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16 he Great East Japan 
Earthquake and the 
tsunami and nuclear 

accident that followed it caused 
immense damage, death and 
trauma, hitting the Tohoku 
region hardest but affecting 
the entire country. In this issue 
marking the fifth anniversary of 
the disaster, we assess the state 
of Japan’s recovery efforts and 
the people determined to see 
the Tohoku region thrive again.   
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2016 NATIONAL 
RALLY TO DEMAND 
THE RETURN OF 
THE NORTHERN 
TERRITORIES

JAPAN%PALESTINE SUMMIT MEETING 
AND COURTESY CALL FROM THE 
PARTICIPANTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST 
PEACE PROJECT IN SHIZUOKA

COURTESY CALL BY INDIVIDUALS 
INVOLVED IN THE PRODUCTION OF AIZU 
HOMARE IN FUKUSHIMA PREF.

On February 7, Prime 
Minister Abe attended 
the 2016 National Rally 

to Demand the Return of the 
Northern Territories, held in 
Tokyo.

The National Rally is held 
every year on February 7, which 
is Northern Territories Day. It is 
an event for concerned members 
of the public and private sectors 
to gather at a single venue to 
call for the further and broader 
development of the national 
movement for the return of the 
Northern Territories, and to 
express to those both inside and 
outside Japan the strong resolve 
of the people of Japan to demand 
the early return of the Northern 
Territories.

On February 15, Prime Minister 
Abe hosted a summit meeting 
and other events with H.E. 

Dr. Mahmoud Abbas, President of the 
Palestinian Authority, at the Prime 
Minister’s Office. The two leaders 
exchanged views on peace in the 
Middle East and regional affairs, 
including Syria.

Before the summit meeting, Prime 
Minister Abe received a courtesy call 
from participants in the Middle East 
Peace Project in Shizuoka at the Prime 
Minister’s Office on February 12.

On February 8, Prime 
Minister Abe received 
a courtesy call from 

individuals involved in the 
production of Aizu Homare, which 
won the Champion Sake Trophy 
at the 2015 International Wine 
Challenge, at the Prime Minister’s 
Office.

Prime Minister Abe delivering an address

Prime Minister Abe receives a bottle 
of Aizu Homare from a Homare Sake 
Brewery Co., Ltd. representative

Prime Minister Abe greets Palestinian 
President Abbas 

Prime Minister Abe greets Palestinian and Israeli youths
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FIVE YEARS DOWN THE ROAD TO RECONSTRUCTION
The earthquake that occurred off the Pacific coast of Tohoku on 

March 11, 2011, was the most powerful earthquake ever recorded 
in Japan, with a magnitude of 9.0. The earthquake, the tsunami it 
triggered and the subsequent aftershocks caused immense damage 
from Tohoku to the Kanto region, killing over 15,000 people and 
leaving more than 2,500 missing and over 6,000 injured across 
eastern Japan.

This year marks five years since the Great East Japan Earthquake. 
We look back on the road traveled and current situation, consider 
the issues at hand, and bring you the faces and stories of the people 
powering the efforts to restore the Tohoku region to health and 
prosperity.

Feature FIVE YEARS DOWN THE ROAD TO RECONSTRUCTION
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Please tell us what the stricken 
areas have gone through, and their 
status today.

Let me start by expressing our 
gratitude for the aid we received from 
a range of countries and regions. 
Reconstruction has picked up speed 
over the past five years, and the 
region’s infrastructure is almost 
entirely restored. Many homes have 
been restored, both with victims 
rebuilding their own homes and 
through public housing. In Iwate 
and Miyagi prefectures—which were 
affected by both the earthquake and 
tsunami—they will finish rebuilding 
housing within three years. Regional 
industry has also been reestablished, 
and sectors like the electronic and 
automotive components industries 
are back to the same levels they had 
reached before the disaster.
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TOHOKU! 
A VISION OF 
RESTORATION

Interview with Vice Minister of the 
Reconstruction Agency

Masakatsu Okamoto

TAMI KAWASAKI

FIVE years after the disaster of the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, how has Tohoku rebuilt itself, and what 
issues does the region still face? To find out, we spoke 

with Vice Minister Masakatsu Okamoto of the Reconstruction 
Agency, a government organ created to administer the 
reconstruction process following the earthquake.



How is Fukushima? Many 
people overseas seem to be under 
the impression that the effects of 
the nuclear accident persist.

The effects of the nuclear 
reactor incident remain within 
an approximately thousand-
square-kilometer radius of the 
reactor. This is just 7 percent of 
Fukushima Prefecture’s total 
area, however, and other regions 
remain safe and sound. The 
reactor is under cold shutdown 
and is being safely managed; 
no radioactive material is being 
released. We want everyone to be 
aware of this fact.

It is unfortunate that 
Fukushima has come to possess 
a dangerous image as a result of 
its association with the reactor 
incident. The area still affected 
is very small, and contaminants 
are steadily being removed, with 
radiation levels dropping. The 
current airborne radiation level in 
Fukushima is nearly equivalent 
to that seen in major cities 
worldwide. Agricultural products 
are tested for radiation at the 
most stringent levels worldwide, 
based on scientific data. Only 
those cleared for safety reach 
the market. In addition, during 
fiscal 2015, none of the brown 
rice, vegetables, fruit, livestock 
and cultivated mushrooms 
Fukushima Prefecture produced 
exceeded this level. 

Sixteen countries worldwide 
have repealed their restrictions on 
the import of Japanese products 
so far, but sixty-five countries 
and regions still restrict imports 

from Japan. We want people to 
understand the safety of Japanese 
food products, including those 
from Fukushima Prefecture, and 
rescind these restrictions. The EU 
recently eased its controls. We 
will continue releasing accurate 
data on safety inspections.

What other issues are there in 
terms of the reconstruction that 
remains?

The Tohoku region’s 
infrastructure and industry have 
been restored, but tourism has 
yet to bounce back. Tohoku has 
outstanding travel destinations 
with beautiful natural attractions 
and delicious food. We strongly 
urge guests from overseas to see 
what it has to offer.

HRH Prince William, Duke of 
Cambridge, stayed at a hot spring 
inn in Fukushima in February 
2015. Along with Prime Minister 
Abe, His Royal Highness enjoyed 
food and sake prepared from 
Fukushima products, and said 
they were delicious. We were 
quite happy to hear this. The 

Prince also visited a children’s 
exercise facility in Motomiya 
City, and the site is now popularly 
referred to as Prince William’s 
Park in commemoration of His 
Royal Highness’ visit. 

The Reconstruction Agency 
has designated 2016 as the year 
to revitalize Tohoku tourism, and 
we are devoting our energies to 
getting visitors to come. Renewed 
activity in Tohoku is a key step to 
the reconstruction of its industries 
and way of life. The G7 Summit 
is being held this coming May 
in Japan, and the meeting of G7 
finance ministers is slated to take 
place in Sendai City in Miyagi 
Prefecture. In 2019, part of the 
Rugby World Cup will be held in 
Kamaishi City in Iwate Prefecture. 
The final qualifying rounds 
and camps for the 2020 Tokyo 
Olympic and Paralympic Games 
are also expected to take place in 
Tohoku. We invite guests to avail 
themselves of this opportunity 
and see firsthand what the 
Tohoku region has to offer. 

HRH Prince William, who visited Fukushima to support the reconstruction effort, plays 
in a big ball pit at Smile Kids Park with Prime Minister Abe and other companions big 
and small
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Source: Reconstruction Agency (As of January 2016) 

MAKING HEADWAY IN TOHOKU: 

DISASTER AND 
RECOVERY

These graphs, maps and photos show Tohoku’s 
journey to recovery from immediately after the 
earthquake until the present day, including data on 
evacuees, evacuation zones and how the region’s 
tourism has fared.

Transportation Network (roads)  

ITEM (INDEX TERM) RATE OF PROGRESS STATUS OF RESTORATION OR 
RECONSTRUCTION/LEVEL OF DAMAGE

Transportation Network 
 (port facilities) 

Transportation Network (rail) 

Planned extensions: 570 km

Extensions under construction: 555 km 
Extensions finished and in service: 236 km 

Number of utilities subjected to disaster assessment: 184

Number of utilities where construction has begun: 184 
Number of utilities restored: 177

Length of affected routes: 2,330.1 km

Route sections with transportation services resumed: 
2,171.6 km 

Number of facilities damaged by disaster: 131 

Number of facilities where construction has begun: 131
Number of facilities in operation: 128 
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0% 50% 100%

Water Utilities 

Groundbreaking

Groundbreaking

Groundbreaking

Completed

Completed

Completed

Completed

0% 50% 100%
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98% (Completed)

96% (Completed)
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100% (Groundbreaking)
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PROGRESS REPORT: FULL-SCALE RESTORATION OF PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE 
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Source: Reconstruction Agency (As of January 2016) 

MAKING HEADWAY IN TOHOKU: 

DISASTER AND 
RECOVERY

These graphs, maps and photos show Tohoku’s 
journey to recovery from immediately after the 
earthquake until the present day, including data on 
evacuees, evacuation zones and how the region’s 
tourism has fared.
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PROGRESS REPORT: FULL-SCALE RESTORATION OF PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE 
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September 5, 2015 to present
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Overnight Trips”
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Infographics of the Evacuation Area

Nuclear Power Plant Accident—
Evacuation Zones

Comparison of Background 
Radiation in Major Cities

Evacuees

Changes in Occupancy of Foreign Guests in Six Tohoku Prefectures

Changes in Tourism



HEALING  
THE SOIL

Following the nuclear reactor accident at Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear 
Power Plant, agricultural products from Fukushima suffered a 
devastating blow to their reputation. How safe are these products 
now?

TAMI KAWASAKI

SINCE the nuclear 
reactor accident in 2011, 
Fukushima Prefecture 

has made daily strides toward 
reconstruction. At the same time, 
Ryota Koyama, a professor at 
Fukushima University’s Faculty 
of Economics and Business 
Administration, describes the 
frustration people here feel. “The 
safely of agricultural products 
in Fukushima is increasing, and 
none of the rice slated for general 
distribution in 2015 exceeded 
the thresholds for radiation 
[100 becquerels per kilogram 
for standard food products],” 

he states. “However, this is not a 
newsworthy, headline-grabbing 
item, so the image of Fukushima 
as ‘contaminated’ persists.”

How is it that in just five years 
readings on cesium in rice from 
Fukushima no longer exceed the 
thresholds for radiation? Following 
the reactor accident, radioactive 
material released into the 
atmosphere reached the ground 
through rain and snowfall, and 
leafy plants harvested in the spring 
of 2011 and rice harvested in that 
first year did have radiation that 
greatly exceeded standard levels. 
However, the cesium bonded 
with large mica clay particles 
found widely in Fukushima’s soil, 

blocking plants from absorbing 
cesium through their roots. Of 
the cesium that remained in the 
topsoil, cesium-134, which has 
a half-life of around two years, 
has decayed by a theoretical 25 
percent over these five years, and 
cesium-137, which has a half-life of 
thirty years, also diminished.

“Fukushima is mountainous 
and many crops are grown in 
irrigated farmland like paddies,” 
Koyama reports. “Chernobyl’s 
land is flat, and the crops there are 
grown in dry fields. People do not 
realize that key geographic factors 
like the abundance of water and 
the topography, as well as the type 
of radiation—plutonium was not 
dispersed at Fukushima—the type 
of soil, and the way crops were 
inspected and quarantined varied 
drastically between these two 
events.” 

Koyama emphasizes the 
importance of collecting key 
data immediately after the 
accident. “The foremost priority 
is on creating a detailed pollution 
map to assist in rebuilding the 
agricultural sector,” he notes. 
Along with local residents, 
farmers, Japan Agricultural 

Checking the harvest in 2015

Preparing samples of rice for inspection
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Cooperatives (JA), volunteers and 
students, he carried out repeated 
and detailed radiation screenings 
of all orchards and paddies 
within Fukushima City. Farmers 
dispersed potassium fertilizer and 
other additives across the fields 
to curb and absorb cesium, and 
high-pressure washers were used 
to decontaminate the trees.

“For regions with high levels 
of contamination, planting was 
prohibited and agricultural activity 
halted,” Koyama says. “There 
are other regions where farmers 
voluntarily stopped planting. By 
accurately checking the state of 
the soil and launching initiatives 
to restore it, planting has finally 
restarted in a safe fashion.”

All kinds of agricultural, 
forestry and fishery products in 
Fukushima Prefecture intended 
for final sale are inspected 
carefully. A partnership between 
the seventy thousand rice 
producers here and affiliated 

organizations has completely 
inspected the full volume of 
ten million bags of rice. JA also 
checks all kinds of fruit trees and 
vegetables on a per-farm basis. 
All  beef cattle are inspected and 
checked for safety on delivery as 
well. 

“In 2012, only seventy-one bags 
of rice exceeded the allowable 
threshold,” Koyama says. 
“That’s 0.0007 percent of all rice 
produced. In 2014, there were two 
bags, or 0.00002 percent. Both 
of them were not intended for 
consumption, but were used for 
research purposes. And in 2015, we 
reached zero bags.” 

The results of inspections 
are published on the websites 
of the JA and the prefecture, so 
consumers can check the safety 
data at any time. Improving 
awareness remains a challenge, 
however—only 20 percent of 
domestic consumers know these 
facts.

“There are documents detailing 
the investigations of the nuclear 
accident,” Koyama says. “But the 
lack of a comprehensive public 
report detailing the state of 
radiation contamination heightens 
consumer fears.” He indicates 
that the key is not to reach a point 
where consumers feel that things 
are finally safe, but to publicize 
clear, evidentiary-based data. 

In terms of rebuilding 
Fukushima’s agricultural 
industry, Koyama proposes 
the following: “Make safety a 
brand. For example, organic 
and low-pesticide products 
and the cultivation of products 
with low allergens have gained 
ground. Similarly, the real road 
to reconstruction lies in new 
projects geared toward new 
values not provided prior to the 
accident.” This carefully data-
driven academic approach out 
Fukushima is playing a major role 
in rebuilding the region. 

Deciding which fields to plant in at an April 2012 gathering

Professor Ryota Koyama has been a strong 
advocate for Fukushima’s agricultural 
community
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Despite suffering massive damage in the 2011 
disaster, the Sanriku Railway Company swiftly 
restored its services and has become a pillar of 
support for survivors. The railway symbolizes the 
route from ruin to recovery, and is proactively 
pursuing a range of initiatives to boost both 
ridership and disaster awareness.

RIEKO SUZUKI

THE tsunami the Great East Japan Earthquake 
caused in March 2011 inflicted immense 
damage on the Sanriku Railway, a vital rail 

network that runs along the Sanriku Coast in Iwate 
Prefecture. The rail company restored service in 
surprisingly rapid fashion, however, and became 
an inspiring symbol for the catastrophe’s survivors. 
Five years after the calamity, Sanriku Railway 
Co. President Masahiko Mochizuki outlined the 
railway’s anticipated track to the future, as well as 
its role in conveying the dangers of natural disasters 
and what countermeasures should be taken.

Of the railway’s 107.6 kilometers of track—forming 
the North Rias and South Rias lines—the earthquake 
damaged 317 locations, destroying or sweeping 
away sections of rail tunnels, station buildings and 
bridges. Alhough the entire network was forced to 
suspend operations immediately after the quake, 
inspections and rebuilding began promptly, and 
despite breaks in sections of the line, service 
resumed where possible five days later; by the end 

BACK ON TRACK

The Sanriku Railway, damaged in 317 locations in 
the 2011 disaster, is fully operational again

of the month a 36.2-kilometer section was operating 
again. In November 2011, the Japanese government 
sent 10.8 billion yen in aid to mend the other sections 
that had suffered immense damage. Within three 
years—on April 6, 2014—the entire Sanriku network 
had been restored to full service.

“The main reason restoration went so quickly was 
that we set up a reconstruction plan in the month 
following the disaster, and every sector involved in 
the process worked with one another,” Mochizuki 
recalls. “The Sanriku Railway is a valuable resource in 
this region, since high school students with no other 
option for commuting must use it to get to school. 
We all worked quickly to be ready for the annual high 
school enrollment ceremonies in April.”  The company 
that originally constructed the railway referred to its 
original blueprints, and by incorporating the latest 
technology, all involved parties ensured that they 
swiftly built a superior railway at a lower cost for the 
younger residents. The results showed in the numbers: 
reconstruction costs totaled 9.1 billion yen—a billion 
less than the 10.8 billion yen estimate.

The Sanriku Railway restoration benefitted from 
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overseas backing as well. The Kuwaiti government 
donated approximately 40 billion yen (equivalent 
to five million barrels of crude oil) to Japan to help 
in the reconstruction efforts, of which 9 billion yen 
was distributed to Iwate Prefecture. As the largest 
Sanriku Railway shareholder, Iwate Prefecture 
ensured that part of those funds was applied to the 
purchase of eight train cars and tasks such as the 
repair of station buildings. 

“We inscribed a message on the new train cars 
written in Japanese, Arabic and English,” Mochizuki 
reports. “It says, ‘We thank Kuwait for their support.’ 
And we display the Kuwaiti national emblem on the 
front of the new cars as a symbol of how support 
from people around the world made this restoration 
possible.”

The “tatami mat train car,” a converted car 
popularized in a Japanese TV drama, was one unique 
idea implemented. The new cars the money from 
Kuwait helped to purchase will replace carriages set 
for retirement this March.

The Sanriku Railway also has an ongoing program 
called the “Disaster Education Train” that provides 

knowledge about the disaster. Railway staff work 
as guides on a reserved train car to present lessons 
on the circumstances of an earthquake or other 
disaster. Popular for student field trips, the program 
is also offered in English.

“Compared to before the disaster, we are seeing 
more foreign tourists, so we intend to increase 
English-language signage along the railroad 
lines and at train stations,” Mochizuki states. 
“We also have our Railway Girl and Railway Boy 
characters, and sales of character goods and tickets 
for specialized trains featuring them are doing 
well. The railway was known mostly for providing 
school transportation, but the disaster cut usage 
by high school students in half. With little prospect 
of growing the resident population in this era, we 
decided, why not develop nonresident ridership? So 
we put our efforts into welcoming foreign tourists 
and developing character-related businesses.” 

Proceeding full throttle on these new endeavors, 
the Sanriku Railway continues to roll on steadily, a 
proud symbol of the region’s ongoing reconstruction 
efforts.

On the platform: Sanriku Railway President Masahiko Mochizuki

This photo, taken a month after the quake on April 11, shows the 
devastation of Sanriku’s Shimanokoshi Station

Serving drinks and snacks in the tatami mat car, popularized 
in a TV drama
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Train cars purchased with a Kuwaiti government donation bear a 
thank-you message to Kuwait for its support



DEDICATED 
ASSISTANCE

Like many foreign residents in Japan, two former 
JET Programme participants have been working 
hard to help Tohoku recover from the devastation 
of the 2011 catastrophe, volunteering in various 
roles in their respective communities in Iwate 
Prefecture.  

and Sumita town hall, translating and interpreting as 
needed. 

Mino-Thompson’s relief efforts took on a more 
personal aspect when he discovered an old kerosene 
heater he’d received from a friend. Unlike more 
modern models, this standalone unit did not require 
an electric outlet, so he had a source of heat to 
endure nights when temperatures dropped to near 
freezing. Mino-Thompson and his family became 
informal hosts, sharing their house with a small band 
of neighbors and friends.

Dean Ruetzler, a friend of Mino-Thompson’s and a 
fellow JET Programme teacher, came from the U.S. to 
Iwate a year earlier in 1998 to teach English for three 
years to special education students.

After his JET Programme stint, Ruetzler returned 
to the U.S. to handle Japanese inquiries for a mail-
order company in New Hampshire, but later returned 
to Iwate as an English-language instructor. He was 
in the office at the high school in Morioka where he 
works when the earthquake hit. 

“I’ve been in stronger quakes, so the scary thing 
about this one was not its strength but that it went on 

1

NOAM KATZ

ORIGINALLY from Toronto, Canada, Mark 
Mino-Thompson got his start in Iwate 
Prefecture in 1999 as an English-language 

instructor with the JET Programme, the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology’s 
long-running initiative on grassroots education and 
internationalization.

Mino-Thompson returned briefly to Canada and 
came back to work for his original employer, the town 
office of Sumita, which is where he found himself when 
disaster struck on the afternoon of Friday, March 11, 
2011. As public employees, Mino-Thompson and his 
coworkers quickly set up a tent stocked with emergency 
supplies for the community and began surveying the 
damage around Sumita’s municipal buildings.

“Since the earthquake and tsunami largely spared 
Sumita, it became the rallying point for relief efforts,” 
Mino-Thompson says. When foreign search and rescue 
workers arrived—including 150 from the U.S. and 
70 from the UK—Mino-Thompson became a liaison 
between them, staff from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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1 A team of search and rescue workers from the U.S. and UK helped 
in the disaster’s aftermath

2 Cleaning up the debris after the disaster
3 Basic accommodations for the rescue workers
4 Mark Mino-Thompson and his coworkers in the town of Sumita set 

up an emergency shelter stocked with supplies after the quake
5 Dean Ruetzler spent most of the day after the disaster interpreting 

for local foreign residents in Morioka

for over two minutes,” Ruetzler recalls.
Ruetzler says he was fortunate that the quake did 

not significantly affect his home. The next day—a 
Saturday—he drove over to AIINA, the Iwate Prefecture 
Citizen’s Cultural Exchange Center in Morioka that, 
according to Ruetzler, became a de facto emergency 
shelter. “I just showed up and asked, ‘What can I do 
to help?’ ” he says. Ruetzler spent most of the day 
interpreting for foreigners that came in, as well as 
translating information from Japanese into English so 
that center staff could post it on bulletin boards.

Ruetzler’s school canceled classes in the following 
weeks, so he partnered with other expatriates living 
in Morioka to gather and distribute supplies to 
people living in the stricken areas. During Japan’s 
Golden Week holiday period, which starts from the 
end of April, Ruetzler and others also volunteered 
to clean out mud from roadside gutters to facilitate 
transportation.

Five years on, Mino-Thompson and Ruetzler are 
looking ahead to Tohoku’s revival. The recovery is 

happening, Mino-Thompson observes, but at a gradual 
pace. “We need something that will bring in people 
and jobs,” he notes. 

Both men see enormous potential in the project 
to build the International Linear Collider, a high-
tech experimental facility for elementary particles 
in Iwate’s Oshu City. Looking to create something 
meaningful from Tohoku’s rejuvenation, Mino-
Thompson and Ruetzler now devote time as 
volunteers to help bring the project to fruition, hoping 
the energy they expend will enable the Tohoku region 
to not merely recover but become even stronger than it 
was before March 11, 2011. 

2 3

4 5
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The Tohoku Cotton Project employs the creative 
thinking typical of the apparel industry to support 
local farmers in the tsunami-stricken regions by 
repurposing fallow rice fields to produce cotton and 
cotton goods.

RIEKO SUZUKI

AT a nationwide cotton summit on May 10, 
2011, Kenichi Kondo of the long-established 
Osaka-based textile company Taishoboseki 

Industries gave a presentation that would later 
inspire the launch of the Tohoku Cotton Project. 
The idea was for the apparel industry to support 
the stricken region by converting fields saturated 
with salt and unfit for rice production to raise 
cotton, which has a high resistance to saline. This 
would create stable employment opportunities for 
local farmers. 

Over seventy companies and organizations are 
now involved in the cotton project and buying the 
cotton harvested at higher than market rates. The 

FALLOW FIELDS 
NO LONGER

project offers local farmers seeds and cotton cultivation 
techniques while opening up opportunities to request 
government assistance toward agro-industrialization.

Yukihide Nakano, a photographer involved in the 
project, describes the initiative’s growth over the past 
five years. “People in the apparel industry are familiar 
with the beauty and feel of cotton,” he explains. “The 
idea began out of a simple appreciation for fluffy cotton 
and the desire to help local farmers in the disaster area 
harvest this beautiful plant. 

“As the project gained traction, we realized that, in 
addition to its high-maintenance cultivation process, 
cultivating cotton in colder regions is challenging,” 
Nakano continues. “In the first year, we also sowed 
the seeds too late, so the crop was small. We harvested 
each plant one by one and used the cotton to make 
small quantities of towels and denim items.”

Cotton cultivation has been virtually nonexistent 
in Japan for the last fifty years. Hampered by water 
damage and pests, experimental cotton cultivation 
faced a series of difficulties. After the land was 
devastated by the tsunami, however, people were 

1
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emboldened by the way cotton valiantly kept 
growing in salt-damaged land. 

“We did not give up, and continued to learn from 
these insights,” Nakano says. “We saw the farmers 
and volunteers working together growing cotton, 
and people who had lost hope after losing their farms 
told us that they now felt enthusiastic about farming 
again.”

These efforts paid off. In 2015, the fields were 
covered with ripe cotton for the first time—clear 
evidence that the trial had succeeded. “The 
reconstruction has made gains, and rice cultivation 
has started up again in various areas,” Nakano 
says. “Since the start of the project, though, our 
aim has been to achieve sustainable support of the 
reconstruction. We limited the project to firms that 
would pledge long-term assistance, and the farmers 
we’ve worked with are enthusiastic about cotton as a 
product. These factors mean that the Tohoku Cotton 
Project will continue to grow.”

Firms not in the apparel business are also among 
the participating companies. They include Japan 

Airlines (JAL), for example, which not only sends 
personnel as volunteers to sow seeds and harvest 
the crop, but also makes some of its mileage reward 
offerings in part with Tohoku cotton. Additionally, 
department store Takashimaya is growing cotton on 
its roof and holding photo exhibitions to promote the 
project, drawing on its various strengths to enhance 
the brand image of the cotton products.

“We plan to expand harvests and partner with 
companies in the Tohoku region to develop newer 
and better products,” Nakano says. “Tohoku cotton, 
which grew in fallow fields, is a symbol of strength 
and reconstruction. We want to convey the idea of 
wearing and using Tohoku cotton as a symbol of 
courage.”

The notion of planting cotton in tsunami-damaged 
soil and making fields of fluffy white bloom is true 
to the creative sensibilities of the apparel industry. 
Paired with the branding support various firms offer, 
the project will no doubt continue to bear fruit. 

1 Separating the cotton from the bolls—a relatively new task in 
Tohoku

2 Beginning to plant in the town of Arahama
3 Cotton can grow even in salt-damaged soil 
4 Members of the Tohoku Cotton Project out in the field
5 Cotton stoles made from the first harvest  in Tohoku in 2011

2 3
4 5
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Symbols have a powerful effect on the human 
spirit, and the living symbol of a cherry tree 
that survived the tsunami after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake inspired one man to plant 
others to hearten communities shattered by 
the disaster. 

NOAM KATZ

TAKASHI Murakami, the director of local 
art organization MMIX Lab, was living in 
Miyagi Prefecture’s Sendai City when the 

Great East Japan Earthquake struck in March 2011, 
bringing with it a devastating tsunami. Observing 
an area the wave had devastated, Murakami says 
he was surprised to see a lone sakura (cherry tree) 
flowering. “I was struck by the thought that cherry 
blossoms are still blooming even amid this terrible 
destruction,” he says. 

“Cherry trees are special to the Japanese,” 
Murakami adds, explaining how the delicate pink 
flowers that begin to appear around mid-March 
are quickly swept away by early April, coinciding 
with the changing of the school year. As in many 
countries around the world, students in Japan enjoy 

their school lives up until they enter the workforce, 
and spring is a season that marks a turning point in the 
course of their development: this is the season young 
people change their way of life, part ways with school 
friends or meet new ones, and begin their adult lives 
in a new environment. Such change is not limited just 
to students; since the fiscal years of most Japanese 
companies follow the same cycle, sakura signify a 
beginning perhaps even more powerfully than New 
Year’s. Given that this coincides with the disaster’s 
timing, Murakami found sakura especially fitting as a 
symbol of recovery and renewal for the Tohoku region.

In March 2012, Murakami launched the Sakura 3.11 
School Project to plant sakura in Tohoku. Disasters of 
the magnitude of the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
known as the 3.11 event, are said to occur only once 
in a thousand years. Murakami therefore selected the 
Edo-Higan-Sakura variety, which if conditions are right 

HOPE BLOSSOMS
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Students help to plant the trees 

Releasing sakura-colored balloons bearing handwritten 
messages is part of each planting ceremony



can live nearly a thousand years. As the ten-year-old 
trees were over seven meters tall when planted, they 
bloom the following year, serving as both memorials 
and markers to future generations of the zone of 
safety where the tsunami had not reached.

Murakami decided to plant the hardy cherry trees 
at various kindergartens, primary schools and junior 
high schools in the four prefectures the tsunami 
ravaged—Aomori, Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima. 
In the aftermath of 3.11, homeless survivors had 
congregated at local schools. Where others saw only 
despair, Murakami says, “I saw in these places the 
birth of a new community.” His goal for the project 
is to have schools become the center of community 
reconstruction and allow children to share their 
memories with the generations that follow.

Drawing on his organization’s experience, 
Murakami and the staff organize various activities to 
engage students and the community through art at 
the planting ceremonies. They put on art workshops 
for the schoolchildren, and students take part in the 
preparation and actual tree planting. Representatives 
from the previous recipient school pass on a cherry 
blossom baton, send balloons with handwritten 
messages on them soaring into the sky, and record 
video messages to be shown to students at the next 
school. In the finale, sakura-colored fireworks light 
up the night. 

During the balloon message ceremony, 
schoolchildren write their hopes and dreams on 
pink balloons and then release them into the air en 
masse, which resembles cherry blossom petals swept 
up by the wind. Murakami recalls that at the first 
ceremonies in 2012, children wrote statements such 
as “I want to return home,” or “I want to spend more 
time with my family.” As a new generation of children 
passes through the school, however, he reports that 
the messages now express wishes for things to come 
many years in the future, detailing what they want to 
be when they grow up, for example.

The tsunami affected nearly two hundred schools 
in the four prefectures. With trees already planted 
at twelve schools, Murakami’s goal is to plant many 
Edo-Higan-Sakura trees over the next decade. 
Despite the painful memories, these cherry trees are 
sure to stand as a testament to hope and the power of 
community for many generations to come. 
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A cherry tree flowering at Shichigahama

During the ceremony’s finale, sakura-colored fireworks light up 
the sky

At Shichigahama: the lone cherry tree Murakami saw standing 
after the tsunami struck

Aomori Hachinohe

Taro
Miyako
Yamada

Ishinomaki (2)
Shichigahama
Okada

Soma
Minami Soma 

Iwaki (2)

Iwate

Fukushima

Plantings to Date

Miyagi



SHANNON JIH

IN the aftermath of the Great East Japan Earthquake 
and tsunami in March 2011, thousands were left 
homeless and inhabiting temporary housing units 

as they struggled to recover from the shock. Michael 
Anop, now the president of NPO Playground of Hope, first 
traveled to the Tohoku region in April 2011 as a volunteer 
to aid the people of Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture. He 
continued to lend support by bringing food, water and 
other supplies to those sheltering in temporary housing 
in Minamisoma, Fukushima Prefecture. 

Anop noticed that in addition to people losing their 
homes and businesses, schools and parks had been 
rendered unusable. “The people in Tohoku have a strong 
sense of community,” he observes. “After the disaster, 

everyone was focused on all the loss, but 
hearing the sounds of children laughing brought 
back a sense of hope. Playground of Hope 
started to work with local people to bring joy 
back into the community by reconstructing play 
spaces in parks, schools and local community 
centers.”

Five years since that fateful day, Playground 
of Hope has implemented thirty-nine projects in 
the battered Tohoku region, and has completed 
over fifty projects altogether counting those in 
other areas. The projects have created special 
connections between corporate sponsors and 
communities in need of play spaces. With 
volunteers from companies and communities 
collaborating, new play sets and other play 
equipment are popping up quickly.  

Sumiko Takahashi, the principal of 
Komagamine Elementary School in 
Shinchimachi, Fukushima, was happy to see 
so many children coming to the school for the 
new play set constructed in the schoolyard in 
September 2015. “I think these projects are 
wonderful,” she says. “I was moved by how 
everyone had the same goal of wanting to see 
the children smile, and built a play set together 
in a short amount of time and also held an 
opening event. It was great to build the play 

THE POWER
OF PLAY
Established a year after the Great East Japan 
Earthquake and tsunami, the NPO Playground of Hope 
is creating spaces and chances for children to play, 
knowing that play is crucial to their health and social 
development—and providing some healing for their 
communities in the process.  

Fun in the making: Michael Anop and crew building a playground set 

Playground of Hope’s crew in front of a finished 
playground set at Komagamine Elementary School
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set with people I’d just met, and to build a strong bond 
with them. I’m thinking about what kinds of volunteer 
activities I can start doing.”

Each building project is structured to allow up to a 
hundred volunteers to participate. Corporate partners 
become a part of the community, and the projects also 
educate and motivate their employees.

“We try to arrange a setting that offers a chance to 
work really hard, do something truly meaningful, and 
create a connection with a community that people 
know appreciates their hard work,” says Playground 
of Hope cofounder Neil Rosenblatt. “The companies 
are looking to show their commitment to communities 
and give their employees a chance to work together 
toward a common purpose. The setting, the activity, the 
interaction with the community and the continuing use 
of a new playground make that work.”

Through these projects, Playground of Hope is also 
addressing a growing problem in modern society—the 
lack of freeform outdoor play for children. Some of the 
reasons for this problem include the fact that children’s 
lives are full of organized activities such as cram school 
and sports, while they’re also spending more time 
indoors staring at the screens of televisions, computers 
and cell phones. 

“There’s a growing mountain of research pointing to 
how essential play is in early childhood development,” 
Anop reports. “As parents and caregivers, we have to 

realize that play is not a luxury. It’s just as vital as 
getting your children to study. Playground of Hope 
is now working with communities to foster an 
awareness of the significance of play and to solve 
the growing ‘play deficit’ in their areas.”

To promote play, Playground of Hope will 
continue to build dynamic play spaces and 
participate in local events at parks and facilities 
across Japan. The NPO has also started to consult 
children about the design and planning of their 
play spaces. After all, who better to ask than the 
real experts? 

Playground of Hope is now using kids to advise them on building 
play sets

Anop’s NPO works with the local community and includes 
corporate partners in its projects
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Iwate
5 projects

Miyagi
24 projects

Fukushima
10 projects
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OKAMOTO Glass designs and 
produces specialized glass 
items, starting from glass 
parts for lighting fixtures 

such as traffic signal light bulb covers and 
automobile lights, and advancing all the way 
to cutting-edge optical filters and multilayer 
films for fiber optics. The company holds the 
global market’s top share for dental mirrors 
and reflecting mirrors for projectors, and 
is at the forefront of the industry with its 
many years of expertise and sophisticated 
craftsmanship.

In 2012, Okamoto Glass demonstrated its 
true strength by taking on a new challenge: 
the development of the Edokko-1 unmanned 
submersible. The project brought together 
the specialized skills and technologies 
of various Japanese small and medium 
enterprises. Okamoto Glass was tasked with 
devising a glass housing that could withstand 
deep-sea pressures—the core of the vehicle.

 The Edokko-1 submersible craft consists 
of three glass spheres. Inside each sphere 
are, respectively, a light fixture designed to 

illuminate the pitch-black depths, a video 
camera, and battery units that power the 
first two. The Edokko-1 is then outfitted with 
weights and allowed to descend to the ocean 
floor; after it observes its surroundings, the 
weights are released and the craft floats back 
to the surface.

Originally, the glass spheres for the 
Edokko-1 were to be sourced from a German 
or American manufacturer, since at the time 
only two companies were crafting such 
globes for deep-sea exploration. This meant 
the Edokko-1 would not be 100 percent 
“made in Japan.” There seemed to be no 
way past the impasse until Okamoto Glass 
suddenly stepped in, confident that they 
could make the spheres. The craft was slated 
to submerge to a depth of 8,000 meters 
where it would be subjected to 800 atm of 
pressure, so Okamoto had their work cut out 
for them.

“In recent years, many glass 
manufacturers have been falling fast as their 
products were edged out by plastic, which 
is comparatively lighter, less expensive and 

A Clear Look 
into the 
Depths
Okamoto Glass, which built a glass sphere that can withstand pressure of 800 atm for 
the Edokko-1, an unmanned submersible developed with various Japanese small and 
medium enterprises, has successfully developed a glass sphere capable of enduring 
1,200 atm, equivalent to the crushing force of the fullest depths of the sea.

Ryuji Toyoyama
Maritime 
and Special 
Projects Division 
representative 
Okamoto Glass

BIFUE USHIJIMA
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easier to machine,” says Ryuji Toyoyama, a Maritime 
and Special Projects Division representative at the 
company. “However, plastic is utterly incapable 
of withstanding 800 atm of pressure. Glass is also 
exceptionally more cost-effective than materials 
like ceramics and titanium, and can withstand the 
crushing force of the deep sea.”

All the same, the company had never worked 
with maritime products or ever been requested to 
make a product with that level of pressure tolerance. 
Okamoto obtained used glass spheres from Germany 
and the U.S. and examined them. By thoroughly 
analyzing the nature of the damage those spheres had 
sustained, they were able to use the resulting data to 
develop a more resilient globe, which they subjected 
to a series of pressure-resistance trials. The Japan 
Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology 
(JAMSTEC) helped Okamoto obtain much-needed 
simulation and analytics technologies.

Glass spheres are built by fusing two halves 
together. Okamoto Glass discovered that the seam, 
colloquially referred to as the “equator,” was the only 
part that split when sustaining damage. They thus 
narrowed their focus to designing a sphere with a 
resilient equator that would withstand enormous 

pressure. In August 2013, sixteen months after joining 
the project, they had crafted a sphere capable of 
withstanding 800 atm of pressure. In November 
of the same year, one Edokko-1 device descended 
4,000 meters into the Japan Trench, and two more 
descended to 7,800 meters, all returning safely.

Having cleared that technical hurdle, the next 
step for Okamoto Glass is building spheres that can 
plunge to the 10,911-meter depths of the Mariana 
Trench’s Challenger Deep, or what is known as “full 
depth”—the deepest point on Earth. In November 
2015, the company successfully built a thirteen-inch 
(32-centimeter diameter) globe that can withstand up 
to 1,200 atm of pressure, and it passed pressure tests 
conducted at JAMSTEC.

Okamoto Glass is now investigating the prospect 
of bringing this technology to the world, and will be 
exhibiting its wares at various maritime events and 
conventions. Of course one of the company’s goals is 
to make a sphere capable of full-depth submersion, 
but as Toyoyama notes, “A globe that can withstand 
1,200 atm of pressure has applications far beyond 
just marine exploration, so we want to explore the 
possibilities of this untapped field.” 

In 2013, the Edokko-1 successfully descended 
7,800 meters into the Japan Trench

Hiroshi Takahashi holds one of the sturdy glass 
spheres he was in charge of developing

An artist’s rendering of the Edokko-1 on the seabed
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SELENA HOY

SUJEEWA Wijayanayake first came to sport 
via cricket, a bat and ball sport that is an 
avid pastime in his home country of Sri 
Lanka. As he grew up, Sujeewa continued 

playing cricket but turned his attention to other 
pursuits as well. Baseball was not very popular in Sri 
Lanka, but he got the chance to play it once in high 
school. Although the rules were confusing at first 
for someone accustomed to cricket, Sujeewa quickly 
fell in love with the game, and his strong arm and 
southpaw delivery made him a natural pitcher.

From Sri Lanka to Japan to the world, Sujeewa 
Wijayanayake talks about how baseball brings 
people together, makes the world a better place, 
and has transformed his own life.

Easy Call
A visit from a Japan International Cooperation 

Agency baseball coach in his senior year of high school 
whetted Sujeewa’s appetite to see baseball played in 
one of the countries that loves it best: Japan. He was the 
team captain that year, and after graduation he went 
on to coach at his high school and traveled around Asia 
as a Sri Lankan national player, winning an MVP award 
when he pitched at Baseball Clinic 2004 in Bangkok, 
Thailand. But Japan stayed on his mind. 

Sujeewa came to Japan in 2006 to study at 
Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University (APU) in Oita 
Prefecture. He played on the university’s baseball team, 
but soon began to pursue a new aspect of the sport—
umpiring. “Umpires are really important to the game,” 
Sujeewa says. “He’s the one controlling the play. He can 
change everything.”

In 2009, Sujeewa began umpiring at youth baseball 
games, and after graduating from APU in 2010 with 

Sujeewa Wijayanayake
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Sujeewa with Sri Lankan youth baseball players at Ivy Baseball 
Stadium in Miyazaki, August 2015 



a degree in Asia-Pacific tourism and hospitality 
management, he moved up to umpiring at high school, 
university and club levels. By the end of 2010, he was 
juggling a full-time job as an area manager for a hotel 
chain with umpiring a hundred games a year. 

He relished the challenge. “This is baseball,” he 
states. “Akiramenai—you can’t give up.” Sujeewa 
took the umpiring exams and passed, becoming the 
country’s only licensed non-Japanese umpire. He now 
holds an international umpiring qualification from 
the Baseball Federation of Asia as well, and stands as  
the world’s only international Sri Lankan umpire. In 
the spring of 2015, Sujeewa marked a major milestone 
when he umpired a game at the National High School 
Baseball Invitational Tournament (better known as 
“Spring Koshien”), a tournament that determines the 
nation’s top high school baseball team and one of the 
most popular amateur sporting events in Japan. 

Sujeewa thinks the internationalism that stories 
like his own bring to Japan only bode well for Japan’s 
future, especially in light of the upcoming 2020 
Olympic and Paralympic Games to be held in Tokyo. In 
addition to his busy schedule as an umpire in Japan, 
Sujeewa does a lot of international outreach. He says 
that baseball offers a good chance to make friends 
from other countries, talk with them and learn from 
them. 

“I am standing here because of Japanese people, 
so in gratitude I want to give something back, to help 
others,” he notes. Sujeewa collects baseball equipment 
to ship back to Sri Lanka, conducts baseball clinics in 
various Asian countries, and helped build Sri Lanka’s 
first professional baseball field with Japanese support. 

He recalls an incident that occurred while he was 
instructing at a clinic for representative umpires 

from Pakistan, Iran, India and Nepal at a seminal 
international event in Sri Lanka at the aforementioned 
stadium. At the beginning of the clinic, he says, the 
Indian and Pakistani umpires stayed away from one 
another. After a while, however, they began to mingle 
and compare notes. 

“It was wonderful to see. Maybe the different 
nations’ leaders have problems that need to be 
resolved, but we are the same people, with the same 
red blood,” he recalls. “In baseball, the ball is the 
same. But you might have four umpires from four 
different countries, and two teams from different 
countries, meaning six different countries playing 
with the same ball. That’s baseball.”

Sujeewa doesn’t have a final goal in mind. Instead, 
he quotes a Japanese proverb: “When you climb a 
mountain, you can see the next mountain.” His next 
project is to bring an Asian tournament to the Sri 
Lankan baseball ground he helped build in 2012, for 
the benefit of the country, the region and other Asian 
players. He wants to change the profile of baseball in 
Sri Lanka and surrounding nations. “Since coming to 
Japan, I have changed,” he says. “And I want to make 
the change possible for others as well.” 
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At a 2015 coaching camp for Japanese youth baseball players in 
Tokyo 

Sujeewa controlling the play at the National High School Baseball 
Invitational Tournament



SHANNON JIH

“IF you could do anything you wanted, what 
would you want to do?” asks Mai Mukaida. 
With this simple question, she found a way 
to provide women with self-esteem and 

freedom while also creating jobs for the survivors of 
human trafficking in Nepal. 

Mukaida became interested in philanthropic 
ventures when she was just fifteen years old. After a 
lecture by Kyohei Takatsu, an NGO worker in Nepal, 
Mukaida was inspired to visit the country, so she 
started saving money and visited Takatsu in Nepal 
two years later. Mukaida was struck by the beauty of 
the Himalayan Mountains, as well as how happy the 
people there were despite their struggles. But she also 
recalls being at a loss about what she could offer these 
people.

Mukaida discovered her life’s work in 2008 
during her fourth year at Keio University, while 
doing fieldwork in Turkey. She interviewed many 
people to discover their needs by simply asking what 
they wanted to do. “I wanted to ask an open-ended 
question to understand people’s real interests,” recalls 
Mukaida. Many women responded by saying that 
they wanted to wear makeup to look more beautiful. 
Mukaida returned to Japan, gathered cosmetics and 
brought them back to Turkey, where she held the first 
Coffret Project workshop—“coffret” meaning “beauty 
box” in French. 

Cosmetics became a way of connecting with people. 
“Of course you communicate through the colors of the 
makeup, but touching a person’s face also creates an 
intimate interaction and exchange,” Mukaida notes. 
Her heart still strongly tied to Nepal, Mukaida brought 
the Coffret Project to the country in December 2009. 
She was deeply affected by the sadness she saw in the 
girls at the shelters there. Cosmetics became Mukaida’s 
way of bringing back their smiles and self-esteem.

The Coffret Project expanded to include volunteer 
activities in Indonesia and Turkey. After the Great 
East Japan Earthquake struck Japan’s northeastern 
Tohoku region in 2011,  Tohoku-born Mukaida brought 
her business home to Japan. As the city of Ishinomaki 

Mai Mukaida—founder and president of the 
Coffret Project and Lalitpur—has encouraged 
thousands of women to discover and pursue 
life’s beautiful moments. As she works to 
produce high-quality organic cosmetics in 
Nepal, Mukaida also seeks to instill a sense of 
confidence in Nepalese women. 
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struggled to recover from the tsunami that destroyed 
it, many people were continuing to commute to their 
jobs in Sendai City. 

“It was very difficult for the women in Ishinomaki 
who’d lost their clothes and cosmetics to work 
alongside coworkers living in Sendai who still had 
their possessions,” recalls Mukaida. “When we 
brought one woman new makeup, she smiled and 
said that she could use these products when going 
to work.” The Coffret Project’s activities in Tohoku 
continued for about half a year.

Resuming her focus on Nepal, Mukaida 
considered other ways to support the women in 
shelters. The Coffret Project had been running for 
almost three years, and many of the women were 
building their self-confidence. Mukaida wanted 
to create jobs, so she asked the same question: “If 
you could do anything you wanted, what would 
you want to do?” Having experienced the power of 
beauty and cosmetics, the women wanted to stay 
in that field. After a year and a half of planning, 
Lalitpur—meaning City of Beauty—was established 

in May 2013. The company employs women from 
the shelters to make natural skincare products from 
ingredients sourced around the Himalayas.

Lalitpur’s strength also lies in the collaborative 
efforts Mukaida brings to Nepal. Several Japanese artists 
came into the community to create packaging design, 
photographs and drawings for Lalitpur. By connecting 
with artists, Mukaida also hopes to bring a deeper 
awareness of the circumstances in Nepal. She is now 
working with a filmmaker and photographer to see what 
new ideas can take shape. And this year Mukaida has 
just launched “Message Soap, in time”—a new line to 
complement the existing basic line and men’s line. The 
series is a way for people to communicate their feelings 
by giving soap with a message printed on fabric hidden 
inside. 

When asked about her plans and hopes, Mukaida 
says: “Up until now, I have been looking outward. I think 
it’s about time for me to question myself regarding my 
own strengths, to look inside and ask myself what I want 
to do.” Whatever the answer is, it will no doubt create a 
new beautiful moment. 
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Hand knitting in Lalitpur, the City of Beauty
Mukaida says touching a person’s face creates an intimate 
interaction and exchange

Mukaida’s company employs women from shelters to make 
natural bath goods from ingredients sourced from the Himalayas Girls in Lalitpur hand knitting goods



Shizuoka
Prefecture

Nagano
Prefecture

Japan’s Fiery, 
Flavorful 
Root—Wasabi 

1

2

Wasabi is Japan’s signature condiment. There is 
no substitute for the pleasurable burn on your palate 
of the grated goodness of this herb.

SELENA HOY
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IF you’ve eaten sushi or sashimi, you’ve no doubt 
tasted wasabi. The wasabi that grows along the 
mountain streams in each region of Japan has 
long been known as a medicinal agent, said to 

have been used for its antibacterial and deodorizing 
effects since as early as the Asuka Period (592-710). 
Tokugawa Ieyasu, famed epicure and first shogun of 
the Edo Period (1603-1868), loved this seasoning, and 
is said to have carefully proscribed its cultivation. 
The region he entrusted its production to was 
Shizuoka Prefecture.

Eighty percent of the wasabi shipped to Japanese 
markets is now cultivated in Shizuoka Prefecture—
and the Izu Peninsula stands as Shizuoka’s greatest 
wasabi-producing region. With its characteristic warm 
climate, the peninsula is known as a home of hot 
springs and resorts where visitors can enjoy a variety 
of marine sports.

The land here is mountainous, explains wasabi 
farmer Hirotsugu Shioya, who tends a steep, 
terraced plot overlooking Izu City. The scent is of 
earth meeting rushing water in the cold mountain 
air, and green sprouts of various sizes spread out 
across watery paddies up and down the hillside. The 
greenery is divided by spindly trails that look almost 
wide enough for a goat, but prove wide enough to 

support nimble farmers examining their plants. 
“Wasabi is really dependent on water, the air 

and the environment,” says Shioya. The water here 
is incredibly clean and fresh, and wasabi grown in 
Shizuoka use all the blessings of nature, such as the 
runoff from Mount Fuji. Another challenge to raising 
the finicky crop is the time required: anywhere from 
a year and a half to two years for the plant to grow big 
enough to harvest.

Back at the foot of the mountain at the Izu 
Agriculture Research Center, fourth- and fifth-
generation wasabi farmers congregate to talk shop. 
When pressed, they share some of their favorite ways 
to eat the plant. Several mention wasabi-don, which 
is made by mixing wasabi with soy sauce and shaved 
bonito on top of rice. Others like it with grilled meat, 
while one reminisces about how his grandfather 
put it in the breakfast miso soup. Another says he 
relishes “negi-toro (scallions and fatty tuna) with 
plenty of wasabi—and a good cry.”

1 Grated fresh wasabi is both spicy and sweet
2 Everything from the plant’s rhizome to its leaves is edible
3 Snowmelt from Mount Fuji is used for growing wasabi in Shizuoka
4 The Daio Wasabi Farm Museum features prize samples of the plant
5 Just-harvested wasabi can be purchased as a gift
6 Shaved bonito, soy sauce and fresh wasabi over rice—wasabi-don—is 

a popular local dish

4
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Just a short distance from the center is a small 
local restaurant called Izu no Sataro, where another 
farmer’s recommendation is being served for lunch: 
local homemade soba noodles with fresh wasabi 
grated directly on top. The bright green herb clings 
in flecks to the toothy noodles, which act as the ideal 
canvas for the fresh, sharp balance of sweet and 
spicy that shoots straight up the nose before a quick 
breath dissipates the sensation. 

Further along the road toward Mount Fuji is 
the Mishima Wasabi Factory, a bazaar dedicated 
to wasabi that’s popular with daytrippers. The 
Mishima Wasabi Factory is also the company store 
of Yamamoto Foods, a purveyor of Shizuoka wasabi 
products. Fourth-generation president Yutaka 
Yamamoto wants visitors to experience Izu and, 
more specifically, wasabi. “Wasabi can be used in 
various interesting and delicious dishes,” says Isao 
Yamamoto, Yutaka’s brother. “You can enjoy it not 
only with sashimi, but also with meat, cheese and 
other foods.” Their most popular products include 
wasabi mayonnaise, wasabi shrimp crackers, and an 
oil-based seasoning made from wasabi powder in 
olive oil. 

Although the whole plant is spicy, the part most 
often used to produce the familiar green paste is 

the rhizome, which serves as the plant’s stem. And 
there’s a specific way to grind it, Yutaka explains. 
First you should strip the leaves off the top rather 
than lopping them off, which preserves the precious, 
tasty, sharp-scented part. Then use a quality grinder 
such as shark skin, preferably one made specifically 
for wasabi; a fine grinding surface will produce a 
silkier paste, while a coarser one will produce a 
grittier result. Finally, he says, you must “grind 
slowly, in a circular motion, with a smile.” It may 
sound funny, but he says that’s essential, because 
grinding while calm and happy will mean a lighter 
and gentler touch, while grinding in haste or anger 
will yield sloppy, haphazard results. 

Next up is Shizuoka’s neighboring wasabi-
producing prefecture, Nagano. Boasting nature on 
a grand scale, Nagano can be accessed from Tokyo 
within an hour and a half by bullet train, drawing 
crowds of people seeking to fill their days off with 
skiing, hot springs or hiking.

Daio Wasabi Farm is situated in the Azumino 
region of Nagano Prefecture. Spanning 15 hectares, 
the farm yields about 130 tons of wasabi per 
year, which is about 10 percent of total domestic 
production. Fed by snowmelt from Japan’s Northern 
Alps, the fields here are flat rather than terraced, 

9
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and the wasabi is planted in pebbly soil furrows with 
water running through them. 

The picturesque farm is open to visitors year-
round, and some guests may recognize that parts 
of the farm appeared in the Akira Kurosawa film 
Dreams. In addition to the gently undulating green 
fields of wasabi and light glinting off the clear water, 
there are water wheels, thatched roof huts, wooden 
bridges and even a small Shinto shrine. There’s also 
wasabi master farmer Shigetoshi Hama, who inspects 
the plants every morning. Carrying a blade, a grinder 
and a thermometer tucked into his belt above his 
gumboots, Hama makes sure the water temperature 
is suitable (i.e., a fairly constant 13ºC) and sees that 
the plants get the right mix of sun and shade. 

In addition to strolling the farm, visitors can 
try their hand at making wasabizuke, a condiment 
made by blending chopped wasabi leaves and upper 
stems with sake kasu—the lees left over from making 
sake. Wasabizuke goes nicely on rice, either plain 
or donburi style. There are also a few places to try 
wasabi-based foodstuffs on the farm: a food cart food 
court serving wasabi croquettes and soft serve ice 
cream, as well as a cafeteria offering wasabi curry, 
wasabi beer, and the house specialty, wasabi-don. 
This latter dish uses the excellent local rice as a base 

and is topped with shaved bonito, white sesame, 
scallions and kizami-nori flakes, along with a side of 
wasabi stem pickles. The diner adds soy sauce with 
a healthy dose of freshly ground wasabi, presented 
whole on the tray with a grinder. 

“Wasabi is best within three minutes of grinding,” 
Hama says. Eating farm-fresh wasabi ground only 
moments before is a revelation: the kick is there, but 
there’s also a sublime sweetness not evident when 
eating the stuff from a tube. “With wasabi, it’s not 
just the spiciness—the sweetness is very important,” 
Hama adds.

Exploring Japan’s wasabi-producing regions can 
certainly change your outlook on this distinctive 
green herb. It’s not just a spice, but a product 
nurtured and grown with love. 

12

7 Wasabi stems are also used in popular products such as wasabizuke
8 Wasabi has long been a favorite as a condiment for sushi and noodle 

dishes
9 Popular as snacks and souvenirs—wasabi and shrimp crackers 
10 Izu’s wasabi farm is also a trendy tourist spot
11 Shizuoka Prefecture has a wide range of wasabi farmers, from young 

growers to seasoned veterans
12 Between Shizuoka Prefecture and Nagano Prefecture: the snowy 

Southern Alps and Lake Suwa 
13 The wasabi fields at Daio Wasabi Farm in Nagano Prefecture are flat 

rather than terraced
14 Wasabi master farmer Shigetoshi Hama
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Sotsugyoushiki
Sotsugyoushiki (graduation ceremonies) are 

commencements held in Japan to celebrate 
the completion of all levels of schooling, 
including elementary, middle school, high school 
and college or university. Set in place by Japanese 
law, these events are held annually in March, and 
include greetings from the school principal and 
graduating students as well as the presentation 
of diplomas and the entire student body 
singing together in chorus. Sotsugyoushiki also 

feature the hanamichi—a passageway formed by 
underclassmen and teachers standing on opposite 
sides to send the graduating students off in style.

At schools that require school uniforms with 
standing collars, there is a custom in which 
graduating male students give the second button 
from their uniform to a special female student. 
Some girls request buttons from boys they are in 
love with, and sometimes popular boys end up 
giving away all of their buttons. 
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