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Prime Minister's Diary

COURTESY CALL FROM THE UN SPECIAL
REPRESENTATIVE OF THE SECRETARY-GENERAL
FOR DISASTER RISK REDUCTION

P

rime Minister Abe received a courtesy call from Ms.
Margareta Wahlström, Special Representative of the
Secretary-General for Disaster Risk Reduction of the United

Nations (UN), at the Prime Minister’s Office.
In his address, the Prime Minister said: “At the upcoming Third
UN World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction, I would like to
make the most of Japan’s experiences in coping with disasters and
promote disaster risk reduction throughout the world.
“Furthermore, Sendai, where the conference will be held, was
also one of the areas affected by the Great East Japan Earthquake,
and I hope to share with the world the progress of reconstruction
from the disaster-affected areas.”

Prime Minister Abe with Ms. Margareta Wahlström

JAPAN-THAILAND SUMMIT MEETING

P

rime Minister Abe held talks with H.E. Mr. Prayut Chano-cha, Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Thailand.
Prime Minister Abe explained that this year marks the

launch of the ASEAN Community and seventy years since the end
of World War II, and Japan intends to continue to contribute as a
peaceful state to the peace and development of the international
community under the policy of “Proactive Contribution to
Peace,” based on the principle of international cooperation. Prime
Prime Minister Abe with H.E. Mr. Prayut Chan-o-cha

Minister Prayut replied that he supports Japan’s policy in this
matter.

JAPAN-MONGOLIA SUMMIT MEETING

P

rime Minister Abe held talks with H.E. Mr. Chimed
Saikhanbileg, the Prime Minister of Mongolia.
Prime Minister Abe congratulated Prime Minister

Saikhanbileg on his appointment as Mongolia's leader in
November last year, and welcomed this visit to Japan, which
is Prime Minister Saikhanbileg’s first foreign visit since his
appointment. Prime Minister Saikhanbileg began by expressing
his condolences over the Japanese nationals who lost their lives
in a hostage incident in Syria. He said that Mongolia supports and
appreciates the Abe Cabinet’s counterterrorism efforts and its
humanitarian support for countries in the Middle East.

Prime Minister Abe with H.E. Mr. Chimed Saikhanbileg

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.
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Disaster Risk Reduction
There are reportedly two hundred million

The city of Sendai, which was heavily

people across the world every year that fall

affected by the Great East Japan Earthquake of

victim to natural disasters, with annual

2011, will host the third UN World Conference

economic losses totaling over $100 billion.

on Disaster Risk Reduction from March 14 to

Japan has repeatedly weathered earthquakes,

18 this year. The past two conferences were

tsunamis, volcanic activity, windstorms, flood

both held in Japan as well. They represent vital

damage and countless other natural disasters.

opportunities for Japan to share its knowledge

The resulting experience, technology and

with the global community. In this issue, we

knowledge have built a strong, resilient society

feature the country’s disaster risk reduction

prepared for natural cataclysms, and now Japan

initiatives, cutting-edge disaster risk reduction

is actively promoting disaster risk reduction and

technologies, and contributions to the world at

reconstruction globally.

large.
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BUILD BACK
BETTER THAN
BEFORE

an Interview
with Yoshiaki
Kawata

director of
the Disaster Reduction
and Human Renovation
Institution
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I

Showcasing
Japan’s “creative
reconstruction”
on the global
stage
TAMI KAWASAKI

N the twenty years since the Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake (Kobe
quake), Japan has suffered such large-scale disasters as the 2004
Chūetsu and The Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011. The idea of a
“creative reconstruction” (the Hyogo Framework for Action, “Build Back
Better Than Before”)—going beyond simply rebuilding what existed
before to construct cities of the future—that sprang from the aftermath
of the Kobe quake is a concept Japan has truly taken to heart. How
has it shaped the development of Japan’s disaster-reduction plans and
technology in the meantime? We asked Yoshiaki Kawata, director of the
Disaster Reduction and Human Renovation Institution, for details.

Please tell us about the current state of Japan’s
disaster reduction technology and strategies.
“Disaster prevention” is more properly called
“disaster reduction”—it means foreseeing disasters,
providing prompt notification, and taking
countermeasures to keep the human and economic
costs as low as possible. Disaster reduction
technology in Japan is advancing day by day; our
disaster reduction system could be called the
world’s best. Thanks to the efforts of our top-notch
scientists, our disaster predictions and damage
estimates are steadily becoming more precise, and
the systems we use to communicate that data to the
public capitalize on advanced technology for better
accuracy and speed.
However, no matter how advanced our
technology is, if those coping with the situation
can’t use the technology and systems well when
disaster strikes, the system is useless. It’s supremely
important for people to always be disasterconscious, that we remain aware of and familiar
with our advanced disaster reduction systems,
and that long-term relationships are forged in the
community.
As a specialist in the field of disaster reduction,
that lesson hit home for me after the Kobe quake.
In those days, I was developing disaster reduction
technology such as tsunami numerical simulations
and retrofitting lifeline systems as a professor at
Kyoto University, but even though my technology
was installed in the disaster area, it was simply left
unused.
In the two decades since the Kobe quake, disaster
reduction technology has advanced, and there has
been a push to involve the public and the larger
culture in disaster reduction so they’re able to
properly use the technology. Policywise, Japan is
the only nation that has opened up and increased
transparency of the process of developing our
disaster reduction plans, with the Cabinet Office’s
Central Disaster Prevention Council and elsewhere.
This raises disaster reduction awareness and helps
ensure that the memory of past disasters won’t fade
away.

What sorts of guidelines need to be established for
disaster reduction in Japan?
Disaster reduction plans put in place to ensure
that locations struck by disaster once aren’t damaged
again don’t apply to disasters of unprecedented scope
that occur in areas that haven’t been hit yet. We
need legislation to ensure that Japan’s sophisticated
prediction technology is used to create accurate
damage forecasts, that plans are enacted, and
that decisions are made quickly and instructions
issued rapidly when catastrophe strikes. Before the
next calamity occurs, we should concentrate on
transitioning quickly from our current mindset—
focusing on coping with the aftermath—to a proactive
society that emphasizes prediction and reduction.
What disaster reduction expertise can Japan share
with the world?
As a major force in disaster reduction, Japan
cannot be content to merely promote the strength
of our technology to the world; we need to share our
experiences and the details of our public initiatives.
The advantages of a disaster reduction system that
involves all of society—as well as the difficulties
inherent in adopting it—must be communicated to
the world. For example, during the Great East Japan
Earthquake, the tsunami breakwaters along the
Sanriku coast were the highest and most extensive in
the world at that time, and yet there were people who
died because they knew that and felt safe. Even with
the 2014 landslide disasters in Hiroshima due to heavy
rains, which happen in the Hiroshima area every five
or six decades due to geological reasons, the memory
of the disaster fades, and so no preventive measures
were taken against future damage. There’s no magic
bullet when it comes to disaster reduction, but if
disaster reduction awareness takes root in the society
and culture, more people will be saved. Even in Japan,
which possesses the world’s most advanced disaster
reduction technology, we face so many challenges,
but I believe our struggles in this area will prove very
instructive to other countries.
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The logo depicts an image of people joining hands to
create a chain of action towards building the resilience to
disasters. The five colors of the logo represent the five
priorities of Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA).

Strategies
for Reducing

disasters
The curtain rises in Sendai
on the third UN World
Conference on Disaster
Risk Reduction

T

HE Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk
Reduction is a conference for discussing disaster
risk reduction strategies on a global scale. The
first conference (in Yokohama in 1994) and the second
(in Hyogo in 2005) both took place in Japan. The third,
scheduled for March 14 to 18 this year, will be held in
Japan as well, in Sendai, one of the cities heavily affected
by the Great East Japan Earthquake that occurred in 2011,
which is forever etched in the nation’s memory.

The conference, to be chaired by Japan’s
Minister of State for Disaster Management, is
anticipated to draw five thousand participants,
including heads of state, ministers and
representatives of international organizations
and NGOs. Besides intergovernmental sessions,
there will be hundreds of public forums such as
symposiums and exhibitions, as well as tours to
the areas devastated by the earthquake.
The second conference adopted a set of
international guidelines for disaster reduction
strategies from 2005 to 2015 known as the Hyogo
Framework for Action (HFA), and served to spark
disaster reduction initiatives around the globe.
The goal of the third conference is to ensure
the mainstreaming of disaster risk reduction by
formulating a post-2015 framework and making
disaster risk reduction a clear priority in the
post-2015 development agenda.
As the conference’s host country, Japan also
hopes to share with conference participants
Japan’s knowledge, experience and skills
in disaster risk reduction, and to show the
reconstruction of the areas devastated by the
earthquake and the current progress made.

DISASTERS = CHALLENGE FOR SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
Disaster Impacts / 2000-2012
1.2 million people killed
2.9 billion people affected
$1.7 trillion in damage
(Source: UNISDR)
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The opening ceremony of
the 2005 United Nations
World Conference on Disaster
Reduction in Kobe

Conference

Year

Place

Activity

First
Conference

1994

Yokohama
City

Adoption of “Yokohama
Strategy and Plan of
Action for a Safer World”

Second
Conference

2005

Third
Conference

2015

Kobe City,
Hyogo
Prefecture

Sendai
City

Adoption of Hyogo
Framework for
Action (HFA) 20052015 : Building the
Resilience of Nations
and Communities to
Disasters
To adopt a post-2015
framework for disaster
risk reduction, the
successor to the HFA

What does “the mainstreaming of disaster risk
reduction” mean?
The human and economic toll of disasters is
enormous. Ninety percent of victims worldwide
are citizens of developing countries, and in some
cases the cost of the damage can be even higher
than their GDP. In the blink of an eye, disasters
can destroy what took years to build. Creating
societies capable of protecting people's lives and
infrastructure is therefore essential to sustainable
development.
Investing in disaster risk reduction before
catastrophe strikes costs less than post disaster
response and recovery. Japan’s goals are therefore
to share with the world the idea that disaster risk
reduction is not a cost but an investment, and
to promote the incorporation of a disaster-risk
reduction perspective into development projects
and policies in all fields.

The two wheels of mainstreaming disaster risk
reduction—post-2015 framework for disaster risk
reduction and post-2015 development agenda
As mentioned above, the third conference will
create a more effective successor to the HFA.
In September 2015, the post-2015 development
agenda—the successor to the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs)—will also be formulated. The current
MDGs do not have address for disaster risk reduction.
It has been recognized that creating nations and
communities resilient to disasters is essential
to realizing sustainable development. Therefore,
Japan’s goal for the post-2015 development agenda is
to make disaster risk reduction a priority, and thereby
accelerate the mobilization of necessary resources for
disaster risk reduction.
MDGs: The Eight Millennium Development Goals
1

Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

2

Achieve universal primary education

3

Promote gender equality and empower women

4

Reduce child mortality

5

Improve maternal health

6

Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

7

Ensure environmental sustainability

8

Global partnership for development

To build a more sustainable international community,
Japan seeks to promote the mainstreaming of disaster
risk reduction, by accelerating the two wheels, namely
the post-2015 framework for disaster risk reduction and
the post-2015 development agenda.

HFA: Five Priorities for Action
1

Make disaster risk reduction a national and local
priority

2

Identify disaster risk and enhance early warning

3

Use knowledge, innovation and education to

4

Reduce the underlying risk factors

build a culture of safety and resilience
5

Strengthen preparation for effective response

The statue of Date Masamune riding on a horse overlooking the town
has become a symbol of Sendai City
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ROUGH
RIDERS

The Shizuoka offroad motorbike team’s
disaster challenge
TAMI KAWASAKI

T

HE main tasks of the thirty-four members
of the Shizuoka off-road motorbike team
known as SCOUT (Shizuoka City Off-Road
Utility Team) are to survey conditions and collect
and disseminate information quickly and effectively
amid the rubble when disaster strikes. All of
SCOUT’s members are regular Shizuoka government

staff personnel, not police or firefighters, which makes
the team even more unusual.
“Everyone is shocked. That’s why SCOUT is such a
unique initiative,” beams Haruyuki Yasumoto, founder
of the team and senior member of the disaster planning
department on Shizuoka City’s crisis management
team.
Shizuoka has long been considered a highprobability ground zero for a major Tōkai earthquake—a
series of severe quakes in Japan’s Tōkai region that
occur every 100 to 150 years—so its people and
municipal government have a history of disaster
preparations. SCOUT, however, was formed after the
Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake of 1995. “The Tōkai
quake’s going to happen someday, so get out there and
learn!” ordered Yasumoto’s superiors. Though he was
an employee in the census division at the time, his
previous experience as a member of Japan’s Ground
Self-Defense Force a key factor in the decision to send
Yasumoto to the disaster area.
Yasumoto purses his lips as he asserts that the
six months after the quake were a “life-changing
experience.” He lived in a tent at the disaster site
while he worked with other local government officials

1
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dispatched to the area. As temporary officials of the
Kobe municipal government, they commuted back
and forth to shelters in areas where it was difficult
to rebuild. Yasumoto saw a great number of people
in need of medical treatment, while at the same
time the injured weren’t being taken out of the area
because information wasn’t getting to the citizenry.
Meanwhile, area hospitals had extra staff on hand, and
local government personnel ready to be mobilized to
help local citizens were, due to a lack of information,
just standing around.
“People were cut off from communications and
traffic, and vehicles would turn back because of the
mountains of rubble, so resources and information
weren’t getting through,” Yasumoto explains. “At the
time, 50-cc bikes and scooters were the most mobile
form of transportation.”
When he returned to Shizuoka and realized that 80
percent of the city was mountainous terrain, Yasumoto
reported that the most effective information-gathering
tool in a time of disaster would be a motorbike. Thus
Japan’s first government-run off-road motorbike
team was founded in 1996, and Yasumoto—who had
been transferred to the disaster prevention division—
became SCOUT's chief.
From the start, Yasumoto had a vision for SCOUT: to
capitalize on Shizuoka’s thriving motorbike industry,
off-road bikes from Yamaha and trial bikes from Honda
that were built for sloping ground were deployed. He
also recognized that if the team didn’t have genuine
training, it wouldn’t be able to help the populace
effectively in a disaster. So the bike team actually
2

3

went to a Japan Self-Defense Force base for strict
training on par with that received by rangers,
learning not just about information collecting and
motorbike operation skills but self-discipline and
control. “The twenty-four original members who
remained with the team have a high degree of
professionalism, and there are strong ties between
them. Even after two decades, they haven’t quit,”
Yasumoto says with a laugh.
SCOUT members study continuously to hone
their technological skills, and the team now
has its own eight-ton support truck. SCOUT was
dispatched to Sendai after the Great East Japan
Earthquake of 2011, where they provided onsite
support and proved that motorbikes are the most
efficient means of rapidly gathering information on
damage conditions and other issues in the midst of
a disaster.
“When a disaster hits, there’s a time limit for
the local government, after which the survival
rate for victims reportedly drops precipitously,”
Yasumoto asserts. “Within the first seventy-two
hours, decisions have to be made about what
measures will be taken. It’s the government’s duty
to be proactive, to go out there and get accurate
information themselves.” After seeing the results
in Shizuoka, other local governments have started
forming their own bike teams—a real testament
to the effectiveness and mobility of motorbikes in
disasters.

1
2
3

A SCOUT member surveys the damage in Tohoku
A SCOUT training session
Disaster risk reduction education for students
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A team member holds a sample of the hand cream

HAND CREAM

WITH A MISSION
The Kesen Tsubaki Dream
Project
SELENA HOY

R

IKUZENTAKATA in Iwate Prefecture lie on the east
coast of the Tohoku region in northern Japan, a rich
natural area with a strong fishing industry. The city
was devastated in the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake
and tsunami, and the area as a whole is still on its way to
recovery.
One of the plants growing naturally in the region is
tsubaki (camellia). Tsubaki oil is well known in Japan as

12
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a beauty aid, much like argan and jojoba oils
are abroad. Made from cold pressing the seeds
of the distinctive camellia japonica flower,
the oil is popular both in its pure form and as
an additive in things like shampoo, lotions
and skincare products. In harvesting the oil,
nothing is wasted, because the leftover pulp
of seeds and flowers are also used in products
such as soap.
Sayaka Watanabe was working as a
consultant in the private sector and also had
experience working as a volunteer for social
causes when the Great East Japan Earthquake
hit in 2011. Hoping to use her skills to help
rehabilitate industry in the region, she visited
Tohoku, where she met Takeshi Sato, who was
also volunteering there. The two decided to
combine forces to helm a project to revitalize
the area.
Sato says of tsubaki, “Originally it was used
to protect houses from wind and fire. Even in
the winter, even in the wind, the petals don’t
fall off. The roots are strong, and help to make
the soil strong.” Watanabe adds, “That’s the
image of tsubaki—strong and beautiful. The
same image we want for the restoration of
Tohoku.”
Sato had met a tsubaki oil producer named
Shuichi Ishikawa, who had been raising
camellias for over five decades but had given
up in the wake of the disaster. With the goal
of creating jobs for the locals and disabled
residents, they got production up and running
again with help from a nearby group home for

Camellia flowers keep their petals even in the winter wind

people with disabilities called Seishokan, at first
simply bottling pure tsubaki oil.
But the team for this project wanted to take it a
step further and make cosmetics that used tsubaki
oil. Working with a group of volunteers—including
a female doctors’ association called Enjoy and
the venerable beauty and cosmetics company
Hollywood Cosmetics—they developed Heaven and
Heart Kesen Tsubaki Hand Cream. Their goal was
to create a product that would appeal to younger,
stylish women, since tsubaki can sometimes
be considered old-fashioned among younger
Japanese.
“Enjoy has a lot of members in their twenties
and thirties, so they were enthusiastic about new
ideas and wanted to make something that they
themselves would want to use in both design and in
function,” Sato explains. They began sales in 2012.
The hand cream not only incorporates its
signature tsubaki oil for moisture and softness,
but also honey, quince seed extract, vitamin E and
peony extract. All Heaven and Heart Kesen Tsubaki
products are made in Japan, and are not tested on
animals. The design embodies feminine sensibilities
and uses tsubaki flowers as motifs.
They obviously did something right—the first
production run of three thousand tubes sold out
in just a month. “Nobody buys one tube,” says
Watanabe. “Everyone buys, say, five tubes and
gives them out to their friends.” Since its launch,
the brand has sold over 13,000 tubes of hand cream,
and also developed and released a line of lip balm in
2013. Now the products are sold all over the country,
including popular shopping malls in Tokyo.

These camellia seeds yield oil for shampoo, lotions and
skincare products

A disabled worker inspects the pure tsubaki oil

They’ve also been exhibited at a number of
international events, in locations like London,
Malaysia, Hong Kong and Bangkok. Sato and
Watanabe hope to promote both Heaven and
Heart Kesen Tsubaki Hand Cream and tsubaki as
an ingredient overseas, not only as a beauty agent
but also as a symbol of the resilience of Japan’s
Tohoku region.
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Early Warning

The Great East Japan
Earthquake spurs more
accurate emergency
broadcasts
KATSUMI YASUKURA

“T

HIS is the Earthquake Early Warning
announcement. Please be prepared for strong
tremors.”
From its widespread launch in October 2007 to the
end of 2014, this early warning announcement has aired
a total of 145 times (*1) on TV and radio, via cellphone,
smartphone and a wireless-activated disaster warning
system. It’s probably the most recognizable public
emergency broadcast in Japan.
When an earthquake strikes, the preliminary
tremors—called P-waves—arrive first, followed by the
stronger shocks of the S-waves. The P-waves are read at
the seismic observation points, which instantaneously
estimate the quake’s magnitude and epicenter. The
Earthquake Early Warning system then issues a warning
message before the S-waves arrive. If the tremor is
predicted to be of a maximum intensity in the lower
5 range or above on the seismic intensity scale of the
Japan Meteorological Agency (JMA), areas predicted to
experience tremors of an intensity of 4 or more will be
the target area for the Earthquake Early Warning.
Nariaki Okawara, director of the management section
of the Seismological and Volcanological Department at
the JMA, provided details about the system. “This early
warning system, which covers the whole country, is
unique to Japan,” he explains. “Japan has approximately
a thousand seismic observation points nationwide, plus a
vast communications infrastructure to send and receive
vast quantities of data instantaneously—which enabled
us to put this system in place.

14
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“When putting the system into practical use,
the technical side—developing a method for high
calculation accuracy and high-speed transfer
for large amounts of data—was of course crucial,
but promoting the system to the public and
raising awareness was itself a big issue,” Okawara
continues. “Before the system’s introduction, the
seismic intensity of earthquakes was reported
in the media after the quakes had already
struck, and people who felt the quake are used
to getting information about it on TV or radio
afterward; not many people had experience with
pre-quake predictions. So before implementing
it, we promoted the system gradually for about
a year through PSAs, pamphlets, TV and radio
commercials and other events. We even held a
contest for campaign slogans.”
Since implementation, the system has proved
useful in preventing and limiting the effects of
earthquake disasters in various situations. In the
Great East Japan Earthquake of March 2011, people
who heard the early warning announcement were
reportedly able to take actions to protect their
safety throughout the country.
However, it has posed a new challenge at the
same time. “In northeast Japan, we aired an early
warning before the S-waves arrived, but for an
earthquake of such intensity and affecting such
a large area, instant prediction was not possible.
Therefore, we couldn’t issue the warning in the
Kanto region, which was far removed from the
epicenter,” Okawara notes. “And after the Great
East Japan Earthquake, multiple seismic events
were felt repeatedly over a wide area, making it
more difficult to accurately predict the scale and
epicenters of the earthquakes. As a result, some
of our warnings overestimated the intensity of
tremors. To improve the system in these areas,

PLUM method Concept map
Observed value (Real-time
seismic intensity)
P wave

Predict seismic intensity
at a spot

P wave

2.0

S wave

4.3
4.5

2.5

2.1

4.3

2.0
4.5
4.9

2.2
2.4

2.0

S wave

1.2
2.2
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2.5

1.2
4.9

2.1
2.0

4.5

4.5

4.9

2.2
2.4
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value

1. Based on the observed values (in blue: real-time seismic intensity) at various seismic observation points
( ) within 30 km radius of the anticipated spot (
)
2. Equate the seismic intensity at the anticipated spot (
) to the maximum observed value (4.9 in the above graph), assuming the
intensity of the tremor does not reduce upon reaching the anticipated spot.
3. Repeat this prediction process for all seismic observation points.
Source: JMA

we are developing the IPF method (*2) to enable
the system to detect the primary epicenter
more accurately when multiple quakes occur
simultaneously, and the PLUM method (*3), to
predict the seismic intensity at an expected target
based on the intensity of a strong earthquake
nearby. From the simulations we’ve conducted for
each method, we’ve confirmed that we can address
the previous issues,” says Okawara.
At the earliest, the IPF method is scheduled to
go online in autumn 2015, with the PLUM method
coming in 2016. By supplementing the existing
notification system with these two technologies,
the accuracy of the Earthquake Early Warning
system should be considerably improved. It’s said
that in the next three decades, there will be a 60
to 70 percent probability of Japan being struck
by several large-scale earthquakes, including the
Tonankai Trough and Nankai Trough, which alone
makes the new developments in the Early Warning
System very reassuring news.

“It’s true that there are still technical limitations,
and a possibility of inaccurate bulletins,” Okawara
states. “Also, if you are very close to where the
epicenter happens to be, the early warning system will
be of little help. When you hear the Earthquake Early
Warning or feel the tremors, however, it’s essential
to keep doing what we’ve done so far: don’t panic,
and protect yourself even if you don’t feel tremors.
It is equally important to prepare yourself for future
quakes, like having safety devices installed on your
furniture to prevent it from overturning, and having
your emergency provisions ready at all times.”
*1 When an earthquake with a maximum intensity of 3 or more—or
a magnitude of 3.5 or greater—is predicted, the announcement is
classified as a “forecast.” Since these announcements are not part of
the normal operations of the Earthquake Early Warning system, they
are not counted.
*2 The IPF (Integrated Particle Filter) method was jointly developed by
Disaster Prevention Research Institute of Kyoto University and JMA.
*3 The PLUM (Propagation of Local Undamped Motion) method was
developed by the Meteorological Research Institute.
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DISASTER RISK REDUCTION
The DAICHI-2 uses radio
waves for greater accuracy

SKY-HIGH
PERSPECTIVE
Using JAXA’s precision
satellite technology to
assess natural disasters
TAKESHI MINAMIYAMA

E

ARTH observation satellites are dedicated to
disaster monitoring, environmental monitoring
and resource surveying. Japan has launched three
of these probes so far, mainly for land observation: FUYO-1
(April 1992 to October 1998), DAICHI (April 2006 to April
2011), and DAICHI-2 (launched in June 2014).
The advantage of seeing Earth from a satellite is the
capability to survey a wide region all at once. Obtaining
overviews of the areas the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake
hit would have been impossible without satellites. And
since satellites orbit the globe, they can scan the same
region repeatedly and monitor it for changes.
The state-of-the-art DAICHI-2 specializes in radar
observations using radio waves bounced off the planet’s
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surface for greatly improved accuracy. (The
previous two craft were equipped with
optical cameras.) “It performed so well
that we were able to confirm, for example,
which highways had collapsed due to the
earthquake,” says Kenichi Toda, head of
the Disaster Management Support Systems
Office at the Satellite Applications and
Promotion Center of the Japan Aerospace
Exploration Agency (JAXA).
Earthquakes and other disasters
don’t happen only during the daytime
in clear weather. The advantage of radar
observation is that it can monitor the Earth
even at night or in cloudy conditions.
Furthermore, radio waves use the low
frequencies of the L-band, which is unique
to Japan’s earth observation satellites.
They can penetrate grass and trees to
directly assess the Earth’s surface. Since
forests cover extensive areas of Japan,

A DAICHI-2 image of the area around Ontakesan, a volcano
that erupted in October 2014

JAXA took the early initiative in developing
technology suited to the country’s topology
and made its use practical.
So what specific roles can Earth observation
satellites play after a calamity strikes? The
top priority at the time of a natural disaster
is gaining an accurate understanding of the
damage. When the Great East Japan Earthquake
hit, for example, the DAICHI satellite in service
at that time instantaneously took images of
disaster areas and then sent them down.
Personnel used the images to immediately
determine which areas the tsunami had
flooded, and to what degree, as well as which
expanses of the sea were choked with debris
and how badly. The images helped enable
swift responses by relief and restoration
personnel and prevented secondary disasters.
Reconstruction after a great disaster can take
months and even years, and satellites can also
check areas at fixed intervals and give officials
a better grasp of how the recovery effort is
progressing, which aids in more focused
planning.
JAXA has cooperative agreements with
disaster prevention agencies such as the
Cabinet Office (Disaster Management) to use
its satellites for disaster support. When JAXA

A DAICHI-2 observation image of Urayasu City, which was
affected during the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake

receives requests from government agencies
and local governments for more information on
a certain area, the agency makes rapid, precise
observations via the DAICHI-2 and provides
data.
JAXA’s cooperative efforts don’t stop at
Japan’s borders, either. The International
Charter on Space and Major Disasters—an
international agreement among space and
disaster prevention agencies around the globe—
calls on its members to use their own satellites
to make observations and then provide the data
to disaster prevention agencies of the countries
affected. Sentinel Asia, a similar framework
proposed by Japan, is also working in the AsiaPacific region, which is particularly prone to
storm and flood damage.
Regarding future challenges, Toda says,
“Our efforts thus far have primarily focused
on post-disaster support. Even though we’ve
assisted in creating hazard maps, I can’t say
we’ve made a sufficient contribution on the
issue of preventing damage. I’d like to beef up
our prevention functions, such as our ability
to predict and notice subtle changes in terrain
through systematic observation, and the ability
to forecast volcanic eruptions and sudden
landslides.”
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DISASTER RISK REDUCTION
The 2011 flooding of the Chao Phraya River
basin inundated this industrial park

RECOVERY
PARTNERS
KATSUMI YASUKURA

T

HE severe flooding of the Chao Phraya River
in Thailand in October 2011 caused damage to
approximately twenty thousand square kilometers
of territory, all the way from the capital of Bangkok to
the country’s northern region. In this region, the flood
that submerged the seven industrial zones was one of the
heaviest, severely affecting international businesses. A total
of 808 businesses were flooded—469 of them Japanese.
Supply chains worldwide were severed, and total losses
reached approximately $40 billion.
The Chao Phraya River basin stretches over about 163,000
square kilometers, approximately ten times the size of the
Tone River basin, which is the largest such basin in Japan.
However, the straight-line distance from the Chao Phraya’s
mouth to its upper courses in Ayutthaya is around seventyfive kilometers, and the terrain is very flat, with only a
two-meter difference in elevation. The river’s discharge
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Japan’s broad
support helped
Thailand bounce
back after the
deluge
capacity—the amount of water that can
safely flow through the channel—is therefore
extremely small: only a sixth of the Tone’s
capacity.
That also means the Chao Phraya is prone
to overflowing, and the locals have put the
floodwaters that inundate its middle reaches
to use in agriculture since ancient times.
However, the river’s flood-prone areas have
in recent years been repurposed for industrial
parks and residential districts. Between June
and September 2011, the area received 1.3 to 1.4
times its annual average rainfall, resulting in a
deluge that autumn.
Japan played a huge supporting role during
this time of need, providing disaster relief
from October to December 2011 spearheaded
by the Japan Disaster Relief Team. Besides
providing supplies—including tents, water
purification systems, portable toilets,

life jackets, insecticides and a quarter of a million
sandbags—Japan sent flood disaster assessment
teams to waterworks, subways and airports, as well
as healthcare research teams to protect against
infectious diseases and other health hazards.
The most attention-getting aspect of the initial
relief efforts was the headway made with ten
drainage pump cars from Japan’s Ministry of Land,
Infrastructure, Transport, and Tourism, dispatched
abroad for the first time. Fifty-one personnel sent
from the Japanese government stayed for two months,
working round the clock. Including onsite staff, 880
people were involved in the effort each day, and in
the first thirty-two days drained approximately 8.1
million cubic meters of water. After December, efforts
refocused on support for flood control plans, such as
creating precision topographic maps with aerial laser
measurements and enacting flood disaster prevention
policies. This included controlled inundation in
upper and middle courses to protect important areas
downstream. The world’s first flood forecasting
system that can predict flood areas a week in advance
was also developed, and through grant assistance
totaling more than ten billion yen, critical roads were
raised several meters above sea level and floodgates
were installed at vital thoroughfares.
The above support capitalizes on the world-class
technological and economic power of Japan, as well
as the experience it has built up in the course of the
many disasters the nation has survived. Special
mention was also made of JICA senior advisor Kimio
Takeya, a member of the water resource management
strategy committee chaired by Thailand’s prime
minister and deputy prime minister, who helped
the Thai government create national policies and a
reconstruction roadmap. Takeya was the only foreign
advisor whose presence Thailand’s prime minister
directly requested for the relief effort.
“JICA actually conducted a development study
of the Chao Phraya in 1999, and proposed a flood
control master plan,” Takeya reports. “Unfortunately,
the Thai government chose to invest in economic
infrastructure like roads, railways and airports
rather than flood prevention. We therefore decided

in November to review the 1999 master plan to
adjust to recent changes in the river basin, and I was
invited to the Strategic Committee for Water Resource
Management. By the king’s edict, the committee
succeeded in securing a budget of approximately 350
billion baht, and was directly involved in deciding
the general flood control measure framework. I think
those were big accomplishments.”
As illustrated by the Thai floods, disaster prevention
is an essential piece of infrastructure that safeguards
the development of the global economy. If Japan can
secure a place for disaster risk reduction on the post2015 development agenda, its global presence in the
area is bound to expand.

Japan’s drainage pump car teams drained a total of 8.1 million
cubic meters of water
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DISASTER RISK REDUCTION

ROCK-SOLID
KNOWLEDGE
Bringing Japan’s
earthquake disaster risk
reduction education to
Turkey
KATSUMI YASUKURA

L

IKE Japan, Turkey is known as one of the most
earthquake-prone countries in the world. A
1999 quake in northwest Turkey caused a great
deal of damage; approximately 17,000 fell victim to
this disaster, and 600,000 people lost their homes and
property. Subsequent aftershocks with a magnitude
of from 5 to 7 have been recorded several times, and
disaster planning is now a vital priority for the Turkish
government. Turkey has received support in this
initiative from many countries, including Japan, and is
rebuilding with an eye to making public facilities and
towns more earthquake-resistant.
What the Turkish government took particular
note of was not only structural measures such as
building stronger infrastructure but also nonstructural
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measures: in other words, disaster preparedness
and awareness education. The government
sought to provide this knowledge to all Turkish
children during compulsory education and to
their teachers, setting the goal of instilling in
them accurate understanding and increased
awareness. In September 2008, the Turkish
Department of Education turned to Japan—a
nation with considerable experience with
earthquakes that has its own version of disaster
preparedness and awareness education—for
assistance in creating its curriculum. In response,
the Japan International Cooperation Agency
(JICA) undertook a three-and-a-half-year project
in the country from October 2010 to July 2014.
When asked for details, Norihito Yonebayashi
of JICA’s Global Environment Department says:
“Our activities were based on three pillars. The
first was training for the teachers. We chose
about 260 teachers from all over Turkey, who
studied the information necessary to provide
disaster preparedness and awareness education
and disaster management in schools. Our goal
was for them to pass the knowledge they gained

1

on to their colleagues where they work, and thereby
gradually increase the number of teachers and staff
across the country with these skills.
“The second pillar was creating coaching
handbooks for the teachers and making suggestions
on how to incorporate disaster preparedness and
awareness education into their teaching materials
and lesson plans,” he continued. “For the classroom,
we proposed a curriculum where the education
was worked into a variety of subjects, such as life
environment studies, social studies, science and
so on. This way, the children can gain appropriate
knowledge in the course of their daily studies,
without setting aside time separately for the subject.
The third pillar was disaster prevention management
in schools. We helped prepare a guidebook and an
effective school disaster preparedness plan, held
evacuation drills, hosted disaster prevention events,
and created a framework for cooperation between
schools and the students’ parents and guardians, as
well as local government.”
Those activities were all basically taken as- is from
Japan’s disaster awareness education curriculum. An
expert team was dispatched to Turkey composed of
local government personnel from Hyogo Prefecture—
which had been hit by the Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake—as well as members of NGOs and other
disaster risk reduction and education specialists. For
example, common knowledge about disaster risk
reduction that was passed on through the Japanese
education system, such as protecting oneself
and staying underneath one’s desk rather than
immediately running outside after an earthquake,
and having a bag of emergency provisions on
hand, are not common in most countries. Based on
Japan’s experience and through basic knowledge of
disaster risk reduction, the expert team conveyed
the importance of saving lives by taking appropriate
measures after an earthquake occurred. The disaster
preparedness and awareness caravan for children
run by NGOs from Kobe City also received good
reviews.
“Through quizzes and games we feel the children
deepened their knowledge of disaster preparedness

while having fun,” says Yonebayashi. “The former
governor of the Turkish province of Bursa also toured
the Disaster Reduction and Human Renovation
Institution built in Kobe after the Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake, and was deeply impressed by the content
of its exhibits. He built a similar institution with the
province’s budget after returning to Turkey. It’s a
place where the risk of earthquakes—and at the same
time the importance of disaster preparedness—is
communicated to the next generation, so it’s crucial.”
The project has also enabled Turkey’s Department
of Education to build an organization to promote
such education across departments—a big success,
Yonebayashi says proudly. The number of children
who have received proper education is growing, and
the hope is that they will pass what they’ve learned on
to their children.

2
3

1
2
3

Using games to get disaster preparedness lessons across
Students evacuate while holding books over their heads for
protection
The coaching handbooks give clear instructions supplemented
with illustrations
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STUDENT'S CORNER

Inamura noHi

(The Fire of Rice Sheaves)

L

ONG ago there was a village along the shores
of Wakayama Prefecture. In this village lived
a man in a house on a hill that overlooked the

ocean.
One summer’s eve the village held a festival, and
the local shrines were filled with people celebrating.
Eager to join the festivities, the man changed into
his exquisite kimono. As he was changing, however,
he suddenly felt the earth shake violently. He
remembered words of advice from the village elders:
“After a long earthquake comes a tsunami.” He
immediately turned to scan the sea below.
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He saw the water recoiling fiercely to form
a towering wave. “Oh, no! A fearsome tsunami
is coming!” he said, quickly setting fire to a
torch and rushing toward the shrines where
the festival was going on. As he ran, though, he
realized he would never be able to make it in
time to warn the other villagers. He had an idea:
he would set fire to the piles of rice sheaves that
had been harvested and use those as a signal.
However, the man knew it wasn’t right to
set fire to someone else’s rice sheaves, so he
returned to his home and set fire to the ones in

his yard instead. The rice sheaves were
soon ablaze, and smoke poured forth.
The villagers, who had been wrapped
up in the festival, suddenly took
notice. Thinking a fire had started,
they rushed to the scene to put it out.
When his fellow villagers arrived, the
man yelled, “A tsunami is coming—
head for the hills!”
Everyone frantically raced to
the shelter of the mountains. Just
as they all clambered to safety, a
giant tsunami engulfed the village.
Fortunately, everyone was spared.
From the bottom of their hearts,
the villagers thanked the man who
had sacrificed his own valuable rice
sheaves to protect the village.
The man then worked with
the villagers to create a long, tall
embankment so that such a thing
would never happen again.

The site of the
Inamura no Hi story
The tale of “The Fire of Rice Sheaves” is based on
the large tsunami that occurred after the Great Ansei
Earthquake of 1854. Goryo Hamaguchi, a man from
Hirogawa in Wakayama Prefecture, sacrificed his
personal properties to save the people of his village.
In 2007, the Inamura-no-Hi no Yakata Hall was
built in Hirogawa to pass on the story of his amazing
deed and spirit, and the lesson this episode has to tell.
Many people visit the site to learn of the dangers of
tsunami and deepen their knowledge of how to protect
themselves against such a disaster.
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SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY

Waste Nothing

Bio-toilets: environmentally
friendly and no water required
BIFUE USHIJIMA

I
Toshihiro Kitsui
President of Seiwa
Denko

24

N mountainous and disaster-stricken
regions where water and sewer services
are not available, providing toilet
facilities is a major issue due to various
problems like treating the water, coping with
odors and maintaining hygiene. Even where
toilets with proper plumbing are available,
they consume vast quantities of water, and
treating the sewage generated requires large
amounts of power. A waterless bio-toilet
stands poised to solve all of these issues.
Seiwa Denko, based out of Asahikawa in
Hokkaido, has developed the Bio-Lux, a biotoilet that uses no water whatsoever. And
unlike previous generation bio-toilets, BioLux does not require specialized sawdust or
bacteria, either: the unit uses conventional
sawdust. The enteric bacteria found in
excrement—along with natural microbes
found in sawdust—do the work of breaking
down sewage and toilet paper.
Excrement and kitchen waste are
largely made up of water, and sawdust
can absorb that moisture, which is then
heated and agitated to evaporate it. The
heat applied kills the bacteria found in
human waste. After treating the liquid or
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solid waste, nitrogen, phosphoric acid and
other inorganic substances remain on the
sawdust, which creates an ideal fertilizer.
The sawdust must be replaced few times a
year, but does not need to be periodically
scooped out. The result is hygienic and
odorless as well.
The Bio-Lux device was tested in 2000
on Mount Fuji, and it successfully processed
sewage from eight thousand people over
a period of forty-five days. Bio-Lux units
were also installed at Asahiyama Zoo in
Hokkaido, which is a popular sightseeing
spot visited by three million people
annually. The hygienic and eco-friendly
bio-toilet caused a sensation, and it was
later installed at World Heritage sites like
Shirakami-Sanchi and Shiretoko, as well as
other tourist locations. Because the Bio-Lux
can be installed anywhere, it is being used
at construction sites, event spaces and other
venues, and solar-powered and battery-less
types have also been developed.
In 2013, new bio-toilets were developed
to cope with the aftermath of the Great East
Japan Earthquake. The “My Bio-Toilet”
utilizes a cardboard framework into which

The Bio-Lux uses ordinary sawdust to do its work

Bio-Lux units have been used successfully at several World
Heritage sites and other tourist spots

a plastic bag and sawdust are inserted. Offered as a
set that includes plastic bags, sawdust and a plastic
or wooden toilet seat (with lid), the unit retails for
29,000 yen. Inquiries have flooded in from around
the country. The recently released temporary toilet
unit specially designed for women, which provides
a clean and comfortable space that can be used for
touching up one’s makeup, has been gathering a lot
of attention as well.
In addition, bio-toilets are drawing attention
overseas. In developing countries with a severe
lack of water, hygiene issues are a major problem;
the water and sewage situation has a direct effect
on people’s health. Seiwa Denko has thus taken
part in an official development assistance project
to purify the waters in Ha Long Bay in Vietnam, a
World Heritage site, partnering with construction
consulting firm Chodai. Waterless bio-toilets
are being paired with a purification system to
divide toilet and other sewage when processing it,
creating a renewable system that does not require
dedicated sewage plumbing.
“It may not be apparent in Japan, where waterbased toilets are the norm, but sewage issues are
an ongoing global problem,” says Toshihiro Kitsui,
the president of Seiwa Denko. “It is likely that
businesses in this area will continue to appear

around the world.” He adds, “Only in times of disaster
does this sewage issue come to the fore in Japan. If
we consider the move toward a renewable society,
however, we will have to be more proactive, and that
includes developing new legislation.”
According to the Japanese Building Standards Act,
only water-based toilets can be permanently installed
in sewage-processing regions. In 2012, however, Japan
added a new interpretation to these laws, allowing the
installation of non-water-based toilets in such areas.
This will likely lead to more bio-toilets appearing in
Japan, as well as the advancement of the technology
abroad. The spread of these bio-toilet units should also
bring an increased awareness of environmental and
disaster-related issues.

Tested in 2000 on Mount Fuji, Seiwa Denko’s bio-toilets processed
waste from thousands of climbers
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HOME AWAY FROM HOME

Kominka
Makeovers

Karl Bengs Reimagines Old Japanese
Homes for the Modern Era

German architect Karl Bengs in his stylish and spacious
headquarters—a former ryokan (Japanese inn)

NOAM KATZ

A

GAINST the combined trends of depopulation
in rural areas and a preference for more
comfortable residences, traditional homes
are gradually disappearing from Japan’s
neighborhoods. Architect and longtime Japan
resident Karl Bengs, however, provides a new option,
preserving the essence of these kominka while
refurbishing them for the modern era, often with a
European flair.
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The German native credits his interest in Japan to
the influence of his father, a painter doing restoration
work in Berlin, as well as Bruno Tout, another
German architect with a deep appreciation for
Japanese architecture. In his main line of business,
Bengs was disassembling old Japanese structures
such as teahouses and reconstructing them in
Germany. It was through this work that he found his
current home in the small village of Takedokoro in
Niigata Prefecture. The old house was in shambles,
but Bengs says he fell in love right away. He later
moved to Japan and rebuilt the place, going on to
either restore or build a total of seven homes in the
little village as part of his new business.
Karl Bengs & Associates is now headquartered in
Niigata Prefecture’s Matsudai, occupying a former
ryokan (Japanese inn) built in the Meiji Period. Unlike
urban offices where space is often limited, this place
is airy and spacious, serving in effect as a showroom
for his design concepts. Downstairs, a cocktail bar
with open seats on wooden floors serves as an event
space, while upstairs Bengs has mixed glass-hinged
panels and thick, sliding wooden doors with intricate

Karl Bengs' headquarters in Matsudai

iron fittings taken from an old storehouse slated for
destruction.
Bengs understands that many Japanese do not
want to live in old residences like these because they
tend to be cold and dark, particularly during the long
winters in Japan’s snow country. His approach is to
make them cozy and comfortable, with floor heating,
double-paned windows and insulation to keep the
warmth inside. He even mixes elements of German
architectural tradition outside and inside to create a
fusion of styles. Yet in all of his transformed homes,
Bengs says, “The most important point is to keep the
framework intact.”
That makes great sense, because the strong, solid,
wooden frameworks of Japan’s kominka are not only
gorgeous to behold, they also make these traditional
homes resistant to natural disasters, including
typhoons and earthquakes. “They are built soundly
and in such a way that they are easier to fix if damaged
by such disasters,” Bengs explains. “Carpenters didn’t
use any kinds of nails in their beautiful joinery, which
makes kominka flexible enough to withstand the
power of nature.”

Despite the aforementioned trend of Japanese
avoiding old residences, Bengs believes a surprising
number of younger city folk are interested in a less
stressful life in the countryside. “They don’t have
this fear of snow, or a negative image of countryside
life,” he observes. Nevertheless, Bengs admits that
one of the challenges for potential homeowners
in the countryside is finding jobs, and tells how he
has sometimes disassembled country homes and
relocated them closer to bigger cities, such as in
Tokyo’s Takanawa district, or the suburban side
of Saitama Prefecture where there are more job
opportunities.
Although Bengs has spent twenty-one years of his
life in Japan and has completed fifty residences as of
2015, he says he wants to build another fifty more,
and bring other projects to fruition.
“I’d like to preserve the community of architects
and carpenters,” he explains, “because they need to
have chances to use their skill.” Bengs believes his
work is not only about preserving Japan’s kominka,
but the skills required to build and maintain them
as well.
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yamagata
A visit to Japan’s backyard
SELENA HOY

A

S the train forges
north, the landscape
morphs from green
to snow-covered
white. Yamagata literally
means “mountain shape,”
and is indeed mountainous:
the Dewasanzan, Asahidake
and Iidesan mountain ranges
ridge her spine, and the storied
Mogami River rushes through
from the south to the Sea
of Japan on the northwest
border.
Fat flakes fall on the
sleepy town of Ginzan
Onsen (Silver Mountain Hot
Springs), a small collection of
buildings clustered around

a bend of the Ginzan River
in Yamagata’s northernmost
area. Steam rises from the
water, and some of the
snowflakes vanish, but most
pile up in a thick, muffling
blanket on traditional
ceramic-tiled roofs. A warm
glow emanates from the
windows and the smell of
sulfur hangs in the mist, an
evocative scene reminiscent
of Hayao Miyazaki’s movie
Spirited Away.
Established in the 1400s
as a silver mine, Ginzan
Onsen reached its height in
the 1600s. After the silver
was gone, the population
thinned, but the hot springs
were still known as a place

The atmospheric and inviting
environs of Ginzan Onsen

for therapeutic bathing. The
town remains a picturesque
hamlet where people enjoy
the traditional setting,
soothing waters and quiet
atmosphere.
At Showakan, one of the
ryokan (Japanese inns) in
Ginzan Onsen, the toasty and
warm tatami-matted rooms
come stocked with piping hot
green tea and snacks waiting
on a low table. Dinner is
soon served, bursting with
seasonal and local delicacies,
including salted, grilled ayu
(sweetfish, a small river fish),
roasted sansai (mountain
greens) wrapped in bamboo
leaves and cooked in miso,
and benigohan, or steamed

Strawberries ready for picking at Sagae Green Park

The Mogami River runs down to the Sea of Japan

YAMAGATA

Salted ayu (sweetish)
grilling by the coals

rice cooked with safflowers,
which turns the grains yellow
and red. A plethora of choices are
available for visitors planning an
after-meal bath. The extremely
soft water is said to be especially
good for rheumatic conditions and
improving skin conditions.
Yamagata is famous for its
fruit. Cherries top the list, but
the farmers here also grow
strawberries, pears, grapes,
blueberries and more. Sagae
Green Park offers all-you-caneat strawberry picking in a
country greenhouse. Measuring
a thousand tsubo (a Japanese
unit of measurement equivalent
to about four square yards), the
greenhouse is wall to wall with
plants dotted with sweet white

Travelers can ride this kotatsubune riverboat
along the route Matsuo Basho took

flowers, the heady sweet scent
of strawberries in air abuzz with
bees. Visitors gleefully consume
the bright red berries, cheeks
bulging.
Another memorable activity
is to ride a boat on the Mogami
River to retrace part of famous
haiku poet Matsuo Basho’s
journey through the region.
Called a kotatsubune, this long,
flat riverboat holds up to forty
passengers and in the winter has
kotatsu, heated tables with thick
quilts over the top. Guests sit in
cozy comfort while watching the
silent, snow-coated banks and ice
floes drift by outside. The regular
boat tours are available yearround, and outfitted to match the
season.

The heated tables covered with quilts,
called kotatsu, keep passengers cozy

The guide indicates points of
interest, like the “narrow road”
Basho traversed, a ravine named
for kappa (water sprites), and
waterfalls. She serenades her
listeners with plaintive Yamagata
folk songs while they eat bento
lunches and sip steaming tea.
Looking out at the wild and lovely
landscape, it’s easy to imagine the
gravity of embarking on a journey
here in times past. Once having
seen it, though, you’ll want to
come back soon yourself.
In this region of Japan, it’s a
white, snow-covered world until
right before the arrival of spring.
A trip to Yamagata offers a rare
opportunity to enjoy the unique
atmosphere of Japan’s northern
provinces.
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NOAM KATZ

S

ITUATED at the
western end of Japan’s
largest island, Honshu,
Yamaguchi Prefecture
has contributed much to
Japanese history. Not only has
the region been called home by
the largest number of Japan’s
prime ministers—including
current Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe—it also nurtured the
beginnings of Japan’s Meiji
Restoration.
The prefecture faces both
the Seto Inland Sea and the
Sea of Japan. Near the Sea
of Japan’s rugged and rocky
coastline off Yamaguchi lies
the island of Tsunoshima.

Tsunoshima Ohashi bridge
runs two kilometers across
emerald green waters to
this small, scenic isle, which
has been a filming location
for several movies and TV
dramas. Visitors can climb the
steep, spiraling staircase of
Tsunoshima’s stone lighthouse
(which dates back to 1876)
to enjoy scenic views of the
mainland’s coastline.
At the westernmost
part of the prefecture is
Shimonoseki, its largest city,
which has long served as a
link to neighboring Kyushu.
Shimonoseki’s bustling port is
also an international gateway
to other Asian countries. The
city’s most famous dish—one

One of Japan’s three iconic bridges,
Kintaikyo Bridge is rebuilt section by
section every two decades

that carries a lethal reputation—is
fugu (blowfish). Several organs of
fugu (including the eyes) contain
a toxin called tetrodotoxin that
almost invariably proves fatal
to humans if ingested. Serving
fugu was forbidden from the late
1500s after numerous soldiers in
feudal lord Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s
army apparently died from
eating improperly prepared fugu.
The ban was lifted in 1888 when
then-Prime Minister Hirobumi
Ito—another Yamaguchi native—
declared the delicacy fit for
consumption again. Chefs that
prepare fugu must be properly
licensed, making death from
eating one a rarity.
After the ban was lifted, the
first place authorized to serve

A fugu chef arranges translucent slices of the fish in a
chrysanthemum pattern

Asahi Shuzo Brewery, producer of the celebrated Dassai
brand of Japanese sake

fugu was the landmark restaurant
Shunpanro. The chef there cuts
the flesh in thin, translucent slices,
arranging them artfully on a large,
circular porcelain plate, typically in
the shape of a chrysanthemum. The
chef’s skill is evident in the speed
in which the dish is prepared, the
thinness of the slices, and of course
the exquisite design itself.
Also located in Shimonoseki is the
historic area of Jokamachi (“Castle
Town”) Chofu. Chofu Garden
contains three white traditional
storehouses and a sprawling
Japanese garden with a pond, perfect
for a leisurely stroll. “If visitors
staying in Shimonoseki City contact
the city’s International Affairs
Division, they can wear kimono
and have their photos taken in the

Perfect for a stroll: the pond and garden at Jokamachi Chofu
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Tsunoshima Ohashi: the bridge that links Yamaguchi to
the island

garden with traditional samurai
armor,” says Sadatoshi Ueta,
section chief of Shimonoseki City’s
International Affairs Division.
Narrow streets in another part
of this historic town run through
the old samurai quarter. Other
than the well-preserved Chofu
Mori Residence, however, few
of the ancient homes remain,
although walls of earth and
stone still enclose the town’s
inhabitants. Also close by is
Kouzan-ji temple, which is where
the movement to overthrow the
shogun and reinstate the Meiji
emperor began.
Near the prefecture’s border
with Hiroshima Prefecture is
the city of Iwakuni, home of the
famous Kintaikyo Bridge. First

constructed in 1673, this wooden
bridge features five sections with
graceful arches that span the Nishiki
River below. Portions of the bridge
are rebuilt every twenty years. At
about two hundred meters in length
and five meters in width, Kintaikyo
Bridge is one of Japan’s three great
bridges. Asahi Shuzo Brewery,
producer of the celebrated Dassai
brand of Japanese sake, is located in
the mountains near Iwakuni.
Yamaguchi has many more
historical cities, sights and
culinary offerings than the few
described above. This region
invites travelers to step out of the
hectic modern world and cross
over the waters of imagination to
envision the beginnings of Japan’s
modernization.
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Strawberry
Daifuku

ave you ever heard of strawberry daifuku?
A daifuku is a traditional Japanese
confection made of mochi (glutinous rice
cake) filled with anko (sweet red bean paste).
Put a strawberry inside that, and you have a
strawberry daifuku. The combination of the

chewy, sweet daifuku and the fresh, tart berry
produces a wonderfully intense flavor. These
snowy white domes are a great springtime
confection that you can buy at Japanese
confectioners as well as supermarkets. If you
have the chance, be sure to try some.

PLEASE VISIT the Government of Japan's official
English-language website
www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/

HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN
SEARCH our database for keywords that interest you
ALL PAST ISSUES available online

http://www.japan.go.jp/

The official JapanGov website functions as a portal
for users to access a broad range of information
from policy-related information to cultural content.

