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Volunteers have 
been the symbol of 

“assistance with a 
Japanese face” for five decades. 
They are the “grassroots 
diplomats” who work alongside 
local people in developing 
countries, lending their 
expertise and passion. Here are 
stories that show what they’ve 
accomplished and what they 
have meant to the world.
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MEKONG-JAPAN SUMMIT MEETING

On July 22, Prime Minister Abe hosted a summit 
meeting with H. E. Mr. Juan Orlando Hernández 
Alvarado, President of the Republic of Honduras, 

at the Prime Minister’s Office.
Prime Minister Abe expressed his delight at President 

Hernández’ first visit to Japan, and was pleased to be able 
to commemorate eighty years since the establishment of 
diplomatic relations between Japan and Honduras, and 
greet the momentous Japan-Central America Friendship 
Year. Prime Minister Abe further conveyed his unwavering 
support for Honduras’ stability and development, as well 
as his desire to strengthen relations as partners in various 
fields. 

In response, President Hernández expressed his delight 
at being able to visit Japan, which he held as closely as a 
brother or sister, in such a commemorative year, adding 
that he hoped to work hand in hand with Japan to further 
enhance relations.

On July 4, Prime Minister Abe attended the Seventh 
Mekong-Japan Summit Meeting in Tokyo.

At the beginning, Prime Minister Abe explained: 
“The Mekong region occupies a strategic position for land 
and maritime transport, and its peace and stability are 
therefore extremely important to Japan. The Mekong region 
is achieving powerful economic growth and is a partner with 
the potential for abundant growth.”

While summing up the accomplishments of “Tokyo 
Strategy 2012,’’ Prime Minister Abe proposed “New 
Tokyo Strategy 2015’’ as an initiative for the coming three 
years based on the view that it is important to realize 
quality growth in the Mekong region that combines 
inclusiveness, sustainability, and resilience. Furthermore, 
Prime Minister Abe announced that Japan will provide 
750 billion yen of Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
support to the Mekong region over the next three years.

JAPAN-LUXEMBOURG  
SUMMIT MEETING

JAPAN-HONDURAS  
SUMMIT MEETING

On July 17, Prime Minister Abe hosted a summit 
meeting with H. E. Mr. Xavier Bettel, Prime 
Minister of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, at 

the Prime Minister’s Office.
Prime Minister Abe welcomed Prime Minister Bettel to 

Japan, and expressed his appreciation that Prime Minister 
Bettel chose Japan as his first country to visit outside the 
European Union (EU) since Luxembourg assumed the 
presidency of the Council of the EU in July.

Prime Minister Bettel expressed his gratitude for Prime 
Minister Abe’s invitation and hospitality. He explained 
that he was overjoyed to be able to visit Japan as the EU 
Presidency, which represents the 500 million people of the 
EU, and noted that the bilateral relations, including the 

relationship between the Imperial Family of Japan and 
the Grand Ducal Family of Luxembourg, is extremely 
friendly. In addition, Prime Minister Bettel asked Prime 
Minister Abe to visit Luxembourg.
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Prime Minister Abe welcoming the Prime Minister of Luxembourg

Prime Minister Abe shaking hands with the President of the 
Republic of Honduras

The Mekong-Japan leaders' photo session

Prime Minister's Diary



JAPAN OVERSEAS 
COOPERATION VOLUNTEERS— 

50TH ANNIVERSARY
The Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers (JOCV) organization is 

celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of its founding this year. As a symbol of 
“tangible assistance with a Japanese face,” the JOCV has made it its mission to 
work closely together with and share the perspectives of the local people. 

But what is the JOCV all about? In this issue, we profile the true significance 
of the organization through examples of JOCV projects the world over while 
exploring the organization’s fifty-year history.

Feature JAPAN OVERSEAS COOPERATION VOLUNTEERS—50th ANNIVERSARY
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Tell us about the underlying philosophy of the JOCV. 
We have three principles in the JOCV: to 

contribute to the socioeconomic development of 
developing countries and regions, to foster mutual 
understanding between partner countries and Japan, 
and to nurture volunteers’ global perspectives. 
Since JICA’s volunteers live and work alongside 
local residents, carrying out their activities from the 
same standpoint as locals, such grassroots activities 
enable the JOCV to put its underlying philosophy 
into practice. In Japan, it has been a while since the 
country has put a strong emphasis on nurturing the 
Japanese people with global perspectives. The JOCV 
was launched as a forerunner to realize such ideas 

PHOTO: JICA
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VOLUNTEER PROGRAMS 
THAT ENERGIZE BOTH 
THE WORLD AND JAPAN

Interview with JICA President 

Akihiko Tanaka

AS part of Japan’s Official Development 
Assistance (ODA), the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) has been 

implementing the Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers (JOCV), one of its volunteer programs. 
As the JOCV celebrates its fiftieth anniversary 
this year, we spoke with JICA President Akihiko 
Tanaka about the philosophy and future 
prospects of the JOCV.



fifty years ago, and it has been lauded as a symbol 
of Japan’s international cooperation. I believe this 
reputation comes from the very foundations of the 
JOCV, a sort of “JOCV spirit” that every one of the 
more than forty thousand volunteers has cultivated 
since the program’s founding in 1965.  

Tell us about the volunteer activities that have 
capitalized on Japan’s strengths.

JICA is a comprehensive development 
institution that can provide a tailored and wide 
range of assistance to meet the needs of partner 
countries, from infrastructure development via 
financial assistance to personnel training through 
technological partnership—even community 
development on the grassroots level. While 
some volunteers, riding on this strength, work in 
collaboration with other JICA programs to promote 
effective cooperation, we also see other volunteers 
assigned alone in areas where no other aid programs 
have existed before. In either case, the volunteers 
think together with local residents, experience 
failures or setbacks, and learn the associated lessons 
to resolve development issues together. Through 
such processes, the volunteers themselves are 
learning a lot from locals.

What sort of feedback are you getting from your 
partner countries?

When I meet with key figures from our partner 
countries, they often speak highly of the volunteers’ 
approach, namely the respect for local customs and 
cultures, and their grassroots involvement with 
local communities. In addition to this approach, 
I believe politeness, modesty and diligence, 
behaviors often associated with the Japanese, are 
also helping the volunteers to build a relationship of 
mutual trust with the locals. 

Can you give us some examples of JOCV successes 
over the past fifty years?

Every volunteer has a story, and I can’t present 
all of them, but to give a few examples, over two 
hundred volunteers have contributed to textbook 

development and teacher training for math 
education in Honduras. Some volunteers have 
also made significant contributions to eradicating 
infectious diseases such as smallpox in Ethiopia 
and polio in Bangladesh. Other volunteers gave 
hope and joy through sports and music activities 
to children who were forced to flee their countries 
because of civil war or political uncertainty. We 
have a great variety of significant results the 
volunteers have achieved together with locals in 
partner countries. 

Even after the volunteers return from their 
assignments, they go on to capitalize on such 
experiences and expertise by working for, 
among others, domestic or foreign businesses, 
local governments, educational institutions, 
international organizations, and NGOs. The 
huge international human networks woven by 
forty thousand ex-volunteers over five decades is 
undoubtedly also an invaluable asset for our future. 

Tell us about JOCV’s future objectives and 
direction.  

As globalization progresses, the challenges 
we face are becoming more diverse and complex, 
and the world is getting more interdependent. 
We should tackle together the changing issues 
and needs of partner countries as well. In Japan’s 
Development Cooperation Charter, which the 
Cabinet finalized this February, “human security” 
is highlighted as the guiding principle of Japan’s 
development cooperation policy. It also stressed 
the importance of collaborating with developing 
countries in equal partnership. In this changing 
environment, the role of the volunteers as 
“grassroots diplomats” will become much more 
vital to realizing such principles.

In celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the 
JOCV this year, we will also take this opportunity 
to set a new goal for its next half century. We will 
work hard and dedicate ourselves to developing 
volunteer programs that further promote 
“international cooperation that energizes both the 
world and Japan.” 
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UNHCR Hails 
Dedication of 
JOCVs

Interview with UNHCR Japan 
Representative 

Michael 
Lindenbauer

THE Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
was established in 1950 to lead and 

coordinate international efforts to protect 
refugees and resolve refugee problems. 
We asked UNHCR Japan representative 
Michael Lindenbauer how Japan Overseas 
Cooperation Volunteers (JOCVs) have 
contributed to the UNHCR’s mandate around 
the globe.

Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers (JOCV) is a JICA volunteer 
program that recruits young people 
between the ages of twenty and thirty-
nine who have the desire to utilize their 
skills, knowledge and experience for the 
sake of people in developing countries.

In 1965, five young Japanese departed 
for Laos as volunteers from a nation 
that had finally recovered from the 
chaos following World War II. In the five 
decades since, the number of countries 
where volunteers have been sent stands 
at ninety-six, and the total number of 
volunteers has risen to 46,926 (as of the 
end of November 2014). 

 MICHAEL KANERT

50  years of Japan Overseas 

Cooperation Volunteers

Timeline:

Japanese government starts Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) 
Founding of Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers/first 
volunteer group sent abroad (Laos)
 First volunteer group sent to Africa (Kenya)
First volunteer group sent to Central America (El Salvador)
First volunteer group sent to Oceania (Western Samoa 
[now Samoa])
Establishment of Japan International Cooperation Agency 
(JICA)/Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers renamed in 
Japanese (English unchanged)
First volunteer group sent to South America (Paraguay)
Number of volunteers sent abroad exceeds 10,000
First volunteer group sent to Eastern Europe (Hungary)
Number of volunteers sent abroad exceeds 20,000
Number of volunteers sent abroad exceeds 30,000
Number of volunteers sent abroad exceeds 40,000
Fiftieth anniversary of JOCV founding

1954

1965

1966
1968
1972

1974

1978
1990
1992
2000
2007
2015
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How have JOCVs contributed to UNHCR programs?
The work of Japanese volunteers has been 

extremely important to the UNHCR over the years. 
They are working in many of the areas we try to 
cover through our interventions, as teachers, in 
the field of health and as grassroots-level support 
responding to the day-to-day needs of refugees. 
One out of the many programmes where JICA and 
the UNHCR worked very closely together was in 
Burkina Faso for Malian refugees in 2014. In this 
operation, six JOCVs organized social activities for 
refugee women and recreational and educational 
activities for refugee children in different refugee 
camps. 

JICA also supports those who are interested in 
working with UN agencies as UN Volunteers (UNVs) 
after they complete their JOCV term, as part of 
their career support. Twenty such JICA-sponsored 
UNVs have so far joined the UNHCR, and played 
an important role of liaising between JICA and the 
UNHCR at the field level. 

Many of the refugee situations globally are what 
we call “protracted refugee situations,” where there 
are second- and third-generation refugees. So to talk 
about a humanitarian response in such a long-term 
refugee situation is not really the point, because 
many of these refugees and the communities 
hosting them have more developmental needs. As 
a developmental actor, JICA is a key partner in our 

efforts to promote self-sufficiency among refugees and 
to bring solutions to such protracted situations.

What would you say distinguishes Japanese 
volunteers?

They are exceptionally hardworking, extremely 
committed to their work, and highly motivated. Many 
of these JOCVs are not people coming in to do this 
for a year or two and then disappearing and going 
back into business—they are really motivated to stay 
within the field of international cooperation. After 
their JOCV experience, many come to the UNHCR or 
other humanitarian agencies and stay with us, so to 
speak, and with the refugees, and maintain their deep 
personal commitment to the humanitarian cause. 

What would you like to see from the JOCV program in 
the future?

Ideally, I would like to see it expand, and for us—
together with JICA—to approach the whole JOCV 
program and the deployment of JOCVs in a more 
strategic way. We believe our Japanese colleagues 
make a huge contribution to our global efforts, and 
we have a tremendous need for added capabilities 
and more good and highly committed people in the 
organization. I very much hope that what is already at 
a high level can be developed further to increase the 
cooperation and impact of that program on our ever-
more difficult work.

Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers 
Dispatch Percentages by Area

Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers Field 
Activity—Current Status

Social 
Welfare 3% Planning    

Administration
19% 

Commerce   
Tourism 3%
Public 
Sector 
1%

Human 
Resources
49%

asia
31%

Central 
and

south
america

19%

oceania
9%

middle
east

4% africa
37%

Agriculture/
Forestry/

Fishery
5%

Public Health    
Medical 

Treatment 
18%

Mining 
Industries 2%

Energy 0%

As of January 1, 2015 As of January 1, 2015 

Source: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan
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 TAMI KAWASAKI

IT was 1965 when the Overseas Technical 
Cooperation Agency, the predecessor of the 
Japan International Cooperation Agency, began 

recruiting the first generation of Japan Overseas 
Cooperation Volunteers (JOCVs). Happening across a 
newspaper advertisement about this one day, Masako 
Hoshino applied and was chosen as one of the first 
five JOCV members to be sent to Laos. She has been 
active at the front lines of international cooperation 
ever since, in a career spanning fifty years.

Hoshino received a higher education and married, 
but after ten years as a housewife got a divorce.  
Having just started a career as a Japanese-language 
teacher, she was just under the cutoff age of thirty-
three at the time of her application. 

“Back at that time in Japan, it was suffocating to 
be a woman,” Hoshino says. “Joining the JOCV was 
my best chance to use the skills I had at the time to 
escape from Japan for legitimate reasons.”

Dispatched as a Japanese-language teacher to 
Laos, she describes the place then as “poor in material 
things, but blessed with the beauty of nature and a 
wide variety of agricultural produce. It was a tranquil 
and spiritually rich country.” When she arrived at 
her post, there was actually no pressing need for a 
Japanese teacher, and for a time she was frustrated 
at this setback. Through her persistent and proactive 
efforts, however, after six months Hoshino was able 
to start a Japanese class. 1

GLOBAL 
FIRST 
RESPONDER
Masako Hoshino describes her experiences as 
one of the first generation of JOCV members 
and her five decades on the front lines of 
international cooperation.

2
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1 JOCV pioneer Masako Hoshino
2 The 1967 closing ceremony at Hoshino’s Japanese-language school
3 Ministry of Education staff in Laos at the time
4 Hoshino in Laos, 1966

By expanding her network of personal 
relationships through her highly ambitious students, 
and through homestays at Laotian households, 
where men and women support each other equally, 
Hoshino became captivated by Laotian culture. 
“Japan has a lot to learn from Laos,” she notes. 

Filled with a desire to get even closer to the people 
of Laos, she worked hard to improve her fluency in 
Lao and French, and decided to stay in the country 
even after her JOCV posting concluded, finding 
work as a secretary to the Japanese ambassador to 
Laos. While in Laos, she married a Japanese scholar 
named Tatsuo Hoshino, and afterward adopted 
an intelligent and gentle Laotian daughter. While 
the political situation was unstable at the time, she 
resided in Laos and neighboring Thailand for a total 
of eighteen years.

When Hoshino served as a translator for relief 
activities for Southeast Asian refugees, she became 
strongly aware of the need to establish Japan’s 
first nongovernmental organization (NGO). After 
witnessing the activities of foreign NGOs and 
civilian volunteers, she began appealing to related 
agencies. In 1980, she helped to launch Japan’s first 
international cooperation NGO, the Japan Service 
Center, now known as the Japan International 
Volunteer Center (JVC). Later, as JVC Secretary 
General, she became active in refugee relief efforts 
in both Asia and Africa, and contributed greatly to 
the advancement of women’s issues in Japan. For 
her track record in serving at the forefront of civilian 

international cooperation as a bridge between Japan 
and the rest of the world, Hoshino was awarded  The 
Order of the Rising Sun, Gold Rays with Rosette by the 
government of Japan in 2012.

As a leading figure in building awareness for 
Japanese volunteer work, Hoshino explains her 
philosophy that international cooperation “is not 
meant to force development onto a country, but to 
support the rising energy that occurs voluntarily at 
the local level.” Although she now serves as a JVC 
advisor, Hoshino says she “wants to remain at the 
front lines to feel where the world is.” As a refugee 
examination counselor for the Immigration Bureau of 
Japan at the Ministry of Justice, she continues to stay 
involved in refugee issues.

“I’ve had a lucky life,” Hoshino says. “If I hadn’t 
come across that newspaper ad for volunteers in 
the National Diet Library, I would have never been 
posted to Laos, and I would never have encountered 
NGO activities, and I probably wouldn’t be where I 
am today.” Always firmly aware of her good fortune, 
Hoshino has worked hard to achieve further progress. 
Fluent in five languages, and currently learning her 
sixth—German—she has faced the world directly from 
the day she became a first-generation JOCV member, 
and continues to walk that path alongside the global 
community. 

3 4
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 RIEKO SUZUKI

“IF I had not met her, I would not be 
where I am today,” declares Kenya’s 
Horticultural Crops Development 

Authority (HCDA) managing director, 
Dr. Alfred Serem, part of the Kenya 
representative group at the fifth Tokyo 
International Conference on African 
Development (TICAD) held in Yokohama in 
2013. 

He is speaking of Michiko Tsuyuki, 
who taught mathematics at Kapsabet Boys 
High School in Kenya as a Japan Overseas 
Cooperation Volunteers (JOCV) member 
from 1978 to 1980. Thanks to the bonds 
created by the JOCV’s consistent efforts 
to promote “tangible cooperation with a 
human face,” the two of them met again in 
2012, after thirty-two years apart.

“Since I was a young child I had always 
wanted to visit Africa one day,” recalls 
Tsuyuki. “But without some kind of special 
skills or abilities I wouldn’t have been able 
to stay in Africa for a long period of time. 
So I decided to join the JOCV and offer 

A STUDENT’S LONG-
AWAITED REUNION
The bonds built through the classroom 
between a JOCV math teacher in her twenties 
and her students at a boarding school in Kenya 
remain unbroken even after thirty-five years.

1

2

3
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what I could, which was to be a teacher of science and 
mathematics.”

Tsuyuki had strong feelings toward Africa, but 
says that she knew nothing about the lifestyle in the 
region. “For the first month in Kenya we members 
were put in a homestay with a local family, and 
afterward were assigned to our respective posts. 
During this homestay period, we came to understand 
the real lifestyles of the Kenyan people. The students 
at the Kapsabet boarding school didn’t know that I 
had been in a homestay, but I believe they could sense 
that I genuinely understood them, so even without 
using words I was able to communicate to them that I 
was approachable.”

Like Alfred Serem, many of the students Tsuyuki 
taught have gone on to become talented individuals 
active on the front lines of their respective fields. 
“The fact that she taught us the Japanese virtues of 
diligence, courtesy and modesty—and encouraged us 
to work hard and continue to have hope—helped us to 
improve our academic skills,” says Serem, who does 
not hesitate to sing her praises.

“My generation was taught by our parents to be 
trustworthy, honest and hard-working, and so I feel 
that I must have naturally been saying that to my 
students as well,” Tsuyuki explains. “These children, 
with their adaptable spirits, were filled with the hope 

that they would succeed, and they honestly and 
straightforwardly accepted the things I said. At 
the dormitories, every night from seven to nine 
was private study time. When I tried to give them 
supplementary lessons or tests, though, instead 
of being annoyed, they would loudly and joyfully 
welcome me. When I met Alfred again, he told 
me that he and the others enjoyed my classes, but 
being able to put all of my energies into teaching 
such enthusiastic students was a truly meaningful 
experience for myself as well.”

Tsuyuki returned to Japan two years later. 
Having acutely sensed the importance of education 
from being in Africa, and the fact that she herself 
lacked insight into Japanese culture, she took 
lessons in calligraphy and wearing kimono while 
continuing to work as a teacher. 

Tsuyuki’s experience in Kenya affected her life 
afterward as well. And Serem, having become the 
HCDA’s managing director, finally saw the fruits of 
his passionate efforts rewarded in 2012, as Tsuyuki 
and her Kenyan students were reunited.

“Stirred by our reunion, I helped pay the tuition 
fees for one of the students at the high school 
where Dr. Serem serves as chairman,” Tsuyuki 
says. “And there was a young man I met during that 
time in Kenya who is currently studying abroad at 
a Japanese university, so I am providing support 
to ensure that the young man and his friend enjoy 
a smooth transition to life in Japan. From now on, 
I want to be able to do what I can to help Kenyans 
who come to Japan to love this country.”  

Tsuyuki adds: “To truly hope for someone’s 
happiness from the bottom of your heart is the kind 
of support that we Japanese people can provide. 
That is what I felt through my experiences in 
Kenya.” That belief has remained unchanged even 
after decades, and will continue to be the kind of 
warm support that Japan can deliver. 

1 Dr. Alfred Serem serves on the board of this school
2 Michiko Tsuyuki with her former pupil, Dr. Alfred Serem
3 Tsuyuki taught science and math in Kenya from 1978 to 1980
4 Tsuyuki meeting with several former students in Kenya

4
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 TAMI KAWASAKI

AS emerging nations ramp up their business 
development and Japanese corporations 
continue to globalize their business activities, 

the needs to provide a global vision and grounded 
knowledge—and secure talent who understand local 
languages and cultures as they apply to corporate 
activities—have gained vital importance. In response 
to these needs, the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA) launched the Private-Sector 
Partnership Volunteer Program in 2012 to partner 
with corporations in developing global talent. The 
program’s distinction is that it considers the needs 
of each corporation in selecting the host country, 
the occupational category, posting period and other 
aspects for a “custom dispatch.” By sending corporate 
talent  to countries in which the company is seeking 
to do more business, they become immersed in 
the local language and circumstances and develop 
personal relationships while working to resolve issues 

in developing nations through their volunteer 
activities.

Hiroki Kawada of Kawada Industrial, Inc., 
a company headquartered in Higashi-Kagawa 
City in Kagawa Prefecture, entered the program 
and went to Indonesia in 2014. At the regional 
office of the Department of Tourism, Post and 
Telecommunication for the Special Region of 
Yogyakarta, he performed marketing activities 
to attract Japanese tourists—including creating 
sightseeing booklets and its official website—and 
provided information to Japanese travel agencies. 
After his posting ended in February this year, he 
was assigned to Kawada Industrial’s Indonesia 
office, where he oversees operations and 
production control at the local factory. 

Looking back on his year of volunteer activities, 
Kawada says, “I’ll treasure the experience and 
knowledge I gained as a volunteer for the rest of 
my life.” Kawada Industrial President Kazuhiko 
Murao offers his own praise: “From the corporate 

VOLUNTEERING BONDS 
MEET MUTUAL NEEDS
The Japan International Cooperation Agency’s Private-Sector Partnership Volunteer Program helps 
Japanese businesses cultivate global talent. Here is one success story involving a young employee 
dispatched to Indonesia. 1
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perspective as well, this experience turned out to be 
ideal.”

Kawada Industrial, which produces sports 
gloves and has nine decades of history, boasts a 
30 percent share of the Japanese domestic market 
for golf gloves. While headquartered in Higashi-
Kagawa City, the largest production center of gloves 
in Japan, the company does all its manufacturing 
in overseas factories such as in China. During the 
process of opening their factory in Yogyakarta in 
2014, however, concerns arose about the differences 
in business practices between the two cultures, 
such as the speed of business and decision-making 
procedures. President Murao was surprised to find 
that “while employees we had trained ourselves 
struggled to make progress with procedures such as 
approvals and authorizations at local government 
offices, they were instantly furnished when young 
Mr. Kawada handled them.” According to Murao, the 
highly proficient language skills and understanding 
of the local culture Kawada acquired, as well 
as his knowledge of the area and interpersonal 
relationships, are the major driving forces behind the 
latter’s success.

During his days at the Office of Tourism, Kawada 
would travel to tourism areas on foot and gather 
information by talking directly with the people 
in those locales. And while he struggled at times, 
he says “the language skills and encounters, the 
knowledge of the local culture and geography—the 
benefits I gained were truly invaluable.” While 
Indonesia’s easygoing society can at times present a 
hurdle to commercial practices, at the same time he 
steadily gained experience and cultivated methods 
for advancing business. 

“For small to medium-sized companies, JICA 
supplements a portion of the labor costs during 
the volunteer program, and even provides living 
accommodations,” Murao points out. “Because 
we can develop outstanding talent while keeping 
the cost of dispatching an employee to the area 
low, the merits from the corporate perspective are 
extremely favorable.

“Seeing Mr. Kawada’s growth firsthand, I’m 
certain he will contribute immensely to our 
Indonesia business,” Murao continues. “The 
intuition and global business sense that can 
be gained from being at an overseas base of 
production will be of great help to the industry in 
creating products.” 

Kawada is also enthusiastic. “I’d like to take 
advantage of my knowledge and experience, and 
by producing good results in Indonesia repay the 
kindness my company has shown me with this 
wonderful opportunity.” 

1 Taman Sari—a royal pleasure garden and bathing complex in 
Yogyakarta

2 Tourists in Pindul Cave ready to float down the underground 
river on inner tubes

3 Kawada dressed in traditional Indonesian garb
4 President Kazuhiko Murao of Kawada Industrial 
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 RIEKO SUZUKI

DURING Japan’s presentation to the International 
Olympic Committee in September 2013, 
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe announced 

the details of his Sport for Tomorrow (SFT) Programme. 
As Japan’s international contribution to sports, the 
SFT Programme is designed to promote technological 
cooperation through sports and expand the value of 
athletics during the seven-year period from 2014 to 
2020, targeting more than ten million people in over a 

hundred countries. We spoke to Go Kuroki, who 
taught baseball in Brazil for two years as a member 
of the Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers 
(JOCV) and is currently involved in promoting 
international cooperation through sports at the 
Nippon Sport Science University International 
Center.

“I went to Brazil as a JOCV member to teach 
baseball for two years starting in 2009, and in 
2013 I served as a coach for the Brazilian national 
team at the World Baseball Classic (WBC),” Kuroki 
says. “The reason I applied to the JOCV was that 
when I was a part-time instructor for physical 
education at a junior high school, I wanted to 
widen my narrow perspective to the much larger 
world. Right around that time my former teacher 
recommended that path to me. My father, who had 
studied abroad on his own in America, strongly 
supported my application, and that was a big 
motivation in making the decision.”

Kuroki, who devoted all of his time to baseball 
during his student days, described the two 
months he spent in Yokohama undergoing 
language training after becoming a JOCV 
candidate as his “first experience having to study 
so hard.” Upon arriving in Brazil, he spent another 
three weeks in local training, and eventually was 
posted to Indaiatuba, a city with a population of 

TRAINING FOR 
THE WORLD’S 
SPORTING 
FUTURE
Japan’s Sport for Tomorrow Programme is designed 
to use the country’s world-class prowess in sports 
education to enhance international cooperation 
through athletics and promote the sporting life 
throughout the world.

1
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about 1.4 million, where he became the sole coach for 
the city’s baseball team.

“I was told that they wanted me to teach them the 
hard work of Japanese baseball, including etiquette 
and manners. But when I began teaching them the way 
I was taught in Japan, they started complaining, and 
within two weeks a team that started out with fourteen 
players was down to three. I believe this is a common 
issue that others have faced, and one that concerns 
many people in the JOCV. When it comes down to the 
choice of either adjusting my teaching methods to fit 
the local pace of life or sticking to what I believe in, I 
decided that no matter how many people complained 
that my methods were too harsh, if these three players 
would stick with me then I would continue to teach 
the kids the way I believed was right. When the other 
players noticed that those three kids were improving 
dramatically, before long they returned to practice, and 
in the end our team was ranked third in Brazil.” 

This success garnered Kuroki national attention, 
leading to positions as a coach for Brazil’s U12 and U16 
teams, which in turn led to an opportunity to get to 
know the chairman of the nation’s baseball federation, 
helping pave the way to serving as coach of Brazil’s 
WBC national team.

At the Nippon Sport Science University International 
Center, the SFT Programme is being promoted 
through an increase in international friendly matches 

for martial arts and other sports, as well as through 
dispatching students overseas as short-term JICA 
volunteers. 

“Currently, we send eight persons every year to the 
Cambodian National Institute of Physical Education 
and Sport to provide instructional training in physical 
education, while eighteen are sent throughout Brazil 
to provide instruction in baseball,” Kuroki explains. 
“In Nepal, they are about to begin a program for 
gymnastics training. Physical education in overseas 
countries tends to emphasize the recreational aspects, 
but I believe that Japanese physical education is 
distinguished by its basis in theory, bone structure and 
science, and improving discipline and problem-solving 
skills, which provide a comprehensive foundation for 
general fundamentals.”

Kuroki is clearly proud of being able to contribute to 
international cooperation through the use of Japanese 
volunteers to teach and strengthen local physical 
education curriculums. The SFT Programme will no 
doubt produce more such positive outcomes. 

1 Go Kuroki giving some batting advice to a young Brazilian hitter
2 Kuroki placed great emphasis on both the mental and technical 

aspects during practices
3 Hitting practice at the Nippon Sport Science University 

International Center
4 In 2013, Kuroki helped coach the Brazilian national team at the 

World Baseball Classic
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 RIEKO SUZUKI

AS a member of the Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers (JOCV), Etsuko Kato was engaged 
in welfare and employment training work 

with Rwandan street children. After returning to 
Japan, she established the Shigoto no aru Kurashi (A 
Life with Employment) office, which aids depressed 
and shut-in people in their transition to gainful 
employment. Through that office, she also showcases 
products made in Rwandan studios to Japanese 
people. 

“I applied to the JOCV after hearing from a friend 
of mine who is a clinical psychologist that applied 

for a position as a social worker in Nepal,” Kato 
says. “I was intrigued at the possibility of putting 
the clinical psychology I’d studied at university 
to use overseas, so I researched the JOCV, and 
it just so happened that the next program was 
soliciting volunteers to work with street children 
in Rwanda.”

 Kato was selected as a volunteer and worked 
in Rwanda from 2006 to 2008 at a welfare facility 
operated by a Belgian NGO. In addition to training 
the staff there in counseling, she made the rounds 
with educators to aid street children in need.

 “Contrary to my expectations, many street 
children had families,” she recalls. “Because of 
their poverty, the eldest children have to work 
to feed their families, and spend long hours on 
the street. They begin to get into trouble with 
their friends, eventually become estranged 
from their families and lose a place to return 
to, which is a vicious cycle. It’s not enough to 
simply return these children to their homes; they 

INDEPENDENT 
LIFE SUPPORT
A Japanese social worker who has seen the harsh 
realities of the lives of Rwandan street children up 
close as a member of the Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers is working to support the independence 
of the disadvantaged in both Rwandan and Japanese 
societies.
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they need emotional support and counseling, and 
an environment in which they can earn stable wages 
and create a stable economic base for their families. I 
was made painfully aware of this reality.”

Kato received funding from the Tiny Heart Project 
(part of the Supporting Organization of JOCV) to 
launch a studio in October 2007. Young people who 
have completed occupational training in such fields 
as creating accessories from cow horn can use their 
skills to earn wages while producing handicrafts 
at the studio. The pieces are sold at local souvenir 
shops, hotels, and at charity events organized by 
embassies, with the youths earning the equivalent of 
seventy U.S. dollars a month. Compared to the local 
teachers’ salary of about fifty dollars a month, this is 
a considerable wage.

After returning to Japan, Kato continued her 
counseling work while exploring ways to support 
poverty relief efforts in Rwanda. She established 
the Shigoto no aru Kurashi office in 2011 in Aichi 
Prefecture. Products made by a team of about eight 
people aged between eighteen and twenty-five at the 
studio in Rwanda reach Japan, where Shigoto no aru 
Kurashi members put the finishing touches on them 
and then sell them at domestic events. Profits go 
back to the studio in Rwanda and serve as capital for 
its continued operation. 

Funding from the JICA Fund for the People of the 
World, a charitable donation system established by 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency that 
allows direct donations to people in developing 
countries who suffer from poverty and hunger, 
enabled Kato to purchase equipment for her studio 
and build a network in Rwanda. “I am very grateful 
for that program,” she says. “As a former JOCV 
member, I’m proud that Japan has a fund like that.” 

She adds: “A former JOCV colleague is also 
working with a women’s group that produces tote 
bags, sisal hemp baskets, and other accessories. I’d 
like to keep building new sales routes in Japan for 
these kinds of products.” 

Kato notes that she would like to create three 
to four such studios in Rwanda, each employing 
around ten people, and support their growth so that 
Rwandans can operate them independently. She 
overflows with warm enthusiasm at the prospect of 
helping the disadvantaged—both in Rwanda and in 
Japan—find a footing. 

1 Young trainees at Kato’s studio
2 Etsuko Kato sharing lunch with a young Rwandan friend
3 Vividly colored baskets made at the studio Kato founded
4 Shigoto no aru Kurashi members confer at the office in Aichi 

Prefecture
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 TAMI KAWASAKI

IN 2011, the Great East Japan Earthquake besieged 
the Tohoku region, and Japan’s coast along the 
Pacific Ocean sustained massive tsunami damage. 

Iwate and Miyagi prefectures had been considered 
among Japan’s best fishing grounds, with many large-
scale ports serving as hubs for international fisheries 
industries. However, boats and harbor facilities were 
swept away en masse—as were many people. The port 
in Masaru Kurosawa’s hometown was reduced to a pile 
of rubble. “The entire town was in despair,” he recalls. 

A former JOCV member, Kurosawa is now a teacher 
at Iwate Prefectural Miyako Fisheries High School. In 
addition to working with his students to restore local 

oyster aquaculture, he is compiling area-specific 
information about the local seas passed down 
from his grandfather and father and publicizing it 
as part of efforts to restore and revitalize Iwate’s 
fishing grounds. It is a long road, but Kurosawa 
says, “With no lifelines or facilities after the 
earthquake, the way we had to work with what 
we had on hand was just like my experience as a 
JOCV volunteer. What I learned then is coming to 
the fore now.”

Kurosawa’s experience with the JOCV was in 
1998, on Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands in 
the South Pacific. His adventure there began with 
setbacks, however. His grandfather and father 
had taught Kurosawa the ABCs of fishing from 
a young age. Confident in his knowledge and 
skill in fisheries work, he was dispatched to the 
island to train the villagers in using fishing as a 
means of earning income. He was dismayed to 
find that the fishing implements and facilities in 
the village were in even worse disrepair than 
he could have imagined. Coupled with the 
drastic difference in climate and customs, 
it came as a major shock to Kurosawa.

Rousing himself to deliver 
results as a JOCV member and 
envoy from Japan, Kurosawa 
took land surveys and 
interviewed local 

1

SEEDS OF 
KNOWLEDGE 
TRANSPLANTED 
FOR RECOVERY
Masaru Kurosawa was once dispatched to the 
Solomon Islands with the JOCV. Now a high 
school teacher in Iwate Prefecture, he works with 
his students to restore the local oyster industry 
obliterated by the Great East Japan Earthquake. 
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fishermen. Understanding the local waters in theory, 
however, was not the same as braving them in 
person. The waves would shake the boat and the 
fishing gear would fall overboard. 

“I would make dumb mistakes like that and the 
local fishermen would laugh at me,” he remembers. 
“Until that time, I was confident of my abilities, so 
the feeling of self-loathing kept me awake at nights.” 
After much trial and error, he discovered a way of 
catching so many fish that it surprised not only the 
locals but also Kurosawa himself.

In between these labors, Kurosawa taught the 
local children soccer and karate, and they in turn 
taught him the local language. Soon enough, he was 
treated as one of the villagers and was invited to 
village rites and festivals. An ethnic conflict broke 
out a year later, however, and Kurosawa moved 
on to his next location, feeling pangs of regret at 
being unable to help. The struggles he faced in 
Guadalcanal became a precious memory for him, and 
he considered going abroad again. 

Amid these life twists and turns, Kurosawa 
arrived at his current position as a teacher, but 
he still had some doubts. He did not feel up to 
the task of engrossing himself in education and 
changing children’s lives. However, he says the 2011 
earthquake changed him. The town was in a state 
of hopelessness, yet the seasons kept coming, and 
seaweed started to grow in the ruins of the harbor, 

with fish coming in. “The children, too, would 
grow up,” he says. “I realized I had to do my part to 
revitalize the fisheries for the sake of students at the 
Fisheries High School.” 

After considering what he could do, Kurosawa 
set his sights on oyster culturing and the cultivation 
of seed oysters to drive this effort. Because of the 
earthquake, seed oysters were difficult to come 
by in neighboring Miyagi Prefecture, paralyzing 
Iwate’s own oyster industry. It has been sixty years 
since the last seed oyster was caught in Iwate, for 
reasons unknown. The condition is so pronounced 
that it is said the discovery of seed oysters would 
revolutionize Iwate’s fisheries. This is why Kurosawa 
feels such a sense of purpose, and he has his work 
cut out for him. He and the students continue to chop 
wood, building platforms for the spawning grounds 
and continuing to research how to develop the next 
seed oyster.

“The disaster has given us an opportunity to 
rise to the challenge for Iwate’s salvation,” says 
Kurosawa. “I hope the students here do not forget the 
spirit of contributing to the local region even after 
they graduate and become adults.” The influence of 
his grandfather and father, who taught Kurosawa 
about the grandeur of the ocean, looms large, and 
his experiences with the JOCV and the earthquake 
are giving him the unstinting resolve to be a local 
educator tied closely to the region. 

1 Preparing to launch a floating platform for the oyster spawning 
grounds

2 Constructing one of the platforms 
3 Kurosawa in 1999 discussing ocean matters with Solomon 

Islanders
4 JOCV member Masaru Kurosawa on the water with a  

Guadalcanal local

4
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W
HAT is required to capture 
clear sound from a specific 
location at a distance? 
Certain technologies for 

this purpose do exist, including parabola 
microphones used in birdwatching 
and shotgun mikes used for live sports 
broadcasts. Tabletop mikes used for long-
distance telephone calls, as well as those 
in smartphones, also capitalize on array 
technology that uses multiple microphones 
to process audio signals.

Microphone arrays are well suited to 
picking up certain sounds clearly, but 
only around two to four microphones are 
actually used on arrays that are in practical 
use at present. Unfortunately, such arrays 
are poor at collecting distant sounds.

The Acoustic Information Group at NTT 
Media Intelligence Laboratories wondered 
what would happen if they increased 
the number of mikes on an array to one 
hundred or so. This notion led the lab 
to develop the “zoom-in mike” sound 
collection system. 

The team established the fundamental 
principles for the properties of sound the 

microphone needed to pick up in order 
to accurately isolate distant sounds. The 
result was a special array composed of 
12 parabola-shaped reflector plates and 
96 specialized microphones. Each mike 
is calibrated to pick up a certain range of 
sounds from within the wide range of audio 
the array collects, allowing it to accurately 
gather audio even at long distances. Using 
traditional technology, differentiating 
sounds picked up at a distance of just five 
meters was tough, but NTT’s zoom-in mike 
can clearly isolate one person’s voice out 
of a group conversation at a distance of 
around twenty meters.

Traditional microphone arrays try 
to pick out desired sounds and remove 
ambient noise, but their ability to pick up 
sounds degrades rapidly after five meters, 
leading to lower sound quality than is 
typically desired. In contrast, zoom-in 
mikes collect every sound at high quality 
and offer enhanced noise suppression and 
speech recognition. In addition, NTT’s 
microarray processing software, developed 
in-house, allows specific sound sources to 
be selected or eliminated at will.

Big Sound 
Zoom

Kenta Niwa
NTT researcher

BIFUE USHIJIMA

NTT’s new intelligent microphone array technology captures 
sounds at a distance with consummate clarity—and can focus 
on individual voices and noises as well.
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“By using this system together with a telephoto 
lens camera, it might even be possible to zoom in 
the video feed on a certain player during a soccer 
match in a huge stadium while also amplifying 
only the sound of that player’s voice,” explains NTT 
researcher Kenta Niwa.

NTT Media Intelligence Laboratories has also 
built a “target mike” that uses zoom-in mike 
technology to capture specified sounds collected 
during sporting events. While it looks like a regular 
shotgun mike, the target mike utilizes multiple-
microphone array technology to pick up the diverse 
sounds of sporting events and more. The lab is now 
running experiments in cooperation with NHK to 
try amplifying sound that brings broadcasts to life, 
such as the sound of soccer players kicking a ball or 
yelling in excitement, the sound of sumo wrestlers 
unleashing their famous harite slaps and their 
collisions, and other electrifying sounds.

While NTT’s target mike uses the same method 
as its zoom-in mike to accentuate sounds, the 
current technology is better at doing this for certain 
sounds than for others. Overcoming this weakness 
is the next step for the technology. 

“Our technology easily picks up quick bursts 
of sound, such as when a ball is kicked or a sumo 

wrestler is smacked, but has trouble extracting 
flatter sounds, such as the sound made when 
a swimmer strokes through the water,” Niwa 
explains. “We hope to improve on that until it 
captures all sounds to provide a richer, more 
realistic experience.”

While one goal of development is clearly to finish 
in time for use at the 2020 Tokyo Olympics, the 
scope of other potential uses is also quite broad. The 
technology could be used during the question-and-
answer sessions of international conferences held 
at large venues—removing the need for individual 
mikes—as well as at other places where large 
numbers of people gather. 

NTT’s new “zoom-in” mike array precisely picks up and differentiates sounds at a distance

The “target mike” NTT developed captures specified sounds at 
sports matches and other events



MICHAEL KANERT

S
TANDING 182 centimeters tall with bleached 
blond hair, Katsura Sunshine is anything but 
your typical rakugoka (comic storyteller). 

Before he took an interest in Japan’s 
400-year-old art of comic storytelling, the man who 
would become Sunshine was a successful playwright 
in his hometown of Toronto, Canada. When he came 
to Japan under the name Gregory Robic in 1999, he 
simply planned to spend a few months examining 
the similarities between ancient Greek theater and 
Japanese Noh and kabuki before heading home. 
“And as soon as I got to Japan, I thought, ‘Why 
didn’t anybody tell me this was going to be such a 
fascinating place?’ ” Sunshine recalls.

The first foreign-born professional rakugo 
storyteller in a century shares traditional 
Japanese humor with audiences around the 
globe.

Katsura SunshinESunshine  
     Spreads     
Laughter

| highlighting japan24

Series HOME AWAY FROM HOME

Sunshine exhorts the crowd at Live House Chicken George in 
Kobe



He’s hardly left since. Yet when he found his 
calling years later, it wasn’t in a theater, but at a 
yakitori shop near his apartment in Yokohama, where 
the owner invited him to a rakugo performance after 
closing one day. “I’d never heard of rakugo, but I 
went,” Sunshine says. “And that just hit me, like, 
‘This is it. This is what I was born to do.’ ”

In 2008, Kamigata Rakugo Association President 
Katsura Sanshi took Sunshine in. As per tradition, 
he was granted a part of his master’s stage name 
as his own, becoming Katsura Sunshine. When 
he completed his apprenticeship three years later, 
Sunshine became the first foreign-born professional 
rakugoka in nearly a century, and the first ever non-
Japanese to be trained in Osaka’s kamigata style.

A rakugo performance will typically open with 
a makura—literally, “pillow”—during which the 
storyteller offers observational jokes much in the 
style of Western stand-up comedy. The makura often 
acts as a subtle setup for the central story, which 
might begin with no more warning than a knock 
at the door punctuated by the kon-kon-kon rapping 
of the storyteller’s sensu fan. The rakugoka creates 
characters with tightly controlled body language and 
deft shifts in vocal tone, becoming a form of one-man 
theater.

Sunshine had approached Sanshi (now called 
Bunshi) because he saw how his master’s vast 
repertoire of over two hundred original shinsaku 
rakugo tales might easily be performed in English, 
and he wasted no time in translating a number of 
stories and trying them out abroad. 

“My first performance as a professional was my 
master’s story, in English, in Singapore,” Sunshine 
explains. “So I’m maybe the first storyteller in the 
400-year history of the art form who did his first 
professional performance abroad—and certainly in 
English.”

His performances have been lauded domestically 
and abroad ever since. In 2013, Sunshine toured 
twenty cities in Canada and the U.S., and last year 
he delivered twenty-five performances at the U.K.’s 
Edinburgh Festival Fringe. He’s been described as a 
“one-man sitcom” by CTV TV Montreal in Canada, 

while the U.K.’s Edinburgh Evening News declared, 
“Sunshine has them laughing in the aisles!” 

Sunshine insists that, aside from language, 
there’s no need to alter rakugo to appeal to a foreign 
audience. “People get it,” he says. “You don’t want 
to take out the Japanese aspects. You want to keep 
as much Japanese in it as possible when you do it 
abroad. That’s part of the cachet.” He often spends 
much of his makura time regaling audiences with the 
struggles of his apprenticeship and his difficulties 
with Japanese vocabulary.

“I’m hooked on performing abroad,” Sunshine 
declares with his indelible smile, every word 
delivered at the same breakneck speed he employs 
onstage. “People just love it.” As he spends 2015 on a 
world tour that will see him entertaining audiences 
in Australia, Hong Kong, Thailand, Europe and even 
Africa, he certainly doesn’t show any signs of slowing 
down.  

august 2015 | 25

Series

Drumming up some business on the streets of Edinburgh



SHANNON JIH

N
ATSUKO Shiraki is the CEO of HASUNA 
Co., Ltd., a Japanese jewelry brand 
based in Tokyo’s cutting-edge fashion 
district of Omotesando with connections 

to gold and mineral mines across several 
continents. Raised in a creative environment by 
a fashion designer mother, Shiraki’s first step 
toward launching a company that tackles global 
social and ecological issues came when she was 
attending junior college in Nagoya. At a lecture by 
photojournalist Kazuma Momoi, Shiraki was struck 
by his imagery of living conditions in developing 
countries. 

“When he said that the world will fall apart 
if people don’t immediately start working to 
change these problems, it made a strong impact 
on me,” Shiraki recalls. In 2002, Shiraki decided 

1

to study development geography (a field of study 
that concerns the standard of living and quality of 
life of impoverished people in developing regions) at 
King’s College London, a constituent college of the 
University of London. The experience expanded her 
understanding of the world, and she saw potential 
paths opening up beyond Japan.  

Shiraki believes in the importance of firsthand 
experiences. During university, she traveled to India 
and visited several mica and marble mining villages 
where the villagers were discriminated against and 
scorned by society for being born at the bottom of the 
country’s caste system. Their lives followed a bleak 
cycle where education did not matter, since their only 
path was working in the mines; no matter how hard 
the villagers worked, they would always remain poor. 
The minerals from the mines, however, were used to 
make electronics and jewelry for our convenience and 
luxury. “I began to question the fact that we spend 

The HASUNA jewelry brand links Japan 
with responsibly mined and processed 
materials from around the world.

  AN ETHICAL BUSINESS   
    THAT SHINES
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a lot of money to purchase these items, and yet the 
miners continue to live deprived lives,” Shiraki says.  

After graduating from the University of London, 
Shiraki interned at the United Nations Population 
Fund in Vietnam before returning to Japan in 2006 
and joining an investment fund to further her 
understanding of business. Building off this business 
experience, in 2009 Shiraki made her dream of 
combining her creative nature and social business 
come true when she established HASUNA Co., Ltd., 
named after the hasu (lotus flower) as a symbol of 
purity in the process and creation of jewelry making. 

The materials used to make HASUNA jewelry are 
mined and procured from countries like Rwanda, 
Peru, Micronesia, Columbia, Belize and Canada. 
Shiraki visits the mines and distributors to confirm 
their ethical practices as well as to provide leadership 
to bring about positive change. For example, at a jewel-
polishing factory in northern Pakistan, Shiraki urged 
the poor women working there to apply and further 
hone their skills to create top-class products that could 
be sold at Japanese department stores alongside the 
world’s top brands. It is important for her to speak with 
the local people to understand their circumstances. 
“People’s values differ between countries,” she says. 
“You cannot simply apply your own values to another 
country. You have to understand the environment 

1 Pierced earrings from HASUNA’s “bijoux” line
2 A collection of rings from HASUNA
3 A long necklace combining aquamarine and topaz stones with 

18-karat gold

and social circumstances of the people who will be 
affected. It’s important that you grow as you work to 
bring about a positive effect.” 

In 2014, Shiraki’s dedication to using ethical 
diamonds, gold and other materials led the 
Responsible Jewellery Council to give HASUNA 
its RJC certification—the first Japanese jewelry 
company to be so recognized. The certificate verifies 
that companies follow a strict criterion of ethical 
practices, including human rights, labor rights, 
environmental consciousness and responsible 
mining. Shiraki also works with NGOs like Shigoto 
no aru Kurashi [profiled in this issue on pages 18-19], 
which helps street　children in Rwanda train at a 
workshop to help them gain financial independence.

Nonprofit volunteer groups are able to tackle 
issues that governments cannot, making the 
relationships between them and social businesses 
crucial. Shiraki herself lectures at seminars in Japan.  
Through her lectures and books, Shiraki hopes to 
encourage young people to go abroad to realize 
that many more paths exist beyond those in Japan. 
“Experiencing and understanding the world gives 
one the strength to live,” she says. 
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Kyoto
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Konbu 
Road
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2

Sailing south down Japan’s 
western coast from Hokkaido, 
ships brought goods that included 
the edible kelp called konbu to 
Toyama on their way along the 
watery route that came to be called 
Konbu Road, influencing the 
region’s cuisine in delicious ways. 

SELENA HOY

Toyama
Prefecture

Toyama
city

Kurobe
city
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I
N the days when kitamae-bune (bune is Japanese 
for ship, and kitamae is said to have been a term 
for the Sea of Japan) swarmed the coasts of 
the country, konbu, a type of edible kelp, was 

brought down from Hokkaido in great quantities 
and did much to shape each region’s food culture. 
Although some three hundred years have passed, 
that legacy remains strong, and the sea routes used 
to carry konbu down from the north are known as 
Konbu Road. 

The western branch of Konbu Road ran along 
the Sea of Japan to routes connecting to Osaka 
and Kyushu, while the eastern branch plied the 
Pacific toward Edo (present-day Tokyo). In Toyama 
Prefecture, a key stop on the road facing the Sea 
of Japan, residents eat three times more konbu per 
capita than any other prefecture in Japan. Konbu is 
also the main ingredient used in dashi soup stock 
rather than the katsuobushi (skipjack tuna flakes) so 
ubiquitous on the eastern side of Japan. 

Konbu is harvested in many varieties in the 
summer in the shallow seas around Hokkaido. Long 
curls of green sway gently just under the surface, 
and when the time is right (around two years of 
growth) strong-armed fisherfolk trawl the sea beds 
like the Greek god Triton, wielding their pronged 

staffs, thrusting them into the surf with a twist 
and hauling up their briny treasures. From there 
the kelp is dried in the open air under the sun on 
the shore, just as it has been for centuries, and 
shipped down south. 

Konbu is used in a variety of preparations, 
from soup stock to tea to kobujime—konbu layered 
with sashimi. Toshiro Makino of Kanemitsu, a 
company that specializes in producing kobujime 
for home consumption, explains that the konbu 
and the sashimi work in a kind of symbiosis, with 
the salt from the konbu infusing the sashimi and 
creating a deep umami (savory) taste, and the 
moisture from the fish bringing out the flavor 
of the konbu. Makino describes konbu as having 
umami, sweetness and saltiness as well. That all 
settles into the fish, creating a dish that with just 
two ingredients is more than the sum of its parts. 

1 The sea routes konbu traveled from north to south are known as 
Konbu Road

2 Konbu combined with tarako (cod roe)
3 Konbu samples
4 Kaze no Kitamae-ya’s seasonal sashimi products
5 Layering sashimi with konbu creates kobujime
6 Tsuyu—a dipping sauce usually used for soba noodles
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owned ten kitamae-bune, the largest being a 
rice-hauling junk of about 150 tons that required 
around a dozen crewmembers. The house shows 
how a wealthy merchant of the time lived, as well 
as some records, shipping routes and model ships 
that evoke the Mori family’s business. 

Though konbu was one of the major products 
working its way from north to south, the ships also 
carried a variety of other goods both ways, from 
Hokkaido in the north all the way to what was 
called Satsuma Province, at the southern tip of 
Kyushu. The ships carried news and culture, and 
Toyama exported rice to other parts of the country. 

Another major import/export in the region 
transported on the ships was medicine from 
Toyama. The prefecture has been known for what 
would be called herbal medicine or alternative 
medicine since the Edo Era. Toyama’s medicine 
makers depended on the kitamae-bune to import 
raw materials from all over Japan—and from 
overseas as well, via Nagasaki. The prepared 
medicines were dispatched via Konbu Road to 
distant regions. 

The medicines and the traditional medicine 
makers can still be found in Toyama in 
establishments like Ikedaya Yasube Shoten, a 

handsome old business that still uses the traditional 
ways, importing herbs from around the world, 
consulting with individual customers about their 
ailments, and expertly mixing up tailored medicines 
by hand. The reputation of Toyama as a medicine 
capital is still strong, says company president 
Yasutaka Ikeda, with over seventy medicine-related 
companies still operating in Toyama. The success 
of the Toyama medicine scene was thanks in part to 
the kitamae-bune and Konbu Road. 

Toyama Prefecture’s development has moved 
hand in hand with the history of Konbu Road. When 
asked to describe the flavor of konbu, Kanemitsu’s 
Makino was hard pressed to come up with an 
answer. “Konbu is konbu,” he says simply. Here in 
Toyama, it needs no other descriptor. Everyone 
knows konbu. For the people of the region, eating 
konbu is a deeply ingrained way of life. 

13

7 Fresh Rausu konbu laid out to dry
8 Aimono Konbu’s tororo konbu, with a texture like gossamer, is 

used to wrap rice balls
9 Konbu tea at Aimono—a salty, savory mouthful
10 A scaled-down version of a kitamae-bune
11 Scenes from the shipping route known as Konbu Road
12 Traditional medicine in Toyama—produced the old way
13 Ikedaya Yasube Shoten imports herbs from all over the world
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Obon
Obon is a summer event during which people 

welcome the spirits of their ancestors back 
home. Often held on and around July 15 of the old 
lunar calendar, Obon is now generally observed 
during the four days between August 13 and 
16. Obon is considered Japan’s most significant 
occasion next to New Year’s, and most companies 
close down operations during this period.

Although Obon is observed nationwide, the 
customs followed and the manner in which it 
is celebrated can vary considerably depending 

on the region. Some people light a “welcoming 
fire” at their front doors to greet their ancestors 
and a “send-off fire” to see them out. Others 
float lanterns down rivers, and still others 
insert disposable chopsticks or matchsticks into 
eggplants or cucumbers to create cow- or horse-
shaped figures for the spirits of their ancestors to 
ride home from the spirit world and back again. 
In many regions, young and old, men and women 
gather at temples and shrines wearing yukata 
(casual kimonos) to perform the Obon dances.
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