to take D-allulose 
nationwide through the “Rare Sugar from 
Kagawa” initiative, with cooperation from 
Kagawa University and local businesses. 

Along with fundamental research into 
D-allulose, there has been progress in 
establishing mass production of D-allulose 
and developing products using it. The 
release of a syrup that uses the rare 
sugar is D-allulose’s first step toward 

A Rare Sweetness
Researching Healthier 
Forms of Sugar 

Hiroyuki 
Sasahara
Associate Director
Industrial Policy 
Division of Kagawa 
Prefecture’s 
Commerce, 
Industry, and 
Labor Department

BIFUE USHIJIMA
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commercialization. Since major manufacturers 
have begun releasing products that use this syrup, 
rare sugar has made a name for itself throughout 
Japan.

“There is already something of a mass-
production system in place for D-allulose, and 
it has already passed food safety standards,” 
says Hiroyuki Sasahara, who works in the 
Industrial Policy Division of Kagawa Prefecture’s 
Commerce, Industry, and Labor Department to 
industrialize rare sugar. “It is now going through 
the application process to become a designated 
health food, and if approved it will likely be used 
in an even wider range of foods and beverages.”

Kagawa Prefecture is home to many diabetes 
patients. In fact, it ranks first in Japan in the 
estimated number of diabetes patients receiving 
medical treatment with approximately a hundred 
thousand such residents. The prefecture hopes to 
reduce its number of diabetes cases through the 
use of rare sugars. 

Besides D-allulose, Kagawa University has 
succeeded in creating the rare sugar D-allose. 

D-allose has an antioxidizing effect, which has led to 
high hopes for the sugar’s applications in the medical 
field.

Of the over fifty varieties of rare sugars, only 
D-allulose and D-allose are currently being commercially 
manufactured, but they are already producing marvelous 
results. From Kagawa to all of Japan, and then to the 
entire world: as the usefulness and functionality of 
rare sugars become clearer, their sweet potential will 
continue to grow. 

A rare sugar production station at Kagawa University Zuina tree (Itea japonica Oliver)

The final raw product: D-allulose in powder form
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Tsuboi instructs visitors from Sudan

Ugandan trainees learning the finer 
points of rice cultivation
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TSUBOI
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A
primarily agrarian nation in East Africa 
situated high above sea level, Uganda is 
blessed with abundant water, fertile soil, 
and a mild, pleasant climate despite being 

just south of the equator. For this, Winston Churchill 
once called the country the “Pearl of Africa.”

Over ten years ago, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) launched the NERICA Rice 
Promotion Project for Hunger and Poverty Reduction 
in Uganda. “We believed we could conduct research 
and training on rice throughout the year in this 
country,” JICA rice expert Tatsushi Tsuboi says.

Tsuboi works at the National Crops Resources 
Research Institute located near Lake Victoria in 
Uganda’s capital city of Kampala. He leads the 
research into and efforts to introduce New Rice for 
Africa (NERICA), together with Ugandan researchers 
and staff members, the Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers (JOCV), and Japanese experts conducting 
ongoing research on rice production in Africa.

NERICA rice is the progeny of high-yield Asian 
rice and disease- and drought-resistant African 
rice. NERICA can be grown in upland fields instead 
of paddy fields, and is compatible with Africa’s 
agricultural environment and practices. It grows 
faster than lowland rice, and crop yields are two to 
three times higher than conventional African rice. 
NERICA is seen as a way not just to solve food crises 
but also to improve economic conditions for farmers.

The staples of the Ugandan diet are cassava, corn, 
sweet potatoes and bananas. Rice is still a luxury 
foodstuff, eaten primarily on holidays and ceremonial 
occasions, and Uganda imports sixty thousand tons 
of the grain from Asia. High-yield NERICA rice has 
the potential to become a major cash crop and offer a 
better dietary lifestyle.

Improving rice production in Uganda meant 
practically starting from scratch. Having never seen 
rice plants before, local researchers initially mistook 
them for weeds. Unaware that rice grows better 
with more water, farmers wrongly assumed rice 
plants would wither if water collected in the fields. 

They needed to be taught to consider detailed 
rainfall surveys and differences in climate and 
soil among regions when choosing the variety 
of rice as well as the method of cultivation. A 
farming family without the proper knowledge or 
equipment would also need to secure methods 
for threshing and milling the rice after the 
harvest.

Tsuboi visits fields constantly to lead and 
instruct, and at becomes overly passionate. 
“I refuse to provide irresponsible support,” 
Tsuboi says. “We want to show them all the best 
technology and skills we have. I believe that’s 
my job as a JICA expert, and the true meaning of 
agricultural support.”

Cultivated areas for rice production have 
expanded from 10,000 hectares when the project 
first began ten years ago to 160,000 hectares. 
NERICA rice now accounts for a third of all rice 
harvested in Uganda.

Known affectionately as “Mr. Nerica” in 
Uganda, Tsuboi was named one of Newsweek’s 
“100 Most Respected Japanese People in the 
World” in 2009. He is retiring this fall, and 
will be returning to Japan after twenty years 
of being actively involved in rice cultivation 
in Uganda and other African countries such as 
Ivory Coast and Ghana. During his career, he has 
trained nearly a dozen young Japanese experts 
in the field. “When working in the international 
cooperation sphere, I’ve always believed that it 
is most important to work up a sweat alongside 
your counterparts,” he says.

The initiative for better rice production has 
begun in Africa, but continuous support is 
needed to sustain the movement. Tsuboi dreams 
of a day, perhaps a century from now, when rice 
production is f lourishing throughout Africa, 
and that as people there consume rice with their 
daily meals they might say, “the Japanese people 
taught us how to grow better rice.” 
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NAYALAN MOODLEY

E
XPLORING the bold, 
friendly and food-
loving merchant 
metropolis of Osaka—

where the historical fuses 
with the modern—is sure to 
be a highlight of any trip to 
Japan. Osaka is both the urban 
core of the Kobe-Osaka-Kyoto 
metropolitan area and western 
Japan’s economic heart. The 
city’s extensive rail and subway 
system makes getting around 
easy, and Osaka is flat enough 
that exploring by bicycle is an 
option as well.

Osaka Castle is a worthwhile 
place to begin a tour. Constructed 
on the grounds of the original 

castle, which belonged to 
the emperor’s chief minister, 
Toyotomi Hideyoshi, this rebuilt 
structure is both a museum 
that honors Hideyoshi’s life and 
achievements and a monument 
to Osaka’s rise, fall and 
reemergence as one of modern 
Japan’s economic hubs.

Shinsaibashi is an area for 
visitors who intend to buy 
more than just souvenirs. 
Shinsaibashi Station leads 
onto Midosuji, the main 
artery of Osaka’s high-fashion 
shopping district. Behind the 
big brands on the west side 
of Midosuji is where a more 
contemporary and daring 
fashion flavor took hold: the 
area called Amerika-mura 

Venerable Charms and 
Contemporary Energy

(America Town). American 
fashion and music were the 
original draws, but young and 
original fashion trends and 
local designers transformed the 
area into a counterpoint to the 
mainstream.

A walk south from Midosuji 
leads to Dotonbori, the place 
to be in downtown Osaka 
since the seventeenth century, 
especially if food is your 
passion. If you only have a 
chance to eat a few meals 
in Osaka, eat at least one in 
Dotonbori. 

One cuisine to sample is 
a famous Osaka dish called 
okonomiyaki, a savory pancake 
with vegetables and meat or 
seafood mixed in and cooked 

osaka
Osaka Castle was destroyed twice: 
once in battle and once by fire
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on a teppan (flat metal grill); the 
ingredients and combinations 
vary, so your options are many. 
Some restaurants let you 
cook your own, while others 
handle everything, so check 
beforehand if you’ve got a 
preference. 

Dotonbori’s fun-loving 
atmosphere features cool guys 
and cute girls handing out 
flyers for their establishments, 
tourists snapping selfies in 
front of the neon Glico-man 
on Ebisu Bridge, and friends 
out to unwind after a long 
day. The people of Osaka are 
warm, direct and open, and 
encounters with them often 
take visitors who are used to 
the more reserved nature of 

citizens elsewhere in Japan by 
surprise. The city is also known 
for producing a large percentage 
of the country’s comedians, so if 
you’re into humor Osaka will suit 
your vibe perfectly.

Osaka’s newest landmark is 
the Abeno Harukas skyscraper in 
Abeno. Opened in March 2014, 
it is the tallest building in Japan 
at three hundred meters. The 
observatory on the sixtieth floor 
offers a breathtaking panoramic 
view of the entire Kobe-Osaka-
Kyoto metropolitan area.

While Abeno Harukas is modern 
Osaka’s current symbol, the city 
has many other landmarks worth 
visiting. One is Shinsekai, which 
means “New World.” Inspired by 
both Paris and New York, Shinsekai 

was developed in 1912, and features 
the iconic Tsutenkaku tower. 
Shinsekai’s diverse culinary choices 
range from sushi to snapping turtle.

The area is best known, though, 
for kushi-katsu—succulent chunks 
of meat, cheese, chicken and 
vegetables that are skewered, 
covered in a light batter and then 
deep-fried. In Osaka, you’ll find 
out why eating is so all-consuming 
a pastime that it gave rise to the 
term kuidaore—meaning to eat 
until you’re bankrupt. 

Once you get a taste of the 
energy, charm and heart of Osaka 
and its people, you’ll also find 
yourself drawn back to the city, 
and there will always be new 
discoveries and friends to make. 

Great food choices in Dotonbori are varied and well advertised 

Osaka
This okonomiyaki is topped with sauce, mayonnaise, 
seaweed flakes and dried bonito shavings

The skyscraper Abeno Harukas: the 
second half of its name means “to 
brighten, to clear up”

Tsutenkaku tower serves as a major orienting 
point in the Shinsekai area

September 2014 | 29

47 Prefectures from A to Y OSAKA



NOAM KATZ

A
T the top of Mount 
Kagami in Saga 
Prefecture’s 
northern coastal 

city of Karatsu, the statue of a 
lone woman gazes sorrowfully 
at the ocean below. According 
to legend, this statue is 
modeled after Princess Sayo, 
who stood here and watched 
the soldier she loved head out 
to sea in the eighth century. 
The statue symbolizes the 
ocean’s significance to 
Karatsu’s history, given the 
area’s proximity to the Asian 
continent.

Just in front of the statue, 
Kagamiyama Observatory 

is an excellent vantage point 
for surveying the heart of 
Karatsu. Along the coast, the 
Nijinomatsubara Pine Grove 
forms a nearly five-kilometer-
long band of dark green with 
about a million trees, planted 
over four centuries ago to ward 
off the wind and tides. Perched 
on a small hill near the grove, 
Karatsu Castle exhibits pottery, 
artifacts, armor and swords, 
and invites visitors to imagine 
a samurai’s perspective of the 
land stretching out below.

The Genkai Sea washes 
Karatsu’s coastline, and the 
Genkai Submarine Observatory, 
located on Cape Hado, offers 
a glimpse of life below the 
swirling waters. Visitors can 

Gazing Across the Sea 
into Japan’s Past

enter a tower set in the sea 
and take a spiral staircase 
down to a circular chamber 
with portholes that reveal 
the surrounding ocean and 
numerous varieties of sea 
life. The cape is also a resort 
area offering opportunities 
for hiking, fishing, camping, 
swimming and more. Food 
stalls cooking up fresh-
caught shellfish on the beach, 
including abalone and turban 
shells (sazae), are not to be 
missed. 

A short drive away from 
Cape Hado is the Saga 
Prefectural Nagoya Castle 
Museum and Castle Ruins. 
Only stone walls remain 
of Nagoya Castle, which 

Saga
The Nijinomatsubara Pine Grove as seen from Mount Kagami
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served as an important staging 
ground in Kyushu in the late 
1500s. According to its deputy 
curator, the museum was built to 
promote friendship and exchanges 
between Korea and Japan. Its 
main theme is the history of such 
exchanges from ancient times. 
One example is the local pottery 
known as Karatsu-yaki on display 
there, which has its origins in 
technology attributed to master 
potters coming from Korea in the 
late sixteenth century.

Saga Prefecture has no shortage 
of dining options for serious 
foodies. The Genkai Sea yields 
an abundance of superb seafood, 
and Karatsu locals recommend 
their nearly transparent squid 
prepared in ikizukuri style. 

Kept swimming in a seawater 
tank until the customer’s order 
arrives, the squid is scooped out 
and prepared as sashimi within a 
minute. 

Other than seafood, Saga 
Prefecture is highly ranked in the 
world of wagyu, or Japanese beef. 
In Karatsu City, there is a steak 
restaurant called Nakamura that 
serves Saga beef and is listed in 
the Michelin Guide. 

While Saga offers plenty to 
see and do throughout the year, 
Fumio Beppu, assistant director 
of the Saga Prefectural Tourism 
Federation, encourages visitors 
to experience Saga’s famous 
festivals in early November. Held 
from November 2-4, the Karatsu 
Kunchi Festival, said to date back 

to the late sixteenth century, 
features fourteen brightly colored 
floats in shapes such as sea bream 
and dragons parading through the 
city, each molded out of sheets of 
washi (Japanese paper), lacquer, 
and gold and silver leaf. Also in 
early November, over a hundred 
hot-air balloons take to Saga 
City’s skies during one of the 
Asia’s biggest international hot-
air balloon festivals.

Karatsu and Saga demonstrate 
in so many ways that Japan is truly 
an island nation, and the region’s 
coastal attractions, history and 
cuisine will particularly appeal to 
travelers who love the sea and the 
wonders of the past. 

A statue in the collection at the Nagoya 
Castle Museum and Castle Ruins

SAGASquid prepared in ikizukuri style

Fierce shishimae (lions) that dancers 
will carry during the Karatsu Kunchi 
Festival

A master potter creating 
Karatsu-yaki ceramics

Karatsu Castle overlooks the 
sea and the million trees of the 
Nijinomtsubara Pine Grove
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I n Japan, the vivid yellow foliage of the chestnut 
tree (kuri) makes it a colorful symbol of autumn. 

Many Japanese are fond of eating chestnuts in 
autumn, and one of the most popular homemade 
dish using them is kuri-gohan (chestnut rice). To 
make this nutty, sweet and aromatic treat, first 
soften the chestnuts by boiling them in water for 

about thirty minutes, draining and cooling 
them for another thirty, and carefully peeling 
off their shells and inner skins. Cook the 
chestnuts with the rice and some mirin, salt 
and sake for about forty minutes to make the 
flavor really pop, and then sit down and enjoy 
the delicious taste of autumn! 

 Kuri Gohan
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