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16 s Kenya prepares to host 
the first Tokyo International 
Con-ference on African 

Development (TICAD) to be 
held outside Japan — a “turning 
point” in the words of Kenya’s 
Ambassador to Japan H.E. Mr. 
Solomon K. Maina (p. 20) — we 
zoom in on the rapidly changing 
dynamic of Japan-Africa 
relations.
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JAPAN-GHANA SUMMIT MEETING

JAPAN-CHAD SUMMIT MEETING

On May 18, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe hosted 
a summit meeting and other events with 
H.E. Mr. John Dramani Mahama, President 

of the Republic of Ghana. 
President Mahama expressed gratitude for 

the invitation to Japan and also offered words 
of condolence on the earthquakes centered in 
Kumamoto. He also reflected on Japan-Ghana 
relations since the time when Professor Hideyo 
Noguchi conducted his research in Ghana and 
thanked Japan for its assistance to Ghana.

Prime Minister Abe explained that Japan 
hopes to further strengthen its relationship with 
Ghana, especially by promoting economic ties and 
strengthening cooperation in the field of health. He 
expressed his intention to work together towards 
the conclusion of the ongoing negotiation of an 
investment treaty between Japan and Ghana at the 
earliest possible timing and to start consultations 

for an avoidance of a double taxation convention 
between Japan and Ghana among relevant 
authorities. He also explained Japan’s intention to 
provide a yen loan of approximately USD 100 million 
for the Construction of a New Bridge across the Volta 
River on the Eastern Corridor Project.

On May 28, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe held a 
Japan-Chad Summit Meeting with H.E. Mr. 
Idriss Déby Itno, President of the Republic 

of Chad, who was visiting Japan to attend the 
outreach meeting of the G7 Ise-Shima Summit. 

President Déby Itno expressed his appreciation 
for the G7 Summit on behalf of Africa and his 
satisfaction with its outcomes. He stated that high 
quality infrastructure was important for Africa and 
asked Japan to share its experience. Prime Minister 
Abe explained Japan’s decision in January this 
year to extend approximately USD 8.45 million of 
emergency and humanitarian assistance to Chad 
through international organizations, for purposes 
such as food security and countering extremism, as 
well as Japan’s intention to provide approximately 
USD 3.2 million worth of agriculture-related 
equipment. In addition, he stated that he intends to 
discuss such issues as health systems and women’s 
empowerment at TICAD VI as well.

Ghana President John Dramani Mahama and Prime Minister Abe 
address the press, 18 May 2016.

Prime Minister Abe shakes hands with President of Chad Idriss Déby 
Itno, 28 May 2016.
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JAPAN AND AFRICA: 
PARTNERS FOR GROWTH

“Now it is Asia, and it is also Africa, more than anywhere else, where 
you find the spirit of growth in the breeze, together with the rich soil of 
dynamic growth potential. I say to you that Asian and African nations are 
no longer Japan’s aid recipients. They are Japan’s partners for growth. 
[This] year’s TICAD* meeting will be the first to take place on the soil of 
Africa, which is so full of energy. Whether we build up human capacities 
or infrastructure, all will be an investment into the future.”

So said Prime Minister Abe at the Asian-African Summit in April last 
year. Now TICAD VI is upon us, we look at some of the Japan-Africa 
initiatives supporting the Prime Minister’s claim.

* Tokyo International Conference on African Development

The Matadi Bridge spans the Congo River in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo
Photo: Courtesy of Honshu-Shikoku Bridge Expressway Company

Feature JAPAN AND AFRICA: PARTNERS FOR GROWTH
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Junzo Fujita, Ambassador for 
TICAD and Ambassador in 
charge of Regional Economic 
Communities, Peace and 
Security in Africa at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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TICAD VI in Africa 
—The Spirit of Ownership and Partnership

Photo: Yuichi Itabashi

The Sixth Tokyo International Conference 
on African Development (TICAD VI) 
will be held from 27 to 28 August 2016 

in Nairobi, Kenya. We asked Junzo Fujita, 
Ambassador for TICAD, about the history of 
TICAD and the nature of Japan-Africa relations 
today.

What are the objectives and chief 
characteristics of TICAD?
TICAD was launched at the initiative of the 
Government of Japan with the objective of 
having the international community join with 
African nations to think about the issues facing 
Africa and take actions to resolve those issues. 
When the first TICAD was held in Tokyo in 
1993, shortly after the end of the Cold War, the 
international community's interest in Africa 
had faded. TICAD renewed interest in Africa 
around the world. One of the characteristics 
of TICAD is that it is an inclusive and open 
forum engaging not only Japanese and African 
government leaders but also international 
organizations, partner countries, private 
companies and NGOs. The basic philosophies 
of TICAD are "ownership" and "partnership." 
"Ownership" is the notion that African 
development should be self-reliant, pursued 
with Africa's own efforts. The "partnership" 
element refers to international support for such 
efforts. TICAD also has a follow-up mechanism 
to confirm the implementation of pledges 
announced at the summit-level meetings of 
TICAD.
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What is the significance of TICAD being 
convened in Africa for the first time?
African nations have long hoped to host the 
TICAD in Africa. In June 2014, the African Union 
(AU) adopted a resolution stating that the next 
TICAD would be hosted in Africa and also be 
convened every three years as opposed to the 
five-year interval until that time. In response 
to this resolution, Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe confirmed at the United Nations General 
Assembly in September 2014 that TICAD would 
be held every three years, hosted alternately in 
Africa and Japan, and that TICAD VI would be 
convened in Africa in 2016.

TICAD VI will assess progress on the initiatives 
announced in the Yokohama Declaration 2013 
and Yokohama Action Plan 2013–2017 adopted 
at TICAD V in 2013. TICAD VI will also address 
a range of issues that have been confronting 
Africa since 2013, including the Ebola outbreak, 
the increase in terrorist attacks, and the fall in 
international resource prices.

I am grateful that the African nations hoped 
to host TICAD in Africa on their own initiative. I 
believe that their decision to host the conference 
in Africa represents their strong appreciation and 
expectations for TICAD.

What are Africa's expectations of Japan?
African nations are highly appreciative of 
Japan's Official Development Assistance (ODA), 
which has been implemented in a wide range 
of areas including education, health care, and 
infrastructure development. Today, they expect 
private sector investment from Japan in addition 
to ODA.

African nations have achieved strong economic 
growth over the past ten years or more, and the 
pace of this growth will be further accelerated 
with more private sector investment from Japan. 
African countries have perfect trust in Japanese 
products and technologies. We can demonstrate 

our state-of-the-art scientific technologies in 
Africa in various areas such as IT, agriculture, 
medical and space science. For Japan's private 
sector, Africa has significant potential as a market 
with an extensive young labor force and multiple 
business opportunities. Given this background, a 
considerable number of Japanese companies will 
be participating in TICAD VI. 

You served as Japan's Ambassador to Uganda 
from 2013 until this year. What are your 
impressions of Uganda?
The people of Uganda are very friendly and 
cheerful, and I enjoyed working there. Uganda 
is an agricultural state with abundant fertile 
land. It is also blessed with plentiful natural 
resources, which has given me the overwhelming 
impression that the country has strong potential 
for growth in the future.

Human resource development is a key factor 
in enabling Uganda to achieve economic growth. 
For instance, a Japanese company is building a 
new bridge across the Nile River with an ODA 
project. The Japanese company involved in 
this construction project has been working 
hard to develop and train local engineers in the 
expectation that they will be capable of handling 
maintenance operations on their own after the 
completion of the construction.

For many years, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) has supported the 
Nakawa Vocational Training Institution in 
Kampala, the capital of Uganda. Even people with 
college degrees attend this school, attracted by 
the high job placement rate of its graduates.

I am convinced that promoting human 
resource development programs is one of the 
most important missions for Japan to perform, 
not only in Uganda but also in other African 
countries. 

Inverview by OSAMU SAWAJI
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L
ocated on Flower Road just a ten-minute 
walk from Shin-Kobe Station, the Kobe 
Institute of Computing, Graduate School of 
Information Technology (KIC) is emerging 

as an important center for human resources 
development in Africa. Seventy-two international 
students are presently studying at KIC, the majority 
of them from Africa on master’s degree scholarships 
from agencies of the Japanese government.

The big breakthrough in KIC’s relationship 
with Africa came with its implementation in 2012 
of the JICA (Japan International Cooperation 
Agency) training program “Problem Resolutions for 
Development Issues by ICT.” 

KIC is examining and inventing ways that 
information and communication technologies 

can enhance African people’s capacity to acquire 
truthful information; strengthen their resilience 
to cope with poverty, illiteracy, disease, conflict 
and corruption by improving their capacity to 
communicate; and provide platforms to counteract 
these challenges and find means of reconciliation 
and community building.

To realize this goal, “Tankyu for Africa” has been 
introduced as the key technology-driven problem-
solving approach. “Tankyu” is a Japanese term 
meaning “inquisitive learning.” The idea is that 
students begin by learning the fundamentals of open 
source software and, having acquired them, become 
creators of new concepts for society. 

Among the participants in the 2012 Tankyu 
program was Clarisse Iribagiza from Rwanda, the 
founder in 2010 of HeHe Limited, a developer of 
mobile applications. HeHe Limited implements 
Tankyu Practice through its staff and local students. 
HeHe’s Girl Hub client for example has empowered 
thousands of teenage girls in Rwanda through 
the provision of educational and vocational 
opportunities via their mobile application. HeHe is a 
shining example of Rwandan prowess in the ICT field. 

Centered on the Kobe Institute of Computing, 
Graduate School of Information Technology (KIC), 
the City of Kobe and the Rwandan capital of Kigali 
have forged a dynamic and mutually beneficial 
partnership.

ALEX HENDY

Yves Cyuzuzo in the KIC 
common room

KIC-Start:  
The Kobe-Kigali 
Connection
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Clued in to Rwanda’s potential as one of the 
fastest growing African countries in ICT, the City 
of Kobe has been working closely with the capital, 
Kigali, to nurture the first buds of their special 
relationship. In 2014, an ICT skills development 
tie-up between KIC and the Kigali private sector 
was announced, and later that year saw the start 
of the K-Initiative economic collaboration project, 
which aims to create jobs for 1,000 people in 
Rwanda by 2020.

“The Tankyu for Africa program at KIC and the 
ICT Innovator course we established to implement 
development-oriented study marked the start of 
interest in Japan about working with Africa in the 
field of ICT,” says KIC Vice President Kenji Fukuoka. 
“What we are aiming at is in line with the objectives 
of the ABE Initiative.”

ICT for Development
The African Business Education (ABE) Initiative for 
Youth was launched based on recommendations 
announced at the 5th Tokyo International 
Conference on African Development (TICAD V) in 
2013 further to a proposal by Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe. The ABE Initiative offers opportunities for 
young Africans to study for master’s degrees in 
Japanese universities and experience internships 
at Japanese companies, specifically to develop 

skills that can contribute to African industry. Over 
the five years of the ABE Initiative’s duration, 
universities including KIC will take in a total of 1,000 
participants from African countries.

Yves Cyuzuzo (28) is a second-year student at KIC 
on the “ICT for Development” master’s course and 
is one of the first batch of ABE Initiative students 
at KIC. A graduate of the Adventist University 
of Central Africa in Kigali, Cyuzuzo beat off stiff 
competition across Africa to win one of the prized 
scholarships at KIC. 

“Japan is the best in the world in automation, or 
robotics, so for me that was the best thing to learn 
here. It has been a good experience to see Japanese 
technology and companies firsthand,” Cyuzuzo says. 
“I’m looking forward to going back to Rwanda to 
apply what I have learned. With these skills, I can 
develop a system in any field.”

In May, a seventeen-strong delegation of business 
leaders from Kobe led by Mayor Kizo Hisamoto 
visited Kigali and announced a “Joint Declaration 
of Partnership toward Creating an Innovation Eco 
System and Bridging Africa and Japan.”

“Rwanda and Japan have a strong relationship 
now,” says Cyuzuzo. “If we can implement the 
knowledge we have gained here [at KIC] it can help 
Japan as well.” 

From Kobe to Kigali and into Africa, the Flower 
Road is open to traffic. 

All photos: Yuichi Itabashi

KIC Associate Professor Chika Yoshida 
with master’s students on the “ICT for 

Development” course
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T
he Japan Overseas Coop-
eration Volunteers (JOCV) 
is a program of the Japan 
International Cooperation 

Agency (JICA) with stated objec-
tives to contribute to the econom-
ic and social development as well 
as the reconstruction of develop-
ing countries, to deepen friendly 
relations and mutual understand-
ing between the partner countries; 
and to cultivate in young people 

an international perspective so 
that they can return their experi-
ence of serving as a volunteer to 
Japanese society.

All Japanese citizens between 
the ages of 20 and 39 are eligible 
to become members of JOCV. If 
selected for dispatch, the volun-
teers generally serve a term of two 
years. Fields of activity include 
education, agriculture, public 
health care, computer technology, 

electronics, auto maintenance, 
sports training, and support for 
disabled people. Over the fifty-one 
years of the program’s existence, 
about 41,000 volunteers have 
been dispatched to eighty-eight 
countries. Malawi, in Africa, has 
received the largest number of 
JOCV members, some 1,700 all 
told. Africa has received roughly 
13,000 members in total, making it 
the main region to receive volun-
teers along with Asia. 

Aya Tsubota is a nurse on the 
JOCV program who was dis-
patched to the Jinja Regional 
Referral Hospital in April 2015. 
The Hospital is roughly two hours 
away by car from Kampala, the 
capital of Uganda.

“There are a limited number 
of nurses and a shortage of drugs 

Japan’s popular volunteer program Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers (JOCV) was established in 1965 as a means for young 
Japanese citizens to support the development of partner countries. 
Of the 40,000 young people dispatched under the program to date, 
some 13,000 have worked in Africa, in fields including health care, 
agriculture and education. Among these volunteers is Aya Tsubota, 
who works as a nurse at a hospital in Uganda.

OSAMU SAWAJI

JOCV: Working with Africa

1 2
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and medical equipment here,” 
says Tsubota. “I have been really 
moved by the nurses working in 
these difficult conditions who un-
failingly continue to smile when 
caring for their patients.” 

Tsubota, who has three years of 
experience at a Japanese national 
hospital, is working to introduce 
the 5S system of orderliness in the 
hospital to improve its operational 
environment and thereby improve 
medical services.  

As part of this process, Tsubota 
initiated the organization of the 
drugs storage shelf. Drugs, syring-
es and clinical records had previ-
ously all been randomly stored on 
the shelf. Working alongside the 
nurses and other staff members, 
Tsubota made cardboard boxes 
for the drugs and medical equip-
ment, and labeled each box. Even 
so, drugs and medical equipment 
continued to be misplaced, and it 
took three months for the staff to 
become accustomed to the neces-
sary procedures and voluntarily 

organize the supplies.
“The nurses are very busy 

because each one looks after more 
than thirty patients,” says Tsubo-
ta. “It was very important to find 
time to hold discussions and share 
ideas with the staff when they are 
not so busy.”

One of problems that most 
troubles Tsubota is the shortage 
of general medical supplies. In 
addition to the shortage of basic 
consumables such as drugs and 
medical equipment, scissors, tape, 
and files are also sorely lacking. 
As a result, wise choices are often 
required to efficiently use what 
little is available. One example 
is the files for patients’ clinical 
records, which Tsubota and the 
staff created from cardboard. Until 
recently in the ward for the De-
partment of Maternity, which sees 
a large number of patients coming 
and going, such as expectant and 
nursing mothers, the patients’ 
clinical records were often mislaid 
because they were written on 

very thin slips of paper. Tsubota 
and her fellow staff cut cardboard 
into notebook-sized sheets and 
taped them together to make files. 
The patients’ bed number is now 
written on the spine of these files 
making it easy to locate records at 
any time. 

“The staff members were so 
busy they had no motivation to 
change the unsatisfactory situa-
tion,” Tsubota says. “It was the 
same situation when implement-
ing the 5S activities, but having 
seen the effectiveness of that they 
now realize that they can change 
the situation by themselves.” 

5S consists of very low profile 
activities and it is difficult to see 
immediate results in the improve-
ment of the quality of medical 
services. Consequently, there was 
a time when  Tsubota too found 
herself losing motivation. How-
ever, one day a nurse encouraged 
her: “Aya, what you are doing 
is helpful for us. Patients are 
also benefiting from this, so you 
should be more confident.”

“I was inspired to know that 
she really understood the mean-
ing behind the 5S activities,” says 
Tsubota. “Using my experience 
in Uganda, in the future I would 
like to become a lecturer on global 
health nursing and research means 
of support for the development of 
human resources in the nursing 
sector of developing countries.” 

1 Aya Tsubota with nurses from the Jinja 
Regional Referral Hospital

2 A drug storage shelf neatly organized on 
the 5S principle

3 Tsubota (right) and staff members make 
records files from cardboard.

2

All photos: Courtesy of Aya Tsubota
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The Matadi Bridge spans the Congo River in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
Photo: Courtesy of Honshu-Shikoku Bridge Expressway Company
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L
ocated in the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo (DRC) 150 km inland from the 
Atlantic Ocean in the port of Matadi, the 
Matadi Bridge is the only fixed crossing 

over the lower and middle stretches of the Congo 
River. Carrying the main highway connecting the 
Congolese capital of Kinshasa with the Atlantic 
coast, the 722-meter-long bridge plays a vital role in 
the country’s land transportation infrastructure.

The Matadi Bridge was completed in 1983 through 
a Japanese ODA loan agreement with what was then 

the Republic of Zaire. When civil war broke out in 
the country in 1996, however, Japan was forced to 
suspend the provision of technological assistance 
necessary for the bridge’s maintenance. This 
situation continued through the many long years of 
turmoil in the country until 2012, when in response 
to a request from the DRC, the Japan International 
Cooperation Agency (JICA) launched the Project on 
Capacity Development for Bridge Management.

Engineers from the Organization for Equipment 
of Banana-Kinshasa (OEBK), which is in charge of 
maintenance operations for the Matadi Bridge, have 
been invited to Japan for training on three occasions 
under the terms of the project. 

Training is conducted by the Honshu-Shikoku 
Bridge Expressway Company (HSBE) and comprises 
two courses. The first is Maintenance and 
Operational Capacity, in which the engineers study 
models for the appropriate allocation of highway 
revenue for long-term maintenance operations. The 
second is Bridge Maintenance Techniques, which 
covers such issues as routine maintenance, safety 
checks and data recording.

 “I was impressed by the seriousness 
demonstrated by the OEBK engineers during the 
training session,” says HSBE’s Masahiko Takeuchi. 
“I was also deeply touched by their strong desire to 
maintain the bridge as a lasting symbol of friendship 
between our two countries.”

Takeuchi has twice carried out on-the-job training 
in the DRC, helping the OEBK engineers to acquire 
the maintenance skills they need to take care of the 
suspension bridge.

“When I saw the Matadi Bridge for the first 
time in June 2013, it was actually in much better 
condition than I had expected,” says Takeuchi. 
“However, it was difficult to create a plan on site 
to tackle the evident structural problems, because 
OEBK lacks the facilities and background data to 
research the factors leading to the deterioration of 
the paintwork, concrete and pavement surfaces. The 
know-how we have built up in Japan over the years 
proved helpful in this respect.”

Over the forty-five years of its existence, HSBE 

More than thirty years after its construction, the 
Matadi Bridge across the Congo River continues to 
benefit from Japanese technological support.

TAKASHI SASAKI

Bridging the 
Generations

1 2

1

Matadi 

Kinshasa

Route 1



The Matadi Bridge spans the Congo River in the Democratic Republic of the Congo
Photo: Courtesy of Honshu-Shikoku Bridge Expressway Company
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has been involved in a wide range of gigantic bridge 
construction and maintenance operations, including 
construction of the Akashi-Kaikyo Bridge, the 
world’s longest suspension bridge (3,911 meters). Its 
accumulated knowledge and technologies are now 
being transferred to the OEBK engineers. 

One such technology is the Dry Air Injection 
System which the company implemented for the 
first time in the world in the Akashi-Kaikyo Bridge. 
In this system, air is filtered through a process of 
dust removal, desalination, and dehumidification 
before it is injected into the main suspension cables. 
The technology prevents internal corrosion of the 
cables and ensures their long service life. It will soon 
be applied in the Matadi Bridge.

“For HSBE this project was highly gratifying,” says 
Takeuchi. “We were able to share our knowledge not 
only with two veteran engineers who were around 
at the time of the Matadi Bridge’s construction 
and who played a crucial role in its subsequent 
maintenance, but also with the next generation of 
young engineers.”

Congolese honeymooners are said to regard the 
Matadi Bridge as one of the most picturesque spots 
in the country and visit the structure from far and 
wide. It is hoped the bridge will maintain its beauty 
for many years to come. 

3
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The Dry Air Injection System for prevention of main cable corrosion     Courtesy of Honshu-Shikoku Bridge Expressway Company

Masahiko Takeuchi of the Honshu-Shikoku Bridge Expressway 
Company stands in front of the Akashi-Kaikyo Bridge.

Photo: Takashi Sasaki
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“K
aizen” is a Japanese 
word originally 
meaning simply 
“improve to a bet-

ter state.” The term now refers to 
activities to improve quality and 
productivity at a production site, 
and it is widely used in countries 
beyond Japan. Kaizen emerged 
out of the ingenuity of Japanese 
workers during the tough eco-
nomic conditions that prevailed 
in the wake of World War II. 
One example is 5S, a practice of 
keeping things organized and set 
in order in factories and offices. 
Because kaizen can be intro-
duced without significant capital 

investment, it has spread through-
out manufacturing, and become 
a driving force for Japan’s strong 
economic growth. When Japanese 
companies that had entered the 
global market began successfully 
introducing kaizen to their over-
seas plants from the 1980s, foreign 
companies followed suit.

A leading example of the 
introduction of kaizen in Africa 
is in Ethiopia. In recent years, 
the country has been achieving 
remarkable economic growth, 
with real GDP growth around 10% 
for the past several years. The 
leading industries in Ethiopia are 
agriculture and services, but the 
Ethiopian government is now 
focusing on bolstering its competi-
tiveness in manufacturing in order 
to achieve sustainable economic 
development. The Ethiopian Kai-
zen Institute (EKI), a government 
agency, is playing a role in this 
strategy, with the late Prime Min-
ister Meles Zenawi having been 
influential in promoting kaizen. 

During a conference held in the 
capital Addis Ababa in 2008, Meles 
heard about the Kaizen Project 
to be carried out by the Japan 
International Cooperation Agency 
(JICA) in Tunisia, and immedi-
ately requested Japan’s support. 
In response, JICA commenced the 
Study on Quality and Productivity 
Improvements, with the trial in-
troduction of kaizen carried out in 
pilot companies in 2009. In 2011, 
the Project on Capacity Building 
for the Dissemination of Quality 
and Productivity Improvement 
(Kaizen) commenced. In sup-
port, the Ethiopian government 
established the current EKI as the 
core organization for introducing 
kaizen to private companies. Since 
then, EKI has been working with 
JICA to promote kaizen. 

One of the key roles played 
by EKI is to develop consultants 
who work for EKI and teach kai-
zen to companies. 

“The number of people who 
underwent training at EKI and 

Kaizen  
Never  
Ends

The Japanese business 
philosophy of “kaizen” is 
gradually and systematically 
taking hold in Africa, with 
Ethiopia leading the way.

KUMIKO SATO

Takeshi Fujita talks with 
consultants undergoing 
training at the Ethiopia Kaizen 
Institute (EKI).

Photo: Courtesy of Takeshi Fujita
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have become kaizen consultants 
already exceeds 100. Ethiopia 
has become the most advanced 
kaizen nation in Africa,” says 
Takeshi Fujita of the Japan Pro-
ductivity Center. 

Fujita supports EKI as a mem-
ber of JICA’s Project on Capacity 
Development for Kaizen Imple-
mentation for Quality and Produc-
tivity Improvement and Competi-
tiveness Enhancement, which was 
launched in 2015. 

Under this project, consul-
tants who have undergone kaizen 
training accompany Japanese 
experts at the pilot companies 

and propose kaizen measures to 
resolve the issues identified in the 
workshop. This includes adoption 
of the practice of keeping things 
tidy and in order in the plant, lay-
out changes to make the workflow 
more efficient, and the elimina-
tion of unnecessary work. They 
also work to reduce the number 
of defective products through the 
introduction or revision of work 
standards, while reducing the 
breakdown of machine and equip-
ment through effective mainte-
nance activities. 

While Japanese experts and 
local consultants provide support 
for the implementation of kaizen 
activities, the main role should 
be played by the companies. 
How will the experts and consul-
tants find the root causes at the 
production site, and how can they 
propose effective improvement 
measures? If they can do this, 
companies will be persuaded and 
work seriously on kaizen. If em-
ployees at the site play a leading 
role in kaizen activities, this will 
produce greater effects and make 
it easy to continue. In the Ethiopi-
an project, many plants achieved 
results through kaizen activities, 
such as reduced manufacturing 

costs, shorter work hours and 
decreases in the number of defec-
tive products. 

“Based on our kaizen propos-
als, some companies think inde-
pendently and carry out their own 
kaizen activities. It is a delightful 
surprise,” says Fujita. 

Fujita also participates in 
 JICA’s Project on Human Resource 
Development for Industrial 
Development. Of JICA’s kaizen- 
related projects for the manu-
facturing industry in African 
countries, this is the only project 
that aims to introduce kaizen to 
the areas of marketing, sales and 
financial management. 

“To improve business results, 
it is necessary not only to improve 
quality and production, but also 
to upgrade the level of overall 
management. I would like to make 
the project in Kenya succeed so as 
to help the African manufacturing 
industry achieve rapid growth,” 
says Fujita, who spends most of 
each year in Ethiopia and Kenya. 
“Kaizen involves activities that 
are carried out by all employees 
of the company. Although I am in 
the position of training the local 
staff, I learn a lot from them every 
day.”  

Takeshi Fujita, Director for International 
Cooperation, Japan Productivity Center

Photo: Mamoru Sugiyama

Sorted: 5S in action in Ethiopia   Photo: Courtesy of Seiji Sugimoto
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Green 
Toilets  
for Kenya

I
n 2013 the United Nations General Assembly 
designated November 19 as World Toilet Day. Its 
goal: to raise awareness of the global need for 
improved sanitation and access to safe toilets. 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 
about 2.4 billion people — or roughly one third of 
the world’s population — do not use “improved 
sanitation,” and of these up to 1 billion defecate in 
the open. Every year, some 760,000 children under 
the age of five die from diarrheal disease contracted 
through contaminated food or drinking water, or 
from person-to-person as a result of poor hygiene. 
Interventions to prevent diarrhea, including safe 
drinking-water, use of improved sanitation and hand 
washing with soap can reduce disease risk.

Japanese housing equipment manufacturer 
LIXIL has pledged to provide improved access to 
sanitation and hygiene for 100 million people in the 
world by 2020 through the provision of innovative 
toilet solutions.

As part of its efforts, LIXIL is facilitating a project 
in Kenya to put its “Green Toilet System” into 

practical use. The project commenced when the 
Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) 
adopted the proposal as its first Collaboration 
Program with the Private Sector for Disseminating 
Japanese Technology in 2014. 

Flush toilet penetration is about 50% in Nairobi 
and other urban areas, while in the suburbs and 
rural areas where there are no sewers, conventional 
vault toilets are commonly used and not always 
appropriately managed. The installation of Green 
Toilets in non-urban areas will not only increase 
access to clean and comfortable sanitation facilities, 
such toilets also convert human waste to fertilizer 
that can be used in local agriculture.

“In Japan, human waste has been fermented, 

A Japanese manufacturer of sanitary ware is 
introducing its “Green” toilet technology to non-
urban parts of Kenya.

KUMIKO SATO

1

1
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decomposed and recycled into safe fertilizer for 
years,” says Yu Yamakami, who is responsible for 
LIXIL’s project in Kenya. “The Green Toilet System 
was developed by applying this traditional Japanese 
excrement processing technology.”

One of the advantages of LIXIL’s Green Toilet 
System is that it is able to separate urine and feces, 
which helps to reduce ammonia odor and facilitate 
their conversion into fertilizer. 

The field tests for the project are being conducted 
in urban slum areas and towns in the suburbs. 
The aim is to develop a toilet system that suits the 
climate in Kenya and the lifestyles of the local people 
by working in cooperation with local partners.

In the project, human excrement collected in the 
toilet tank is transported to the compost center and 
converted into fertilizer. The goal is to develop a 

recycling society where the excrement of the local 
people is returned to nature as fertilizer. 

When looking for Kenyan partners for the 
field test, Yamakami shows samples of fertilizer 
made from excrement. This overcomes their 
understandable initial disgust, Yamakami says.

“They are surprised to see that the product 
of excrement processing is a clean fertilizer in a 
dry soil-like state,” she says. “Greatly interested, 
they begin to point out concerns or to suggest 
improvements. The Kenyan people have high 
expectations for the Green Toilet System.”

One slum-dweller commented, “I had negative 
feelings about the idea until I realized that fertilizers 
made from human excrement are safer than those 
made from unknown materials. If this project 
is successful, it will be a trigger for improving 

sanitation and hygiene in slums all over the 
world, as well as in Kenya.” 

Field tests of the Green Toilet System 
are presently being conducted at the Kenya 
Institute of Organic Farming, where two 
waterless Green Toilets have been installed. 
In parallel, Yamakami is researching Green 
Toilet technologies and the financial aspects 
of implementation, as well as ways to make 
the fertilizer a high value-added product. 
In response to feedback from the field tests 
in Kenya, the development team in Japan is 
working on ways to improve usability and to 
adjust unit design so that the toilets can be easily 
produced by local manufacturers.

“As a toilet manufacturer, it’s important that 
we consider the problem of excrement disposal,” 
says Yamakami. “We are the first major private 
enterprise to enter the business of disseminating 
toilets in areas without sewage systems. Our 
creation of a market in this field will help resolve 
global hygiene and environmental issues.” 

1 Yu Yamakami and the Green Toilet System being used in 
the field test in Kenya

2 Yamakami explains the correct use of a Green Toilet.
2

All photos: Courtesy of LIXIL
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Japan 
“Welcomes” 
Shea Butter

S
hea butter is vegetable fat that is extracted 
from the kernels of shea trees, which grow 
naturally in the area known as the Shea Belt 
that spans West Africa and Central Africa. In 

Africa, fatty acid- and nutrient-rich shea butter has 
been used in applications such as food, chemicals 
and skincare for thousands of years. Yuko Morishige 
helps make soap from shea butter in Burkina Faso, 
where shea trees are abundant, with the aim of 
empowering local women.

“In Burkina Faso, it is often the case that women 
have received insufficient education and health care 
since childhood,” says Morishige. “To overcome this 
situation, the local women need to earn a steady 
income. This led me to the idea of enabling these 
women to make profits from shea butter.”

Morishige began to develop an interest in 
activities in developing countries when she visited 
Nepal as a university student. Upon witnessing 
issues such as poverty and human trafficking, 
Morishige found herself becoming motivated to do 
something to address the problems.

After graduating, Morishige worked in a private 
company for seven years before leaving to become 

involved in support work for Nepalese women and 
children while also studying social work and AIDS 
prevention at university. She subsequently applied 
to participate in the Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteers, and was sent to Burkina Faso in 2003 
for two years’ service in the field of community 
development.

Morishige learned that shea butter was treated 
almost like a cure-all in Burkina Faso: it was used as 
skin cream, medicine and for many other purposes. 

Yuko Morishige is empowering women in Burkina Faso 
through her efforts to bring locally produced soap and 
cosmetics made from shea butter into Japan.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

Yuko Morishige of A Dansé

A fruit-bearing shea tree
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Japan 
“Welcomes” 
Shea Butter

Fascinated by the rich scent of fresh shea butter 
and its effects on the skin, Morishige saw business 
potential in the material. In 2009, she established 
a company called A Dansé Co., which means 
“Welcome back” or “Welcome” in the local language 
of Dioula. In 2010, A Dansé launched shea butter 
soap, manufactured in Burkina Faso, in Japan.

Women in the residents’ group for forest 
management (referred to as GGF) from seventeen 
villages in Comoé in the western part of Burkina 
Faso make shea butter for the production of the 
soap. GGF ensures the sustainability of forest control 
and also seeks to improve the livelihoods of people 
engaged in practices such as shea butter production 
and beekeeping. The female members of Centre 
Rakieta de Lutte Contre le SIDA, a citizens’ group 

for measures against AIDS, make soap from the shea 
butter. At the training center of the group, soaps are 
manufactured mainly by HIV infected women. The 
person responsible for soap production is a doctor of 
pharmacology in traditional healthcare who is very 
well known in Burkina Faso.

“Soap may be manufactured using several 
different methods. Our shea butter soap uses the 
cold process method, which involves no external 

heat,” says Morishige. “It cannot be made in large 
quantities, because this traditional method takes 
nearly a month to sufficiently mature the soap. 
Nevertheless, this method is irreplaceable when 
making high-quality soap.”

The soap gained the support of Marubishi Natural 
Soap Factory, a Hyogo Prefecture-based company 
that manufactures handmade additive-free soap. 
The president of the company has visited Burkina 

Faso to provide technical guidance and also 
invites persons involved in soap manufacturing 
in Burkina Faso to Japan for training.

Currently, several hundred women in 
Burkina Faso are earning an income through the 
manufacture of shea butter and its soap. The 
women are said to have grown in confidence 
through their work, and proactively express their 
opinions at GGF and the training center for soap 
manufacture.

In addition to soap, A Dansé currently sells 
accessories and bags manufactured in other 
African countries. They are available on the 
Internet and in department stores. Among the 
merchandise, shea butter and its soap has a good 
reputation for its effects in moisturizing the skin.

“It is very important for us not to compromise 
on quality and price. For this purpose, we 
hold regular discussions with the people 

in Burkina Faso and work alongside them. The 
manufacture and marketing of herbal soap have 
also been started on a trial basis,” says Morishige. 
“In addition, we explore the commercialization of 
products using ingredients such as cashew nuts, 
honey, dried mangoes and sesame. In the future, 
we will establish a system for making such products 
commercially available in Burkina Faso and its 
neighboring countries.” 

Yuko Morishige of A Dansé

A finished cake of shea butter soap

Shea nut kernels are pulverized and processed to a paste from which 
shea butter is ultimately extracted.

All photos: Courtesy of A Dansé
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Into Africa

Photo: Yuichi Itabashi

What influence has TICAD had on African 
development since the Conference was first held in 
1993?
TICAD was formed twenty-three years ago at a time 
when  donor fatigue towards Africa was becoming 
more apparent. TICAD opened a new chapter. 
The fact that TICAD has five core organizers — 
the Government of Japan, the UNDP, the World 
Bank, the African Union Commission and the UN 
Office of the Special Advisor on Africa — places 
it in a different dimension from other [nation-
Africa partnerships]. TICAD started off with issues 
of advocacy and moved gradually to issues of 
mobilization of ODA. The focus now is more on 
issues pertaining to infrastructure development, 
health, human resources development, youth and 
women. These are all aspects which are ingrained 
in the Sustainable Development Agenda and before 
that the Millennium Development Goals. The TICAD 
process is also closely aligned with the African 
Union’s Agenda 2063. 

One of the most important issues now is the 
participation of the private sector. At TICAD VI, 
we are going to have a plenary session dedicated 
exclusively to the private sector. In the past, private 
sector involvement was a side event; this time 
around, the private sector will engage directly with 
the heads of state of Africa and Prime Minister Abe 

in plenary. So the TICAD process is moving away 
from ODA-related aspects toward private sector 
engagement, or in other words from aid to trade. 
Nairobi will be a turning point as far as that is 
concerned. 

What progress has been made on the Yokohama 
Action Plan agreed at TICAD V?
TICAD V articulated a five-year action plan for 
growth centered on six pillars. It’s now three years 
down the line. Africa today is one of the leading 
continents in terms of economic performance. For 
example, the economic growth rate in Kenya is 
projected at 6.0% for this current year. The biggest 
contributor to our GDP is the service industry, 
at 61%. It is important to stress that the service 
industry is people-based. Training in Japan under 
the ABE Initiative (African Business Education 
Initiative for the Youth) — a TICAD V initiative — 
focuses on that aspect. Of the 473 African students 
who have studied in Japan under the ABE Initiative 
so far, 97 are from Kenya, which says a lot about 
our educational capacities. Our literacy rate is 
87%. The other African countries are performing as 
well. If you look at health and issues of universal 
health coverage, you see that the child mortality 
rate has been reduced; the deaths of women during 
childbirth have drastically been reduced. We have 

In August, Kenya will host TICAD 
VI, the first Tokyo International 

Conference on African Development 
to be held outside Japan. We asked 

Kenya’s Ambassador to Japan H.E. Mr. 
Solomon K. Maina for his thoughts in 

advance of the “Nairobi Summit.”
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to continue with and conclude the initiatives of the 
Yokohama Action Plan. 

Why has the rotation of TICAD been reduced from 
five years to three?
This decision was adopted during TICAD V, which 
sought increased frequency of the Summit and 
efficacy of decisions. Within a three-year period, 
it is feasible to set targets which we can easily 
achieve. For example, if TICAD needs to implement 
One Stop Border Posts in forty countries in Africa 
for integration purposes, it is manageable. The 
frequency of meetings is very important. The G7 
meets every year and looks at serious evolving 
issues. If TICAD had to wait for five years to discuss 
issues such as violent extremism and terrorism then 
the TICAD process and its membership would be 
losing out. 

How would you evaluate Japanese private sector 
engagement in Africa today?
The Japanese business community is probably not 
aware that a business revolution is taking place in 
Africa, one driven by ICT and the service sector. 
In Rwanda and Kenya, for example, children use 
computers in primary schools. We have seen 
that the youth with their innovation abilities and 
start-up programs are able to drive the economies 
to higher levels. The M-PESA mobile [telephone] 
money transfer system is a case in point. I have 
been engaged in a series of lectures, seminars and 
interviews, an essential diplomatic service, to raise 
awareness of Africa’s potential. 

What does the recently agreed Japan-Kenya 
Investment Agreement mean for both countries?
It’s a game changer. Kenya has been a leading 
recipient of Japanese aid over the fifty years 
since independence. Japan has stood very firmly 
alongside us and witnessed that our capabilities 
and absorption capacity are very high. Last year 
Olkaria, a large-scale geothermal power plant, began 
operation thanks to huge investment from major 
Japanese companies. The Investment Agreement 

is intended to open up new avenues of our trade 
relations with Japan. We are a lower middle income 
country. Issues of double taxation have been sorted 
out. Issues of enhancing our energy capacity are 
encouraging and will boost the manufacturing 
industry. Meanwhile our flowers, tea, coffee, 
macadamia nuts and other export products are 
bound to get better opportunities  in Japan. The 
Agreement will also encourage Japanese investors 
to focus on Kenya’s new frontier, the Blue Economy. 
We expect the Agreement to open up avenues for 
bridging the huge trade imbalance between Kenya 
and Japan.

Do you see many Japanese on safari in Kenya?
I am pleading with the Japanese government to 
lift the travel advisories. The threat of terrorism is 
worldwide and requires concerted international 
efforts to curb it. Tourism for us is a huge revenue 
generator. We are delighted that hotel occupancy, 
mostly by European tourists, is on the rise recently, 
but the numbers from Japan are very low. We need 
to conclude the Bilateral Air Services Agreement 
with Japan, the desired goal being to enhance trade 
and allow easy access for Japanese tourists. 

Is Japan listening?
I’m a career diplomat with over thirty years‘ 
experience and I’m finding Japan a relaxing 
[agreeable] post. Accessibility to the Foreign Office 
is wonderful. [Director General for African Affairs] 
Ambassador Maruyama is a busy person, but he 
gives me time. “Come over,” he says [laughs]. I’m 
heavily engaged mostly with the private sector, 
and I’ve found our meetings very encouraging. In 
Japan, the aspect of playing golf is very important 
[laughs]. A key highlight of my tour so far was when 
I was invited to make a presentation to the Diet 
Special Committee on ODA. It is indeed rare for an 
Ambassador to appear in front of a host country’s 
Legislative Body. It was a great honor for my 
country, Kenya. 

Inverview by ALEX HENDY
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SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGYSeries

P
reventing the spread of infectious 
diseases is an important challenge 
in today’s rapidly globalizing world. 
Ebola virus disease (EVD) is a case 

in point. The EVD outbreak in West Africa 
beginning at the end of 2013 killed more than 
10,000 people before its eradication in early 
2016. No effective treatment for the disease is 
currently available.

As with any infectious disease, to prevent 
the spread of EVD it is important to test 
for the infection as quickly as possible. 
The more rapidly a diagnosis can be made, 
the greater the likelihood of preventing 
secondary infection. Testing for ebolaviruses 
in the blood, urine, saliva or sputum 
typically takes over an hour. However, in 
2015, Professor Jiro Yasuda at the Nagasaki 
University Institute of Tropical Medicine 
and researchers at Toshiba Medical Systems 
Corporation together developed a test kit 
for EVD that shortens the time needed for 
accurate diagnosis to ten minutes.

First, nucleic acid extracted from 
a patient’s blood is mixed with a gene 
amplification reagent containing a 
primer that reacts to the specific genes of 
ebolaviruses. The blood is then heated in 
the newly developed device. If it contains an 
ebolavirus, the primer reacts with the viral 
genes and demonstrates infection on the 

touch screen display. The lightweight device 
runs for about three hours on a full charge.

The new kit is based on the system 
commercialized by the same partners in 
2009 to simultaneously identify some 
twenty biological agents including anthrax 
with the use of a DNA chip. Japan’s police 
force and other public institutions are 
equipped with the system and use it to 
counter the threat of bioterrorism.

“The original system was capable of de-
tecting ebolaviruses, but it took a relatively 
long time and the unit was quite large,” says 
Hiroaki Goto of Toshiba Medical Systems’ 
Molecular Testing Solutions Business De-
velopment. “The recently developed test kit 
weighs just 2 kilograms and is dedicated to 
the detection of EVD alone.”

In March 2015, a group of researchers 
from Nagasaki University led by Professor 
Yasuda and Assistant Professor Yohei 
Kurosaki tested the effectiveness of the new 
kit over a period of one week at the Donka 
National Hospital in Conakry, the capital of 
the Republic of Guinea. At the time, EVD was 
epidemic in the West African country. 

Local staff regarded the test kit highly for 
its speed in obtaining results, portability, and 
patient user-friendliness.

Immediately after the trial, the Japanese 
government donated three sets in response 
to a request from the Guinean government, 
and Professor Yasuda and Assistant Professor 
Kurosaki returned to the Donka National 

A portable test kit developed by researchers in Japan can identify infection 
with ebolaviruses in as little as ten minutes.

Ebola Testing 
on the Spot

MIHO YANAGISAWA

Photo: Miho Yanagisawa 

Hiroaki Goto
Toshiba Medical 
Systems Corp.
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Hospital to provide the necessary training. On this 
occasion the two researchers also conducted a field in 
Coyah, 50 kilometers east of the capital, in which the 
kit was set up in an examination vehicle.

“When testing for EVD outside the hospital, 
the unit’s light weight and ease of operability 
are important advantages,” says Goto. “We often 
experience blackouts in Guinea, but if one occurs 
during an EVD test, doctors can still rely on the built-
in battery and there is no need to repeat a test from 
the beginning.”

The World Health Organization (WHO) declared 
the end of the EVD epidemic in Guinea in December 
2015, and the end of the EVD epidemic in West 

Africa in January 2016. However, the situation is 
still critical, and the test kit will play an important 
role in controlling any future EVD outbreaks at an 
early stage.

In June, Toshiba Medical Systems Corporation 
launched the Genelyzer™ F Series and test reagents 
for research institutions. The Genelyzer™ F employs 
the same technology and is capable of determining 
DNA in a large number of infectious diseases.

“In addition to EVD, outbreaks of dengue fever, 
Zika fever and many other infectious diseases are 
feared around the world,” says Goto. “We hope to 
make a contribution by making it possible to rapidly 
determine infections using this device.” 

1 Professor Jiro Yasuda (right) and 
Assistant Professor Yohei Kurosaki 
of Nagasaki University provide 
technical guidance on the test kit 
at the Donka National Hospital in 
the Republic of Guinea.

2 The test kit in the mobile 
examination vehicle

3 Professor Yasuda (center back) and 
Assistant Professor Kurosaki with 
children in Coyah, where the two 
Japanese researchers oversaw EVD 
testing using their device in an 
examination vehicle.

1 2

3
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HOME AWAY FROM HOMESeries

T
he seven-piece Wouassi and Roots Band has 
all the typical features of an African band — 
guitars, keyboards, fiddle, congas and bells 
— but the musician who holds the center 

stage gives the group a sound that is probably unique 
in world music, one characterized by the plucking 
and striking of the traditional Japanese instrument 
that is the shamisen.

Vincent Wouassi Jr., the youngest of four siblings, 
comes from a musical family. His oldest brother 
is a guitarist, and both the second oldest brother 
and Wouassi himself are drummers. Wouassi first 
encountered a shamisen in 1994 when he came to 
Japan to play the drums and was introduced to a 
master of the Shinai-ryu school of shamisen playing.

“The music he played sounded like the Japanese 
blues. I was so inspired by it. Soon afterwards, I 
became a pupil of Kikusaburo Fujimatsu, a Grand 
Master of the Shinai-ryu school. I traveled to his 
school in Asakusa [Tokyo] every day, even though 
I never dreamed that I would continue to stay in 
Japan. Honestly, this must be destiny.” 

Spellbound  
 by the 
Shamisen

Vincent Wouassi Jr.

Cameroon-born Vincent Wouassi Jr. is the driving 
force behind the distinctive sound of the Tokyo-
based Wouassi and Roots Band.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA
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Wouassi describes the unexpected difficulty he 
found perfecting the Shinai-ryu style. 

“The Shinai-ryu sound is very spiritual,” he says. 
“I had to work very hard under the guidance of my 
master to begin to recreate the melancholic sound.”

Eight years later in 2002, Fujimatsu bestowed on 
his pupil the title Natori, which indicates a player 
who has successfully acquired the appropriate 
technique, as well as the Shinai-ryu stage name 
Fujimatsu Wouassi. The master also suggested that 
Wouassi incorporate his home country’s sound into 
his shamisen playing going forward instead of just 
perfecting the traditional Shinai-ryu shamisen. The 
master’s advice has had a tremendous impact on the 
musical stylings of Wouassi ever since.

 “My musical abilities have changed a great deal 
as I’ve sought to pursue my own sound using the 
shamisen. The most important thing in music is the 
heart. If you don’t put your heart into your music, 
you end up just creating sound,” he says. “I have 
been playing the shamisen for twenty-three years. It 
took me almost the first fifteen years before I clearly 
understood the feelings that the shamisen creates. 
The shamisen has changed how I think about music 
— including how I play the drums.”

Wouassi calls his band’s style of music “Afro-
shamisen.” Wouassi himself writes all the songs, 
mostly in Japanese, French and Spanish. Wouassi’s 

wife, Naoko, shares vocals in the band. Wouassi 
met his future wife in a Japanese pub. He invited 
her to join his band because he was very moved 
by Naoko’s voice as she was singing along to some 
Japanese pop songs. 

When audiences watch the Wouassi and Roots 
Band perform for the first time, Wouassi says they 
often seem surprised by the sound. However, it’s not 
long before they are clapping their hands along with 
the rhythm and losing themselves in the music. 

Wouassi dreams of taking the band overseas, while 
continuing his work teaching the drums in Japan. 

 “We got a great reception a few years ago when 
my wife and I performed at my brother’s birthday 
party in France,” says Wouassi. “It is a challenge 
to succeed in the music business, but I’d love to 
perform around the world. There are no borders for 
the heartfelt music.” 

The Wouassi and Roots Band 
performs at a Tokyo music festival.

Wouassi and his wife, Naoko, who share singing 
duties in the Wouassi and Roots Band

All photos: Courtesy of Vincent Wouassi Jr.
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INNOVATIVE ARTISTSSeries

K
ensuke Miyazaki 
studied art at the 
University of Tsukuba 
in Japan. After com-

pleting graduate school, he flew 
to London, where he did live im-
provised painting performances 
on the streets. During his time in 

London he saw a documentary TV 
program about Magoso Primary 
School. Moved by the way chil-
dren were eager to learn despite 
living in poverty, Miyazaki ap-
proached the school about his de-
sire to paint murals on the school 
walls, hoping that his paintings 
would in some small way bring 
happiness to the children there.

Miyazaki began work on his 
first mural painting at Magoso 
Primary School in 2006, and 
this project proved to have a 
significant impact on his future 
art activities. The first thing 
Miyazaki painted were dragons 
on a school wall, an image that 
had proved very popular among 

children when he painted one at 
an orphanage in the Philippines 
as a college student. However, 
rather than bringing them any 
joy, the dragon left the Kenyan 
children terribly frightened, 
with some of them even start-
ing to cry. The painting became 
such a big issue that the teachers 
held a staff meeting to discuss it. 
Miyazaki quickly decided to redo 
the painting.

“I mistakenly selected a theme 
that I thought would be popu-
lar based on past experience. I 
realized that I needed to paint 
something local children love, 
otherwise all my work would be 
in vain,” says Miyazaki. “I asked 

Artist Kensuke Miyazaki is best 
known for the murals he paints 
with children in developing 
countries around the world, a 
collaborative effort that began — 
and continues — at Magoso Pri-
mary School in Nairobi, Kenya.

The “Great Men of 
the World” mural 

at Magoso Primary 
School, completed 

in 2015

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

“Super Happy” Painters   
    Holding Hands 
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them what they wanted me to 
paint, and they instantly request-
ed things like the animals, plants, 
and vehicles they have in Kenya, 
so that’s what I decided to depict. 
At first they watched me from 
a distance, but when they saw 
that I was painting things they 
like, they quickly formed a crowd 
around me.”

As Miyazaki befriended the 
local children, they began to have 
fun lending a hand with the paint-
ing. He completed his work just 
before he had to leave the coun-
try, so everyone was able to share 
in the joy of finishing the mural.

“The mural is not my work, 
but the work of everyone. That’s 
why everyone was so pleased,” 
 Miyazaki reflects. “This mural 
really helped to show me that art 
is not merely something that you 
create on your own.”

Miyazaki’s mural painting 
was a big hit at Magoso Primary 
School. He was later asked to 
come back to Kenya in 2010 when 
a new building was added to the 
school, and once again in 2015 

when one of the school walls 
needed to be rebuilt follow-
ing a fire in the slum. Each 
time he completed the new 
mural paintings together with 
children, just as he did during 
his first visit.

In 2015, Japanese children 
also took part in the project 
by creating their own original 
drawings. The children in 
the two countries interacted 
by sharing their paintings 
with each other over Skype. 
Miyazaki has also launched a 

project in which pictures painted 
by Kenyan children are used on 
product packages, with a por-
tion of the product sales in Japan 
being donated to local communi-
ties in Kenya.

“The basic concept of my 
paintings is ‘super happy.’ I only 
paint pictures that are totally 
positive, with the colors I use 

being powerful primary colors. 
The people I paint always look 
straight ahead,” says Miyazaki. 
“So, I believe the pictures we 
paint together possess a great deal 
of power. This is why I want to 
continue mural projects like these 
all over the world for the rest of 
my life.”

Miyazaki created a team for a 
new world mural project called 
“Over the Wall.” The project 
aims to create mural paintings in 
different countries and regions 
every year in an effort to actively 
encourage children to go beyond 
borders and connect with each 
other through painting. He is 
planning for a mural project at 
an orphanage in East Timor in 
August 2016 and one at an el-
ementary school in Ghana in 2017. 
Miyazaki says he will continue 
painting wall murals that inspire 
children to dream. 

Artist Kensuke Miyazaki stands before 
one of his paintings in his studio.

Miyazaki and Kenyan 
children work 
together on a mural.

All photos: Courtesy of Kensuke Miyazaki



The Way  
of Whisks

A brittle cracking sound fills the tatami-
matted room as Kyosuke Kubo uses a 
chisel to make incisions in a 12-cm length 
of blanched bamboo. In the hands of a 

novice, the result would be a splintered mess, but 
after thirty-six years in the trade, Kubo’s technical 
precision is near-mechanical.

Each cut is made with two controlled thumps 
using the palm of his hand on the chisel’s handle. 
Within a matter of seconds, Kubo has divided up the 
bamboo into sixteen equally sized tines.  

He repeats the process for each piece of 
bamboo, sharp inhalations punctuating the blows, 
which themselves are finely adjusted to allow for 
differences in wood texture and density that are 
imperceivable to the layman’s eye. 

“The pieces look the same, but the hardness of 
each varies, as do the knots and other features of 
the bamboo,” says Kubo, a 25th generation chasen 
tea whisk craftsman in Takayama, Nara Prefecture. 
“We craftsmen look at each piece, and using our 
experience decide how to adjust the force of each 
blow. That’s what the art of chasen making is all 
about: experience is crucial for each step of the 
crafting process.”

Takayama became a major production center of 
chasen and other tea implements around 500 years 
ago during the Muromachi period (1336–1573), which 

Five hundred years after they were first produced in 
this Nara Prefecture town, Takayama chasen remain 
the tea master’s whisk of choice.

ROB GILHOOLY
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1 Kyosuke Kubo shaves the tines of a chasen tea whisk.
2 Cut pieces of hachiku bamboo soak in hot water.
3 Chasen whisks for the (from left) Ura-senke, Omote-senke and 

Mushakoji-senke tea ceremony schools
4 A chasen tea whisk in matcha-making action

saw a flourishing of so-called Higashiyama Culture, 
of which the tea ceremony was a key component.  

The first whisks are said to have been made by 
Takayama Minbunojo Nyudo Sosetsu, the second 
son of the lord of Takayama Castle, at the behest of 
close friend Shuko Murata, the head priest at Nara’s 
Shoumyou-ji temple, who is widely credited as being 
the founder of the “wabi-cha” style of tea ceremony 
and the inventor of powdered tea.

The lord of the castle subsequently entrusted the 
manufacturing of his son’s fine whisks to his vassals, 
who were bound to secrecy about the crafting 
process and would work through the night having 
completed their daytime duties.

“This custom of working at night continues in 
many Takayama workshops today, and my father only 
stopped it when I began working here as he didn’t 
think it was a healthy practice,” Kubo says. “It was also 
stressed that the secrets of the art were not to be leaked 
outside the area, which to date has been achieved by 
only transmitting the art from father to son.” 

At the time, there were fifty workshops in 
Takayama employing hundreds of craftsmen and 
other staff. The industry grew to the extent that the 
small community became quite affluent and even 
had its own bank, Kubo says. A plethora of imports 
has affected the industry however, reducing the 
number of workshops to eighteen today. 

“In recent years, craftsmen have joined forces to 
discuss the best way to ensure the continuation of 
the highest quality Takayama chasen and nurture 
junior cratsmen,” Kubo says. “We are determined to 
pass this important part of Japanese culture to future 
generations.”  

The Chasen Making Process
Each craftsman in Takayama produces about ten chasen per 
day, with the major production processes being divided up 
between multiple skilled workers. 

The first of those processes involves the winter harvest 
of 2- to 3-year-old lengths of the hachiku varietal of bamboo, 
which Kubo says possesses a straight and supple fiber.

These are boiled to remove natural oils, and then dried 
and stored for two years — a process that blanches the 
bamboo and toughens its outer layer. 

The bamboo is  then cut into 12-cm lengths, which are in 
turn cut to produce the sixteen tines in a process known as 
“hegi.” Each tine is next split into ten thinner prongs, half of 
which are slightly thinner than the rest and will serve as the 
outer prongs of the whisk, while the remainder are bound to 
create its inner core. 

The tips of the outer prongs are then shaved to a 
thickness of approximately 0.05 mm, which Kubo determines 
by a certain translucency that emerges after each stroke of 
the knife. 

“This process is called ‘aji-kezuri’ (taste shaving), as it is 
these finely shaved tips that most affect the taste of the tea,” 
Kubo explains.

Finally, tiny fragments are removed from the surface of 
the tines, whose tips are curled inwards by drawing them 
rapidly under pressure between thumb and a small spatula.  

Each of Japan’s tea ceremony schools uses a different type 
of chasen, distinguished by the color, length and thickness of 
bamboo used, and the size and number of the tines. 
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The Frontier Islands 
of Nagasaki

Period buildings from ancient Ikikoku times have 
been reproduced at Harunotsuji Archaeological 
site on Iki Island.

J
apan is a country made up of about 6,800 
islands of various sizes. Nagasaki Prefecture 
has the largest number of islands of the forty-
seven prefectures of Japan, with 971 islands. 

Among them, Iki and Tsushima islands and the Goto 
Islands, which are situated between the mainland of 
Japan and Asia, have been important hubs for marine 
transportation between Japan and the Continent 
since the distant past.

“These islands of Nagasaki at the westernmost 
point of Japan were the first places to see the 
cultures of the Korean Peninsula and the Continent 
that entered the country,” says Tomomi Nakao of 

the Nagasaki Prefecture Culture, Tourism 
and International Affairs Department. “The 
remnants of these inflows of cultures still 
remain in the islands.”

Harunotsuji Archaeological site, which is located 
on Iki Island and can be reached in about one hour 
by high-speed boat from Hakata Port in Fukuoka 
Prefecture, is the site of villages that flourished 
about 2,200 to 1,650 years ago. The site covers about 
100 hectares and was determined to have been the 
“king’s capital” of Ikikoku as described in the Gishi 
Wajinden, a Chinese history book written in around 
the third century. The remains of Japan’s oldest 
boat slips and over 100,000 antiquities have been 

OSAMU SAWAJI

Cultural properties on a number of islands in 
Nagasaki Prefecture speak of the exchanges 
which took place between Japan and the Asian 
continent many moons ago.
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History and Folklore, there are exhibits of materials 
and cultural properties about the So Clan and the 
Chosen Tsushinshi which attract some 100,000 
visitors a year. The Chosenkoku Shinshi Emaki 
(replica) is also exhibited at the museum. The 
picture scroll, which is believed to have been drawn 
in the Edo period, is about 16 meters long and 27 
centimeters wide and depicts the Chosen Tsushinshi 
and the samurai warriors of the Tsushima Domain 
who led and guarded the Chosen Tsushinshi.

Tsushima not only possesses these cultural 
aspects, but is also blessed with a rich natural 
environment. Lush green mountains with primary 
forests and the blue sea make for beautiful 
landscapes. Kamizaka Observatory affords 
panoramic views of the ria shorelines of Aso Bay. 

“There have been times on this island when 
people have experienced states of tension,” says 
Nakao. “I hope that many people will learn from 
the various cultural properties preserved here that 
irrespective of such times, there has been a long 
history of deep relationships at the core and of 
friendly exchange with Asian countries.” 

The Chosenkoku Shinshi Emaki (detail) depicting the Chosen Tsushinshi Korean diplomatic mission in Japan
Photo: Courtesy of Nagasaki Prefectural Tsushima Museum of History and Folklore

unearthed from the archaeological site, indicating 
how the capital flourished as a hub for exchanges 
with the Continent. Among them, 1,670 articles 
that were brought over from China and the Korean 
Peninsula, including coins, earthenware and glass 
beads (dragonfly beads), have been designated as 
important cultural properties.

 “The landscape of rice fields surrounding 
Harunotsuji Archaeological site is just as it was in the 
old days when Ikikoku prospered,” says Nakao.

Another one-hour trip by high-speed boat brings 
one to Izuhara Port on Tsushima Island. Izuhara 
was the home of the So Clan, which reigned over 
Tsushima from around the twelfth century until 
the end of the Edo period (1603–1867). The So Clan 
stood at the forefront of diplomatic negotiations 
between Japan and Korea and prospered from trade 
with Korea. The Chosen Tsushinshi, the diplomatic 
mission from Korea numbering around 500 people, 
visited Japan twelve times during the Edo period, 
landing at Tsushima before heading for Edo (present-
day Tokyo). The So Clan constructed wide roads in 
Izuhara to ease the visitors’ passage and built a large 
garden at Kaneishi-jo Castle to offer them hospitality.

There are boat slips in Izuhara Port collectively 
called Ofunae. This was a dock constructed using piles 
of rocks around the middle of the seventeenth century 
for harboring vessels owned by the Tsushima Domain. 
At full tide, Ofunae is wide and deep enough for 
vessels to enter and leave, while at low tide, it is dry.

At Nagasaki Prefectural Tsushima Museum of 
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The Ofunae rock-pile dock in Izuhara port 

retains its original Edo-period features.
Photo: Satoshi Tanaka
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from policy-related information to cultural content.
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HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN

Tenno Hachiman Shrine
SPOT-CHECK

A balmy summer night in Niimi, Okayama Prefecture, and in the woods surrounding the Tenno 
Hachiman Shrine, the fireflies are out — thousands of them — their bright yellow lanterns 
pulsing and darting in a magical spectacle so close you could touch it. But resist the 

temptation! The catching of fireflies is frowned upon these days, that precursor of Pokémon Go as 
much a relic of the past as the worst practices of wastewater discharge that accompanied the 
economic boom years and which led to the depletion of firefly populations in Japan. In many places 
now, efforts by the local community reaching back decades have seen firefly populations return to 
pre-industrial levels, and the annual displays enchant onlookers just as they did in days of yore.

Photo: AFLO
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