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16 apan acceded to the United 
Nations sixty years ago, on 18 
December 1956, after twenty-

three years of absence from 
the international community. 
Japan has been a hardworking 
member of the UN ever since, 
playing an important role “as an 
honest broker, as a provider of 
aid and assistance to developing 
countries, and as a seasoned 
player of international politics” 
[Yasushi Akashi, p. 6]. In this 
month’s Feature, we look at 
some of the ways in which 
Japan engages with the world 
through the United Nations.
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JAPAN-MYANMAR RELATIONS

JAPAN-INDIA SUMMIT MEETING

On November 2, Prime Min-
ister Shinzo Abe met with 
H.E. Ms. Aung San Suu Kyi, 

State Counsellor of the Republic of 
the Union of Myanmar. From the per-
spective of giving robust support to 
the initiatives of the State Counsellor, 
Prime Minister Abe explained that 
Japan plans to give assistance totaling 
40 billion yen over five years to areas 
with ethnic minority peoples to sup-
port advances in reconciliation. Prime 
Minister Abe also stated that Japan 
plans to provide assistance on behalf 
of peace and stability in Rakhine State 
that confronts complicated issues.

Prime Minister Abe stated Japan 
plans to contribute 800 billion yen 
over five years, starting this fiscal year, 
at public and private levels including 
assistance to areas with ethnic minor-

ity peoples, agriculture, Yangon urban 
development, electric power, airports, 
and human resource training, and to 
support renovations to hydropower 
facilities and expansion of regional 
hospitals as part of these activities. 

Prime Minister Abe explained that 
Japan promises to promote responsi-
ble investment that improves the stan-
dard of living for the Myanmar people 
and plans to steadily promote devel-
opment adhering to international 
standards in the Thilawa special eco-
nomic zone as a symbol. Prime Min-
ister Abe explained Japan will launch 
an Innovative Asia program as a new 
effort to train and promote circulation 
of advanced human resources, includ-
ing internship opportunities in Japan, 
from the next fiscal year. Additionally, 
he noted that Japan plans to imple-

ment exchanges and human resource 
development on the scale of 1,000 
people a year. Prime Minister Abe 
explained that Japan hopes to con-
tinue and expand defense cooperation 
and exchanges, including acceptance 
of Myanmar students to the Ministry 
of Defense’s educational institutes, 
interactions at the senior officer level, 
and assistance for building capabili-
ties to deal with disasters.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe held 
a Japan-India Summit Meeting 
with H.E. Mr. Narendra Modi, 

Prime Minister of India, on Novem-
ber 11. Prime Minister Abe expressed 
his pleasure over the signature of the 
Agreement between the Government 
of Japan and the Government of the 
Republic of India for Cooperation in 
the Peaceful Uses of Nuclear Energy. 
Prime Minister Abe also expressed his 
intention to further promote coopera-
tion on defense equipment and tech-
nology, including the strategically 
important US-2 amphibian aircraft.

Regarding high-speed rail, Prime 
Minister Abe explained that if the 
Shinkansen system were also intro-
duced on future railway lines, it 
would lead to more powerful pursuit 
of the transfer of high-speed railway 

technologies, thereby contributing 
to “Make in India.” Moreover, Prime 
Minister Abe explained initiatives 
such as the establishment of the 
Japan-India Institute for Manufactur-
ing (JIM), providing Japanese-style 
manufacturing skills and practices, 
in an effort to enhance India’s man-
ufacturing industry base, and the 
launch of “Innovative Asia,” a human 
resources development project utiliz-
ing ODA.  

Prime Minister Abe requested 
India’s early decision on introducing 
special incentive packages in Japa-
nese industrial townships, and asked 
for discussions to be held on support 
for expanding local production of 
environmentally friendly vehicles in 
order to popularize them.

Prime Minister Abe discussed a 

further easing of visas in order to 
increase the number of Indian tour-
ists visiting Japan and the establish-
ment of a Japan National Tourism 
Organization office in Delhi. The 
next day, November 12, the leaders 
visited a factory specializing in the 
construction of railway cars in Kobe, 
Hyogo Prefecture, where they viewed 
Shinkansen cars, as well as com-
pleted Shinkansen bodies.

Prime Minister Abe and his Indian counterpart 
H.E. Mr. Narendra Modi at the railway car 
factory in Kobe City, Hyogo Prefecture

Prime Minister Abe shakes hands with 
Myanmar State Counsellor H.E. Ms. Aung San 
Suu Kyi.
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SIXTY YEARS OF 
COMMITMENT: 
JAPAN AND THE UN

On 18 December 1956 Japan’s then-foreign minister Mamoru Shigemitsu gave a speech at the UN General Assembly 
in which he confirmed Japan’s accession to the United Nations. “The substance of Japan’s political, economic, and 
cultural life is the product of the fusion within the last century of the civilizations of the Orient and the Occident,” 
he said. “In a way, Japan may well be regarded as a bridge between the East and the West. It is fully conscious of 
the great responsibilities of such a position.” Shigemitsu closed his remarks by expressing “the resolve of Japan 
to serve sincerely the high cause of the United Nations.” How has Japan fulfilled this pledge? Read on to find out.

Photo: Courtesy of the Ministry of Defense
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Yasushi Akashi served at the United 
Nations for forty years, eighteen of 
them as the Under Secretary General, 
the UN’s second highest office. He 
is presently the chairman of the 
International House of Japan.
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An interview with Yasushi Akashi, former 
Under Secretary General of the United 
Nations

You were in the public gallery sixty years ago 
when Japan acceded to the United Nations.
Yes, I witnessed the very memorable scene of 
Japan’s admission to the United Nations. It was 
on December 18 in 1956. I was a foreign student 
in the United States at the time. I was deeply 
impressed by Mr. Shigemitsu’s speech [Shi-
gemitsu Mamoru, the then-foreign minister 
of Japan]. He expressed great happiness about 
Japan returning to the international commu-
nity after twenty-three years of absence since 
withdrawing from the League of Nations in 
1933 and emphasized Japan’s resolve to fulfill 
its responsibilities. 

How important for Japan was this moment? 
Initially Japan perhaps glorified the role of the 
UN in the international community, though 
this was inevitable because Japan was admit-
ted only after several years of great efforts [fol-
lowing WWII]. There was a period of Japan 
endeavoring to balance its ideals of the UN and 
the realities, but Japan from the outset was 
very active and soon became a non-permanent 
member of the Security Council. Japan has 
now been elected as a non-permanent member 
eleven times, more than any other UN member 
state. Japan has been a very hardworking mem-
ber of the UN and has tried to make a positive 
impact, not only in the Security Council but 
also in the General Assembly and other bodies. 

 Sixty Years of Commitment: 
Japan and the UN
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In the 1990s Japan was No. 1 for nine of the ten 
years in the amount of ODA it gave, so I think 
Japan’s efforts have been recognized by a large 
number of states. Japan has tried to reconcile its 
different interests and strong alliance with the 
United States and other developed countries with 
its aspirations as a non-nuclear power.

Tell us about your experience with peacekeeping 
operations in Cambodia [1992–1993]. 
The Cold War between the United States and the 
Soviet Union ended in or around 1989 and we 
entered the post-Cold War period in which Japan 
and many other countries wanted the United 
Nations to be central for peace and development. 
One of the first challenges was peacekeeping in 
Cambodia. It was my honor to be the head of that 
gigantic, very complex multi-dimensional UN 
effort in peacekeeping in a part of the world in 
which Japan finds itself, East Asia. Japan incurred 
sacrifices of human life, but stayed with the UN 
operation in Cambodia. Gradually Japan got used 
to serving UN efforts not only in Asia but also in 
Africa, the Middle East and the Caribbean. The 
1990s saw many inter-religious and intra-state 
conflicts, rather than inter-state conflicts, and the 
United Nations had to struggle in a new, totally 
unanticipated world community. UN peace-
keeping faced many new challenges in Somalia, 
Rwanda and in Yugoslavia, where I was sent after 
Cambodia. We had to revise our method of work 
so that the UN would have more military instru-
ments, for instance. This confronts countries like 
Japan with unanticipated new situations. Japan 
is still adjusting to these situations as you can 
see from the recent intensive debates in the Japa-
nese Diet. I think in time these problems will be 
resolved so that Japan can still be a very active, 
important part of UN efforts in peacekeeping as 
well as in development and many other areas such 
as human rights and the environment.

Has Japan’s reputation within the United Nations 
changed over the last sixty years? 
Japan finds itself somewhere in the middle 
between the major powers and smaller UN mem-
ber states. Japan tries to be at the center as an hon-
est broker, as a provider of aid and assistance to 
developing countries, and as a seasoned player of 
international politics. Japan wants to be a harmo-
nizer and a reconciler in the world. In the area of 
preventive diplomacy, before conflict arises, what 
Japan can do as an honest broker should be rec-
ognized, and after the conflict is over also, Japan’s 
efforts as a peace builder should be on display, as 
Japan’s chairmanship of the UN peace-building 
commission has shown. But when a conflict is in 
progress, Japan is hesitant to play a larger role for 
reasons of divided public opinion and ongoing 
debate regarding constitutionality. 

What is your opinion on Japan becoming a per-
manent member of the Security Council?
We have to continue our patient efforts to find a 
consensus or large majority — a two-thirds major-
ity — in the UN. It is only after a great deal of 
extraordinary efforts that Japan has been elected 
to non-permanent membership in the Security 
Council. It would be much better if Japan could 
be in the Security Council at all times, but to 
achieve that will continue to be difficult because 
for the Security Council to be effective it has to be 
fairly compact. I am optimistic about the future 
for Japan as a member of the UN, but at the same 
time it will require a great deal of effort on the 
part of Japan and the Japanese people to make 
more contributions for a stronger, more relevant 
United Nations. This means manpower, finan-
cial resources, ideas and initiatives. But for such 
contributions to be fruitful they have to be made 
without seeking the limelight. Much of our effort 
has to be anonymous. 

Inverview by OSAMU SAWAJI
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A
mid increasing globaliza-
tion, infectious diseases 
have become a threat 
to mankind. Not only 

the three major infectious dis-
eases, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and 
malaria, but others, such as chol-
era and Ebola, are also threatening 

the lives of people.
On the other hand, the num-

ber of patients with infectious 
diseases has dropped sharply 
thanks to the development of 
new vaccines and treatments. One 
example of this is polio. Polio is an 
infectious disease caused by the 
poliovirus, which enters the body 
through the mouth and prolifer-
ates in the intestine. The majority 
of people who are infected with 
poliovirus do not develop any 
symptoms and naturally become 
immune to the disease at some 
point. However, some people 
develop paralysis in their limbs 

and suffer from movement disor-
ders for the rest of their lives.

While no patient infected with 
wild-type poliovirus has been 
confirmed in Japan since 1980, 
polio has remained prevalent in 
developing countries for many 
years. In 1988, 350,000 people 
in 125 countries were affected by 
polio. Thanks to efforts by the 
international community, includ-
ing Japan, the figure has dropped 
to 34 in three countries: Nigeria, 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, as of  30 
November 2016. In 1980, humans 
successfully eradicated smallpox. 
The eradication of polio will follow 
and is very close to being achieved.

The Japan International Coop-
eration Agency (JICA) provides 
assistance to the three countries 
where polio is still prevalent by 
collaborating with international 
organizations, such as the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and 
the United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF).

“For infectious diseases, WHO 
generally creates an overall assis-
tance program for individual 
countries, but allows donors such 
as JICA to adjust the details, pro-
vided we adhere to what was pro-
posed,” says Ritsuko Yamagata 
of JICA’s Human Development 
Department. “The collaboration 
enables us to provide effective 

POLIO ERADICATION
The Last Push

The Japan International Coop-
eration Agency (JICA) is imple-
menting a number of projects in 
developing countries aimed at 
preventing the spread of infec-
tious diseases such as polio.

OSAMU SAWAJI

A child receives an oral polio 
vaccine as part of the polio 

vaccination campaign in Nigeria, 
which is supported by JICA.

Photo: Courtesy of JICA
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and efficient assistance.”
From Japanese Fiscal Year 

(JFY) 2000 to 2012, JICA offered 
grant aid to Nigeria to eradicate 
polio. UNICEF made good use of 
it for the purchasing of polio vac-
cines and solar-powered refrig-
erators for vaccine storage. In 
addition, JICA has supported effi-
cient inoculation with polio vac-
cines of children under five years 
in Nigeria through the Japanese 
ODA loan-funded Polio Eradica-
tion Project. Furthermore, with 
the aim to improve polio examina-
tion techniques and support the 
development of human resources, 
JICA organized training in Nigeria 
in February 2016 at the National 
Polio Laboratory, which was 
established with support from the 
WHO. The purpose of the train-
ing was to improve the capacity 
of laboratory equipment main-
tenance. JICA dispatched a polio 
expert from the Japanese National 
Institute of Infectious Diseases 
and a consultant from a medical 
equipment company. They pro-
vided practical training on labora-
tory equipment maintenance and 
examination techniques to Nige-
rian counterparts.

In Pakistan, Japan has been 
assisting the nation’s polio eradi-
cation initiative since 1996. JICA 
has supported Pakistan’s effort 
through grant aid and loan proj-
ects. Through grant aid, it has sup-
ported procurement of vaccines 
and the establishment of cold 
chains, for example. The Polio 
Eradication Project (2011) and its 
Phase 2 (2016) has supported the 

procurement of vac-
cines and vaccination 
activities in partnership 
with the Gates Founda-
tion. In addition, JICA 
is supporting a vacci-
nation campaign that 
targets nine diseases 
such as measles, teta-
nus and polio, an area on which 
the Pakistani government is 
focusing. As part of the campaign, 
since 2014 JICA has been carry-
ing out the Strengthening Routine 
Immunization Project in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa Province, the area 
bordering Afghanistan. The main 
purposes of the project are to 
improve the way that vaccines are 
managed, improve the technical 
capacity of those in charge of vac-
cinations, strengthen surveillance 
and increase general awareness. 
Pakistan aims to eradicate polio 
by 2019 and JICA is expected to 
contribute to that agenda.

JICA also provides Afghanistan 
with assistance, in collaboration 
with UNICEF. For instance, in 
February 2016 JICA offered grant 
aid to UNICEF to implement the 
Project for Infectious Diseases 
Prevention for Children. JICA is 
supporting the project in order 
to make polio and EPI (Expanded 
Program on Immunization) more 
accessible in a bid to increase 
the proportion of people who 
receive routine vaccinations and 
to improve the quality of the polio 
vaccination campaign. Through 
this project approximately 1.2 

million infants below the age of 
one have been vaccinated against 
polio, tuberculosis, measles and 
hepatitis B. In addition, approxi-
mately 2.5 million pregnant 
women have been vaccinated 
against tetanus. JICA has imple-
mented another grant aid pro-
gram in Afghanistan to improve 
tuberculosis control facilities and 
to supply equipment as well as 
medications. JICA has also car-
ried out initiatives aimed at build-
ing the capacity of administrators 
from the Ministry of Public of 
Health and clinical technologists.

“In 2014, cases of patients 
infected with Ebola were con-
firmed in Nigeria. However, by 
collaborating with the interna-
tional community, Nigeria suc-
cessfully contained the outbreak 
in a timely manner. It has been 
internationally recognized that 
their success is partly attributed 
to their experience gained in the 
polio control program,” Yamagata 
explains. “JICA is determined 
to contribute to the prevention 
of infectious diseases and to the 
improvement of hygiene by work-
ing to strengthen each country’s 
healthcare system.” 

A child receives an oral polio 
vaccine in Pakistan in a program 
supported by JICA and UNICEF.
Photo: ©UNICEFPAK2016 Waseem Niaz
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T
he number of refugees in the Middle East 
has grown rapidly since the conflict in Syria 
broke out in 2011. According to the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), about 4.8 million Syrians have fled to 
other countries, such as Lebanon, Jordan and Iraq, 
while approximately 6.5 million people are displaced 
within Syria.

Japan has provided a total of more than 1.65 bil-
lion US dollars to date to address the refugee issues 
in Syria and its neighboring countries. At the United 
Nations Summit for Refugees and Migrants held 
in September 2016, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 
described the characteristics of Japan’s assistance in 
the field thus: “We provide development coopera-
tion to promote self-reliance among the refugees and 
economic development of the host countries along-

side our emergency humanitarian assistance.” Japan 
calls this approach “the humanitarian and develop-
ment nexus.”

Japan’s assistance projects for Syria and its neigh-
boring countries are often implemented in coopera-
tion with UN agencies. For example, Japan contrib-
uted a total of three million US dollars to support the 
Economic Empowerment of Syrian Women Refugee 
project, which was run by UN Women in Jordan, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Syria and Egypt from 2014 to 2016. One of 
the pillars of the project was to provide support for 
women’s community centers/safe spaces.

“Among refugees, women are very vulnerable,” 
says Naoko Yuki of the UN Women Japan Liaison 
Office. “Refugee women need a safe place where 
they can gather and socially interact.”

The community centers offer vocational training 
to support the economic independence of women. 
In Egypt, UN Women works in partnership with local 
NGOs to provide vocational training for Syrian and 
Egyptian women, leading to the advancement of 
the capacity of women and intercultural exchange 
among women in a vulnerable position.

REFUGEE 
RESPONSE

Japan’s support for refugees and their host countries 
and communities continues to be extended through 
international organizations.

OSAMU SAWAJI

Children enjoy some creative 
recreation at a UNHCR-run 
community center in Lebanon, 
one of seven such centers 
supported by UNHCR. 
Photo: Timon Koch/Intersos
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As part of the project, UN Women also 
operates the Cash for Work program, 
in which they provide work opportuni-
ties and wages to refugee women. For 
example, in the Za'atari refugee camp in 
Jordan, Syrian women are engaged in the 
sewing and tailoring of school uniforms 
and baby clothes. Through the Cash for 
Work program, which has been imple-
mented in four countries, more than 900 
women have earned wages, benefiting 
approximately 30,000 families.

Japan also provides support through the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to the 
agricultural development project in Lebanon. In 
September 2016, with the support of one million US 
dollars from Japan, the UNDP completed the assis-
tance in construction of about 11 kilometers of irriga-
tion canals in Qabb Elias, in the Beqaa Governorate 
of northeastern Lebanon, which has been accepting 
many Syrian refugees. With this support, approxi-
mately 800 Syrian refugees were employed as con-
struction workers, and approximately 1,100 farmers 
and citizens benefitted.

The irrigation canals will enhance the speed and 
quantity of the water supply to farmlands, which is 
expected to increase the agricultural productivity and 
improve the livelihood of farmers and citizens. Such 
assistance plays an important role in social stability in 
areas that are overloaded with incoming refugees.

Japan also supports seven community centers 
operated by the UNHCR in Lebanon. Open not only 
for Syrian refugees but also for Lebanese citizens, 
the community centers provide vocational training 
and educational programs for children and vulner-
able people. 

According to the Global Trends 2015 report pub-
lished by the UNHCR in June 2016, the number of 
people who were forced to displace due to conflict 
or persecution reached a record high of 65.3 million 
as of the end of 2015. The majority of the population 
comes from one of three countries: Syria, Afghani-
stan and Somalia.

At the United Nations Summit for Refugees 
and Migrants in September, Prime Minister Abe 
announced that Japan would commit to providing 
an assistance package of about 2.8 billion US dol-
lars between 2016 and 2018 as humanitarian and 
self-reliance assistance to refugees and migrants, 
and assistance to host countries and communities to 
strengthen the abovementioned humanitarian and 
development nexus.

Japan has offered refugee assistance based on 
the principle of supporting coexistence between 
refugees and people in host countries and provid-
ing inclusive support for those in the most vulner-
able situations, no matter where they come from. 
Because it has fulfilled its promises, Japan is strongly 
trusted by the agencies in the United Nations sup-
porting refugees. Japan will continue to support 
refugees and the host countries and communities. 

REFUGEE 
RESPONSE

1      A farmer uses water from the irrigation canal in Qabb 
Elias, constructed by UNDP with support from the 
Government of Japan.  Photo: UNDP

2      UN Women manages Za’atari camp’s largest female-
focused Cash for Work program. It includes a tailoring 
module in which fifty tailors, who are Syrian refugees 
living in the camp, make school uniforms and maternal 
wear for those living in the camp. 

Photo: UN Women Jordan/Christopher Herwig
3      H.E. Mr. Seiichi Otsuka, Ambassador of Japan to 

Lebanon (third from right), attended the inauguration 
of the irrigation canal in Qabb Elias, a UNDP project 
site. Photo: UNDP
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A
s many as 1.2 billion people around the 
world still live without electricity. With-
out electric lights, it is difficult at night to 
study, work, receive medical treatment or 

safely give birth. Kerosene lamps, the common alter-
native, offer only poor illumination. Moreover, they 
are a fire hazard, their fumes are damaging to the 
health, and they produce carbon dioxide.

With the elimination of these problems in mind, 
Panasonic Corporation has been promoting the 100 
Thousand Solar Lanterns Project to deliver small-
sized solar-powered lighting equipment to areas 
where electricity is not available.

“In 2006, Uganda’s Minister of State toured our 
Solar Ark facility and asked us to help people in 
his country suffering the effects of kerosene lamp 

smoke by using our solar batteries,” says Akira Hoshi, 
leader of the 100 Thousand Solar Lanterns Project. 
“In response to his request, we commenced devel-
opment of a solar lantern that can easily be used by 
anyone. We completed development in 2009 and 
donated 500 lanterns to Uganda soon afterwards. We 
donated a further 1,000 lanterns to Indonesia follow-
ing the devastating Sumatra Earthquake the same 
year. After that, we donated 1,000 lanterns to Tanza-
nia in April 2011 and 2,000 lanterns to Cambodia in 
March 2012. From the positive feedback we received 
from these beneficiaries, we recognized that the lan-
terns are particularly useful for education and medi-
cal treatment at night, and subsequently in fiscal 2012 
launched the 100 Thousand Solar Lanterns Project.”

Panasonic’s solar lanterns and lights consist of a 
small solar panel, a storage battery and an LED light. 
The lanterns provide light for approximately six 
hours after a six-hour charge under the sun, and up 
to ninety hours if used in low light mode.

In 2015, the United Nations resolved to adopt the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The sev-

THE GIFT 
OF LIGHT

Solar lanterns produced and donated by a Japanese 
company are bringing light to off-grid and disaster-
affected areas around the world.

KUMIKO SATO

Children studying under the light 
of a solar lantern in Myanmar.
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enteen Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) set 
forth in the Agenda include the eradication of pov-
erty, ensuring health and well-being, ensuring qual-
ity education, the achievement of gender equality, 
the elimination of inequality, the improvement of 
the economic infrastructure and the conservation of 
the global environment. 

To achieve these goals by 2030, the United 
Nations considers it essential that national govern-
ments collaborate with private companies as well as 
public organizations. Expectations are high of Japa-
nese companies due to their high-level technologi-
cal power.

“We donate the products to NPOs or NGOs in Asian 
countries. In Africa, the conditions for donating are 
more difficult and therefore we have often received 
cooperation and support from agencies of the United 
Nations to donate the products,” says Hoshi.  

To contribute to the achievement of the SDGs, 
Panasonic pays careful attention to the feedback it 
receives from the beneficiaries. Reading this feed-
back, Hoshi became aware that the project produces 
very effective results in the area of education. Many 
children in poverty-stricken areas stop attending 
school to help their family or because they cannot 
keep up with their studies without lighting at home. 
However, children receiving solar lanterns can study 
at night and therefore achieve good grades. The 
light of the lantern has become the light of hope that 
children will graduate from school and thereby find 
employment and escape poverty. 

The quality of education has improved as well 

because teachers can prepare the classes at night. 
The solar lanterns have also been used for literacy 
education for adults in Cambodia.

In the Philippines and Myanmar, midwives use 
the solar lanterns at night, reducing the risk of harm 
to mothers giving birth and their newborn babies. 

Disaster Relief     
Although solar lanterns are mainly used in develop-
ment assistance, they are also used for emergency 
assistance at the time of natural disasters. Before 
launching the 100 Thousand Solar Lanterns Proj-
ect, Panasonic donated some 4,800 solar lanterns 
to disaster-affected areas following the Great East 
Japan Earthquake in 2011. Under the Project itself, 
the company donated about 1,000 lanterns to areas 
seriously damaged by Typhoon Yolanda in 2013. In 
2014 and 2015, the company donated 3,240 solar 
lanterns to Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia in West 
Africa, where the Ebola virus disease had become an 
epidemic. The solar lanterns enabled medical teams 
to work through the night. Panasonic plans to have 
donated 100,000 solar lanterns to areas around the 
world without electricity by 2018, when the company 
will celebrate its 100th anniversary. As of November 
2016, it has donated about 67,000 lanterns in nine-
teen countries. 

 “Ideally, society should not require solar lanterns 
as power grids should be established all over the 
world, but this will take time. We are working on the 
project in the hope that our products will contribute 
to solving lighting problems for people living with-
out electricity until the day comes when electricity is 
readily available to everyone,” says Hoshi. 

All photos: Courtesy of Panasonic

Solar lanterns enable medical treatment in the dark in the Philippines.

Panasonic's solar lantern



| highlighting japan14

Feature SIXTY YEARS OF COMMITMENT: JAPAN AND THE UN

J
apan established the Act on Cooperation with 
United Nations Peacekeeping Operations and 
Other Operations (the International Peace 
Cooperation Act) in June 1992. That same year, 

the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) participated 
in UNPKO in Cambodia. Since then, the JSDF has 
engaged in thirteen more UNPKOs and refugee assis-
tance operations in countries and regions includ-
ing the Golan Heights, Timor-Leste, Haiti and, most 
recently, South Sudan.

Since January 2012, Japan has dispatched JSDF 
units to the United Nations Mission in the Republic 

of South Sudan (UNMISS), which was formed when 
the country became independent in July 2011. Some 
3,900 JSDF personnel have been dispatched to South 
Sudan to date, where they have primarily been 
engaged in repairing roads and other infrastructure 
in the capital of Juba. 

“Partly because I had experience with disas-
ter relief operations including the response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011, I was eager to 
participate in PKO activities,” says Captain Masaaki 
Nakamura of the 8th Division Command in Kyushu, 
who served in a 350-strong JSDF Engineering Unit 
dispatched to South Sudan from November 2015 to 
June 2016. Captain Nakamura led a team of thirty-
five members in the repair of damaged main roads 
in the city with heavy machinery such as bulldozers 
and excavators. It was arduous work in temperatures 
that could rise to 55°C.

“Our top priority was consideration for the local 
residents in each area we worked. We occasionally 

Japan has been contributing to the reconstruction 
of countries devastated by conflicts or disasters for 
nearly twenty-five years through the participation 
of the Japan Self-Defense Forces in United Nations 
Peacekeeping Operations (UNPKO).

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

JSDF members work on a road 
construction project in Juba, 

South Sudan.
Photo: Courtesy of Ministry of Defense

PEACEKEEPING
The JSDF and PKO
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received personal requests for help from residents, 
and we tried to respond to them so long as they did 
not hamper our mission.” 

One day a local resident approached the team and 
said, “I want to work with you. I don’t need any com-
pensation.” The man, named Juma Ago Isaac, called 
Captain Nakamura “Boss,” and Captain Nakamura 
welcomed him to the team as the 36th member. Cap-
tain Nakamura says Juma worked hard alongside the 
other members for eight days until eventually the 
work in the area was completed.

“When I asked him why he wanted to help, he 
said, ‘All of us really appreciate the Japanese peo-
ple’s activities here. Although we have different 
skin colors, the blood flowing in our bodies is the 
same. Thus, I would like to help as a person.’ He 
also said, ‘Japanese people always greet us with 
smiles. So, they can be recognized immediately and 
leave a very good impression. They make me feel 
like helping.’” 

In addition to repairing roads and other infra-
structure, the JSDF has carried out a human resource 
development support program known as the Sakura 

Project. In this project, which has been held three 
times at the camp of the Japanese unit, the JSDF per-
sonnel passed on knowledge and skills such as car 
maintenance, concrete construction, IT networks 
and sewing to trainees learning at the Multi-service 
Training Center in Juba. The Center was constructed 
with the support of the Japan International Coopera-
tion Agency (JICA) using training tools and materials 
also provided by JICA.

The JSDF personnel also promoted exchange with 
South Sudanese people through volunteer activities. 
For instance, they visited an orphanage in Juba and 
played sports and games with the children, including 
making traditional Japanese toys. 

“The JSDF conducted its first PKO activity in 
Cambodia, and to this day the Cambodian people 
still express a great appreciation for Japan. For this 
reason, the Cambodian PKO force that operates the 
hospital within the UN facilities and Japanese unit 
share a very strong bond,” says Captain Nakamura. 
“If South Sudanese people should come to feel the 
same way about Japan as the Cambodian people do, 
we couldn’t be happier.” 

Photos: Courtesy of Ministry of Defense (1, 2); Toshio Matsubara (3); Courtesy of Masaaki Nakamura (4)

1 2
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1 A JSDF member teaches 
car maintenance to South 
Sudanese trainees as part of 
the Sakura Project.

2 JSDF members share a laugh 
with children at the orphanage 
they visited.

3 Captain Masaaki Nakamura
4 Captain Masaaki Nakamura 

with Juma Ago Isaac holding 
gifts he received from JSDF 
members.
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E
very year, many countries around the 
world suffer human and economic dam-
age of disasters caused by natural hazards 1, 
including earthquakes, typhoons, floods and 

droughts. According to the report “Poverty & Death: 
Disaster Mortality 1996–2015” issued by the United 
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) 
in October 2016, of the 1.35 million people killed by 
natural hazards over the past twenty years from 1996 
to 2015, more than half died in earthquakes or tsu-
namis, with the remainder succumbing to weather-
and climate-related disasters, such as typhoons. 

The majority of victims were 
those in low- and middle-
income countries.

“Countries that need 
development aid are more 
vulnerable to natural haz-
ards,” says Yuki Matsuoka, 
head of the UNISDR Office 
in Japan (located in Kobe, 
Hyogo Prefecture). “Accord-

ingly, mainstreaming disaster risk reduction from a 
sustainable development perspective is very impor-
tant. If we continue to undertake development with-
out integrating disaster risk reduction perspective, 
we would create new risks and would not be able to 
reduce disaster risks no matter how hard we try.”

Established in 2000, UNISDR is headquartered in 
Geneva, Switzerland and coordinates international 
cooperation on disaster risk reduction including 
developing global frameworks, strategies and poli-
cies to reduce risk of disasters caused by natural haz-
ards. Japan works in partnership with UNISDR to 
promote a global agenda on disaster risk reduction. 
One of these collaborations is demonstrated as the 
three UN World Conferences on Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion held in Japan. First held in Yokohama, Kanagawa 
Prefecture in 1994, the Conferences have since been 
held in 2005 in Kobe, Hyogo Prefecture, which suf-
fered serious damage due to the Great Hanshin-Awaji 
Earthquake in 1995, and in 2015 in Sendai, Miyagi 
Prefecture, which suffered major tsunami damage as 
a result of the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011. 
With more than 6,500 participants from 185 States, 
the Third UN World Conference on Disaster Risk 
Reduction adopted the Sendai Framework for Disas-

DISASTER RISK 
REDUCTION
Japan and  
the UNISDR

By working closely with the United Nations, 
Japan is contributing its profound knowledge 
of disaster risk reduction around the world.

KUMIKO SATO

The Third UN 
World Conference 

on Disaster Risk 
Reduction in Sendai

Photo : UNISDR

Yuki Matsuoka, head of the UNISDR 
Office in Japan
Photo : UNIC

1 “There is no such thing as a ‘natural’ disaster, only natural hazards. Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) aims to reduce the damage caused by natural hazards 
like earthquakes, floods, droughts and cyclones, through an ethic of prevention.” — UNISDR (https://www.unisdr.org/who-we-are/what-is-drr)
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ter Risk Reduction 2015–2030 
and the Sendai Declaration, 
which included ideas sug-
gested by Japan such as the 
importance of investment in 
disaster risk reduction, com-
mitment by various stakehold-
ers, and “Build Back Better.” In 
addition, Japan announced the 
Sendai Cooperation Initiative 
for Disaster Risk Reduction, which involved 4 bil-
lion dollars of financial cooperation and training of 
40,000 government officials and local leaders over 
four years from 2015 to 2018.

“Due to its geographical characteristics, Japan has 
a long history of tackling various kinds of natural 
hazards, such as earthquakes, tsunamis, typhoons, 
floods and volcanic eruptions,” says Matsuoka. 
“Through these experiences, Japan has accumulated 
lessons, knowledge, and technology on disaster risk 
reduction. That is why Japan is able to contribute to 
the global learning on disaster risk reduction through 
sharing the abundant knowledge and expertise it has 
cultivated in the field of disaster risk reduction with 
the international community.”

In Japan, based on the experience of the Great 
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake and the Great East Japan 
Earthquake, further emphasis has been placed on 
non-structural measures, such as education and 
awareness-raising activities, as well as structural 
measures such as infrastructure including embank-
ments. For example, in the Great East Japan Earth-
quake, tsunami tendenko, a traditional idea accord-
ing to which people should flee to the hills as quickly 
as possible without waiting for any instructions 
when a major earthquake occurs, as it may trigger a 
tsunami, passed down in the Tohoku district, saved 
many lives.

In December 2015, the UN General Assembly 
unanimously adopted the resolution that was jointly 
proposed by many UN Member States under Japan’s 

leadership. The resolution was to designate Novem-
ber 5 as World Tsunami Awareness Day, encourage 
the prompt dissemination of information through 
early warning systems, and make use of traditional 
knowledge, among other elements. The day of World 
Tsunami Awareness Day was selected based on an 
anecdote called “Inamura-no-hi,” which tells the 
story of a local leader who saved the lives of his fel-
low villagers by setting fire to his rice sheaves to lead 
people to a hill when a tsunami hit Wakayama Pre-
fecture on 5 November 1854. 

The UNISDR Office in Japan runs a variety of 
activities to disseminate these Japanese experiences 
at home and abroad. For example, on November 25 
and 26 this year, the High School Student Summit 
on “World Tsunami Awareness Day” in Kuroshio 
was jointly organized by Kuroshio Town, Kochi Pre-
fecture, and UNISDR Office in Japan. This is a major 
international gathering where more than 350 teenag-
ers from thirty countries all over the world partici-
pated in field trips and discussions, and gave presen-
tations on disaster risk reduction. 

“Creating an inclusive society that does not 
exclude people who are considered socially vul-
nerable, such as the disabled, elderly, children 
and women, will result in a resilient society,” says 
Matsuoka. “The cooperation between the UNISDR 
and Japan will become even more important, and 
UNISDR Office in Japan wishes to be a bridge to fur-
ther enhance the collaboration between Japan and 
UNISDR.” 

Participants in the High School Student 
Summit on “World Tsunami Awareness Day” 

in Kuroshio including Liberal Democratic 
Party Secretary-General Toshihiro Nikai 

gather at the tsunami evacuation tower in 
Kuroshio, Kochi Prefecture. 

Photo: UNISDR
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S
ince the end of World War II, Japan — a coun-
try which suffered the loss of many lives due 
to the dropping of atomic bombs on the cit-
ies of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 

1945 — has been engaged in the national mission of 
nuclear disarmament and non-proliferation, based 
on the idea that such horrors, caused by the use of 
nuclear weapons, should never again be repeated.

“There are two wheels to these efforts towards 
the realization of a world without nuclear weapons. 
The first is the wheel of heralding the philosophy of 
a world without nuclear weapons, sharing a global 
norm of the inhumanity of nuclear weapons widely 
throughout the international community, and work-
ing toward building a world order in which nuclear 
weapons do not exist,” says Nobumasa Akiyama, 
Minister-Counsellor for the Permanent Mission of 
Japan to the International Organizations in Vienna. 
“The other wheel is to cope — both realistically and 
practically — with the threats of nuclear weapons 
that currently exist in reality, and work to minimize 
those threats. I believe that it is only when both of 

these wheels are rotating and moving forward that 
we can achieve the realization of a secure and sus-
tainable world without nuclear weapons.”

One of the actions in Japan’s efforts in sharing 
norms of nuclear disarmament and non-prolifera-
tion was the submission of a Resolution on Nuclear 
Disarmament made at the UN General Assembly. 
The proposal has been made every year since 1994, 
and incorporates statements of the importance of 
steadily advancing practical and specific efforts, and 
joint actions between both nuclear-weapon states 
and non-nuclear-weapon states, towards the aboli-
tion and eradication of nuclear weapons. This year 
108 countries (including the United States) partici-
pated in making a joint proposal, and 167 countries 
voted in favor of the proposal, exceeding the previ-
ous year’s total. The only countries opposed to the 
proposal were Russia, China, North Korea and Syria.

Japan is also working to create political momen-
tum in various other international arenas in order 
to promote nuclear disarmament and non-prolifer-
ation. For example, as a non-permanent member of 
the UN Security Council, Japan worked with various 
countries to ensure that the international commu-
nity issues strong, unified messages to North Korea 
to cease and desist from developing nuclear technol-
ogy and conducting missile tests. Japan serves as a 
Co-President of the Conference on Facilitating the 
Entry into Force of the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-

As the only country in the world to have suffered 
the devastation of nuclear attack, Japan is 
playing a leading role in promoting global nuclear 
disarmament and non-proliferation efforts.

OSAMU SAWAJI

Japan’s Minister for Foreign Affairs Fumio Kishida 
speaks at the Ninth Conference on Facilitating the 
Entry into Force of the Comprehensive Nuclear-
Test-Ban Treaty in New York, September 2015
Photo: Courtesy of MOFA

TOWARD 
A WORLD 
WITHOUT 
NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS
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Ban Treaty (CTBT) for banning nuclear tests, which 
has still not entered into force despite its adoption by 
the UN General Assembly in 1996.

Furthermore, Japan is also proactively involved 
in strengthening a global nuclear non-proliferation 
framework, and in initiatives for human resource 
development and sharing of knowledge in relation to 
enhancing nuclear security 1, both of which the Inter-
national Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) promotes. 
For example, in 2010, Japan established the Inte-
grated Support Center for Nuclear Nonproliferation 
and Nuclear Security (ISCN) within the Japan Atomic 
Energy Agency in Ibaraki Prefecture with the objec-
tive of strengthening nuclear security in Asia, and is 
supporting capacity building in various fields, such 
as in the establishment and management of physical 
protection systems at facilities using nuclear mate-
rial as well as in the transportation of nuclear and 
other radioactive materials.

The post of Director General of the IAEA is cur-
rently held by Yukiya Amano, who was formerly a 
senior member of staff at the Japanese Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs (MOFA). Since his appointment in 
2009, Amano has been working to tackle various 
issues such as strengthening nuclear security, han-
dling the North Korean nuclear problem, and pro-
moting the peaceful use of atomic energy for devel-
opment. The IAEA also plays a major role in verifying 
and guaranteeing the implementation of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) 2 agreed in 
2015 between Iran and the P5+1.

“The IAEA properly fulfilling its role of verifying 
that Iran honors its commitments under the JCPOA 
will lead to the successful resolution of the Iranian 
nuclear issue. It is extremely important that the IAEA 
conducts activities, under Director General Amano’s 
leadership, that will gain the trust and confidence of 

all the relevant countries,” 
says Akiyama. “Nuclear 
non-proliferation and 
nuclear security are cru-
cial elements in building the foundation for a world 
without nuclear weapons. If we are unable to ensure 
the effectiveness of these, then nuclear disarmament 
will surely be impossible, too. There are some coun-
tries in the world that want to proactively advance 
the strengthening of nuclear security; and then there 
are those that are not so proactive. It is Japan’s role to 
fill this gap and make it possible for the entire inter-
national community to share the ideal of creating a 
world without nuclear weapons through addressing 
and reducing all kinds of nuclear threats and risks.”

Currently, the movement — centered mainly 
around non-nuclear-weapon states — towards legally 
banning nuclear weapons is intensifying. In the 
meantime, countries with nuclear arsenals assert 
that nuclear deterrence is necessary to maintain-
ing stable international security. While the Japanese 
government recognizes the necessity of nuclear 
deterrence of its ally the United States, it also contin-
ues in its pursuit of improving the security environ-
ment in order to advance nuclear disarmament.

“There is not necessarily only one path to achiev-
ing the goal of a world without nuclear weapons. 
Japan will continue to steadily implement effective 
measures to move forward to that goal,” says Aki-
yama. “At the same time, I think we should continue 
to actively hold dialogues with both nuclear-weapon 
states and countries that promote nuclear disarma-
ment, and fulfill our role in leading the debate for 
bringing us nearer to the realization of a world with-
out nuclear weapons.” 

1 Nuclear security refers to preventing non-state actors and other entities from illegally acquiring nuclear weapons and nuclear or radiological materials, 
or  manufacturing nuclear explosive devices using stolen nuclear materials, as well as actually using these materials and devices to damage society or 
conducting sabotage against nuclear facilities.

2 The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) is an agreement that was reached in July 2015 between Iran and six countries including the United 
States, the United Kingdom, France, China, Russia and Germany to solve the Iranian nuclear problem. The JCPOA ensures non-diversion of Iran’s peaceful 
nuclear activities into military purposes by restricting its nuclear fuel activities, and defines conditions and procedures for lifting the various sanctions 
imposed on Iran so far.

Nobumasa Akiyama, Minister- 
Counsellor for the Permanent 

Mission of Japan to the International 
Organizations in Vienna

Photo: Courtesy of Nobumasa Akiyama
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T
he United Nations is the place for represen-
tatives from different countries to discuss 
international issues and determine a solu-
tion for them. Countries frequently have 

conflicting interests, and heated arguments and 
bargaining occur. Accordingly the representatives of 
each country must have an advanced ability to hold 
discussions and negotiations.

The Model United Nations provides an oppor-
tunity for actual experience in the process of pro-
ducing solutions for such international issues. The 
Model United Nations is an education program under 
which university students and other participants are 
assigned a country and arrive at resolutions through 
discussions and negotiations from the position of the 
country of which they are in charge.

The beginning of the Model United Nations was 
the Model League of Nations held at Harvard Univer-
sity in the United States, in 1923. Since then, it has 
been introduced into universities and senior high 
schools around the world as an educational program 
to deepen understanding of international issues and 
negotiation skills. Currently about 400 Model United 
Nations Conferences are held in countries through-
out the world.

The activities of the Model United Nations started 
in Japan in 1983. The organization to dispatch Japa-
nese students to the National Model United Nations 
Conference in New York was organized under the 
leadership of Sadako Ogata, who was a professor of 
Sophia University at that time (later United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees). Since that time, 
activities of the Model United Nations have been 
conducted by many universities in Japan. In 2009, 
the Japan Model United Nations (JMUN) was offi-
cially launched as the organ to organize such activi-
ties. Currently over thirty universities have joined 
JMUN and about 800 students participate. The 
national conference is hosted four times a year by 
JMUN in Japan.

THE YOUNG 
DIPLOMATS

For more than thirty years, a select band of stu-
dents with an interest in international relations 
have gained firsthand experience of the challenges 
involved in the professional field through the Japan 
Model United Nations.

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

A Model United Nations 
Conference in Tokyo in 2015

Photo: Courtesy of JMUN
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“My interest in international affairs naturally 
deepened due to my frequent experiences of over-
seas trips with my parents since my childhood,” says 
Masaki Nakanishi, a junior in the Faculty of Law at 
the University of Tokyo and the president of JMUN. 
“Also the experience of participating in the world 
contest of the International Geography Olympiad in 
my high school days greatly inspired me to start my 
activities with JMUN upon entering university.”

In the fall of 2014, Nakanishi was chosen as one 
of the nine members of the 32nd Japanese del-
egation and was dispatched to the National Model 
United Nations Conference held in March 2015. The 
Conference takes place in New York every year and 
gathers about 5,000 students from over 300 univer-
sities worldwide. 

At the Conference, the Japanese delegation collab-
orated with Central Michigan University and partici-
pated as the joint delegation of the Swiss delegation. 
The Japanese delegation visited the United States 
and stayed at Central Michigan University for about 
a week. They also coordinated policies and received 
briefings from the secretariats of the United Nations 
organs and the Swiss Government before attending 
the Conference. At the Conference, which was held 
over five days, Nakanishi and other members of the 
delegation held discussions and negotiations on 
issues such as the Syrian refugee crisis, prevention 
of child abuse through the use of information tech-
nologies, crisis management in natural disasters, and 
food programs.

“All I could do was to hold discussions at that 
time, but I fully understood the significance that can 
be achieved only through the Model United Nations, 
the real experience of international problems,” says 
Nakanishi. “On the other hand, I also experienced 
the problem of the United Nations, which is compro-
mising among various countries on decisions.”

The JMUN and Central Michigan University joint 
delegation was awarded the prestigious prize for 
distinguished delegation that year. The nine mem-
bers of the Japanese delegation were then assigned 
to the executive secretariat of the National Model 
United Nations Conference and engaged in activi-

ties for the selection of the 
next delegation.

“I think that the Model 
United Nations is the place 
to understand the absurdity 
of international society,” says 
Nakanishi. “To pursue the 
interests of one’s own country, to discuss the devel-
opment of policies, to cultivate the ability to refute 
the other side and recurrent debates are all that is 
needed. However, the international community is not 
so simple. The activities of the Model United Nations 
work to discover that political compromise in a sense. 
From absurd situations caused by various problems, 
how can one reach an agreement? The Model United 
Nations is the place to cultivate such abilities.”

JMUN also performs activities to further spread 
such importance of the Model United Nations around 
Japan. For example, the staff of JMUN visits the Super 
Global High School chosen by the Ministry of Educa-
tion, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology for the 
development of human resources who will play an 
active part internationally and provides lectures on 
the United Nations and the Model United Nations.

It has been over thirty years since the start of 
activities of the Model United Nations in Japan. It has 
produced over 5,000 participants, and many have 
worked for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 
the United Nations organs, NGOs, and other similar 
organizations after graduating from university. The 
current Japanese ambassador to South Sudan is also 
a former member of JMUN. This July, the Foreign 
Minister’s Commendation was awarded to JMUN in 
recognition of the promotion of mutual understand-
ing between Japan and foreign countries.

“I want to engage in work which builds the future 
order in the international society with the platform 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan or the 
International Criminal Court by making the most of 
the knowledge cultivated through the Model United 
Nations after graduating from university,” says 
Nakanishi. 

Masaki Nakanishi, a junior in the 
Faculty of Law at the University of 

Tokyo and president of JMUN
Photo: Toshio Matsubara
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SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGYSeries

K
nit textile manufacturer Mitsu-
kawa Co. and Toray Industries 
have jointly developed a product 
which enables the cultivation of 

vegetable crops in arid climates when used 
in conjunction with technologies from part-
ner companies.

Growing vegetables in desert-like lands is 
challenging because the plants are vulnerable 
to wind and the movement of sand. Growing 
vegetables on degraded land is likewise dif-
ficult because of the poor soil. Roll Planter, 
the technology developed by the aforemen-
tioned two companies, solves this problem 

by providing an environment in which a plant 
can quickly and firmly take root.

In the new technology, mesh fabric tubes 
measuring about 10 centimeters in diameter 
are filled with soil and laid out on the barren 
land in adjoining rows of two or three tubes. 
Crop seeds are planted along the depres-
sion where the tubes meet. The seeds do 
not require much watering — although a drip 
irrigation system is required in arid land — 
because the planter’s fine mesh keeps the soil 
sufficiently moist to grow vegetables.

“I was watching a TV program on desert 
greening, and an idea to apply our textile 
technology in environmental fields came to 
me in a flash,” says Shigeto Matsumoto, presi-
dent of Mitsukawa Co. “Roll Planter employs 

The Roll Planter trial in Tamil Nadu, southern India, 
produced double the amount of cauliflower grown in 
other local areas.
Photo: Courtesy of Mitsukawa Co.

In this trial in South Africa, Roll Planter transformed 
barren land (top) into a field of Swiss chard and Chinese 
cabbage (bottom).
Photo: Courtesy of Mitsukawa Co.

Ready to Roll
A Japanese partnership is preparing to put down roots in arid climates overseas.

AKIRA UMEZAWA
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an extremely fine mesh which prevents the soil inside 
from coming out but is nevertheless penetrable by a 
plant’s roots, which push though the fine mesh.”

The material used for the mesh, developed by 
Toray, is called “polylactic acid fiber,” which is a mate-
rial featuring excellent ultraviolet resistance and high 
durability. Polylactic acid fiber is a derivative product 
of cornstarch (corn) and is naturally decomposed into 
water and carbon dioxide with no adverse impact on 
the environment, returning to the soil completely 
after about five to ten years, long enough after the 
crop it helped nurture has become established.

Beginning in China in 2004, Mitsukawa Co. has 
taken steps to promote environmental projects around 
the world aimed at preventing the further expansion 
of desertification and transforming degraded land into 
farmland. An example of such efforts is the project in 
South Africa that was advocated as part of the Green-
ing of Mine Dumps and Development of Business 
Model for Promoting Agriculture initiatives, which 
were supported by Japan’s Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry and the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) between 2012 and 2013. 

Mitsukawa Co., Toray, and Netafim Japan, a manu-
facturer of drip irrigation systems that enable the effi-
cient use of water in agriculture, jointly undertook a 
cultivation trial deploying Roll Planter across barren 
land and concrete-covered areas encompassing 1,500 
m2 in Soweto, in the suburbs of Johannesburg. Corn, 

green peppers, Chinese cabbage and Swiss chard were 
successfully grown by a local farm cooperative in the 
trials, proving that Roll Planter is effective in grow-
ing vegetables even on barren land. More than half of 
the land in South Africa is subject to an arid climate, 
with less than 20% of the total land being suitable for 
agricultural use. Given this situation, expectations 
are high that Roll Planter can help achieve the further 
expansion of farmland in the country.

In 2015, Mitsukawa Co. carried out a cultiva-
tion trial in the southern Indian town of Coimbatore 
in Tamil Nadu, one of India’s most arid areas, with 
the support of the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA). The trial was undertaken in collabo-
ration with a local agricultural college at its campus 
farms and on farmland near the school. This region 
is disadvantaged in agricultural terms because its soil 
is largely composed of clay, which is poor for water 
drainage. By deploying Roll Planter however, the trial 
produced double the amount of cauliflower grown in 
control areas outside the trial sites.

“We still have some issues to overcome with 
respect to business profitability, but we have launched 
local production of Roll Planter in South Africa,” says 
Matsumoto. “With our technology, we hope to con-
tribute to improving agricultural productivity and 
creating employment opportunities in countries that 
are confronted with a lack of farmland and other seri-
ous issues.” 

Mitsukawa Co. President Shigeto Matsumoto (left) and colleague 
Yoshiyuki Tsujioka with a coil of their Roll Planter product.
Photo: Akira Umezawa

Roll Planter
Photo: Courtesy of Mitsukawa Co.
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HOME AWAY FROM HOMESeries

S
ivasundaram Suharnan came to Japan 
under the scholarship program of Japan’s 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Sci-
ence and Technology in 1990. He studied 

robotics and computer science at the National Insti-
tute of Technology, Sasebo College and the Univer-
sity of Yamanashi, and established Axiohelix Co. in 
2001. In the initial years following its establishment, 
his company was primarily engaged in support of 
basic genome research. In recent years, the company 
has shifted its major business area to the provision 
of IT solution services and support of genome medi-
cal research that enables diagnostic treatment to 
be offered in a more effective and efficient manner, 
based on its DNA research experience.

Furthermore, following the Great East Japan 
Earthquake of 2011, Axiohelix developed the Dr. Car, 
a medical vehicle, or mobile clinic, equipped to sup-
port medical services for victims in disaster areas 

with limited access to health services and resident 
physicians. In more recent years, the company has 
been active in promoting project activities aimed at 
introducing the Dr. Car more widely into developing 
nations. 

Sivasundaram’s decision to launch the Dr. Car proj-
ect was inspired by his friend, a university profes-
sor. He told Sivasundaram that many people in the 
Republic of the Sudan with limited access to resident 
physicians were in need of medical services. Sivasun-
daram subsequently visited Sudan and witnessed 
people who were in desperate need of basic medical 
services. This experience led him to decide to intro-
duce Dr. Cars there.

With support from the Japan International Coop-
eration Agency (JICA), Axiohelix developed a total 
of seven Dr. Cars and provided them to Sudan from 
2013 to 2015. In this three-year project, the company 
provided Sudan with 4WD off-road medical vehicles 
equipped with a remote diagnosis telecommunica-
tion system and a simple electronic medical record 
system developed by Axiohelix, along with ultra-
sonography and electrocardiograph systems jointly 
developed with a local start-up company in Okinawa.

“When we made our medical equipment for the 
people in Sudan, we were extra careful to ensure that 
the products could be used by the local people with-
out the need for an operation manual,” says Sivasun-
daram. “We also tried to keep our production costs as 

Introducing 
Dr. Cars

Sivasundaram 
Suharnan

Sri Lanka-born scientist and entrepreneur Sivasunda-
ram Suharanan is driving advanced Japanese medical 
technologies to needy destinations around the world.

TOSHIO MATUBARA

Sivasundaram Suharnan
Photo: Toshio Matsubara
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Introducing 
Dr. Cars low as possible.” He continues, “Selling Dr. Cars is not 

a lucrative business in itself, but the medical equip-
ment loaded in the vehicles will serve as a trigger 
for further business opportunities as they gradually 
increase in popularity among the local communi-
ties. It is more important than anything else to make 
the best use of the clinical data on as many as 70,000 
local citizens living there that have been gathered 
during the project in pursuit of the further develop-
ment of local healthcare services.”

In fact, the medical equipment loaded in the Dr. 
Cars in Sudan has attracted a lot of attention from 
medical enterprises around the world. For example, 
ultrasonography systems have been sold to corpora-
tions in Nigeria, Tanzania, Kenya, Ethiopia and India. 
Business talks are currently underway with prospec-
tive customers regarding the LED lighting systems 
and solar panels used for the Dr. Cars in Sudan.

In Sri Lanka, which is Sivasundaram’s home coun-
try, Axiohelix is in discussions with the national gov-
ernment to launch a research project in collaboration 
with Harvard University. In this country, there are a 
large number of blast victims who have lost legs in 
the explosion of countless mines and blind shells left 
in the ground since the end of the civil war, which 
lasted over twenty years. 

Under the collaborative project in Sri Lanka, efforts 
are underway to provide blast victims with prosthetic 
limbs by using Dr. Cars. How will the common use of 
artificial limbs among the victims enhance their job/
employment situation? How will it change Sri Lanka’s 
local economy? These are the questions that must be 
analyzed and answered by the research project. 

Furthermore, Sivasundaram is looking to raise 
money through crowdfunding in order to launch a 
project aimed at expanding medical/health check-up 
services at schools in developing countries using Dr. 
Cars. He plans to implement this project primarily 
in Asian countries, including Indonesia, Cambodia, 
Myanmar and Sri Lanka.

“We have been in active contact with people in 

need through the Dr. Car project,” says Sivasundaram. 
“This experience has made me realize that we must 
explore and create business for the benefit of these 
people, and that is what we have to strive for. I am 
strongly convinced that it is my mission to serve as a 
bridge between Japan and developing countries.” 

1 Dr. Cars in Sudan
2 Sudanese medical staff use an ultrasonography 

system in a Dr. Car.
3 A blood pressure check in a Dr. Car

Photos: Courtesy of Axiohelix Co.

Brian MacDuckston prepares to tuck into a char siu-loaded ramen at 
the Dai Tsukumen Haku festival.
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INNOVATIVE ARTISTSSeries

K
aiji Moriyama is a contemporary 
dancer and choreographer known 
for his innovative style and ability 
to appear to float or cut through the 

air. Born in 1973, Moriyama started dancing 
at the age of 21, and after working with dance 
companies in Japan and abroad eventually 
went solo, producing his own works from 
2001. Though he is technically skilled in tap, 
classical ballet and jazz dance, Moriyama’s 
style of expression is entirely his own.

“Expressing a sense of energy and promot-
ing your existence realistically are among the 
attractive aspects of dance. But at the same 
time I am naturally fascinated by the expres-
sion of a sense of absence whereby ‘I am not 
here,’” says Moriyama. “Dance is abstract. 
When you get to the bottom of its expres-
sion, dance becomes ‘prayer’ itself. In other 
words, it is performed by a medium who 
mediates between the invisible world and 
the real world.”

Moriyama often takes themes and motifs 

Kaiji Moriyama’s unique style 
of dance continues to excite 
and engage audiences around 
the world.

Moriyama reprises the “Katana” 
dance in Japan in October 2016.
Photo: Isamu Uehara (Sun-Ad)

“Katana” expresses the energy 
both of motion and stillness.

Photo: Yoshikazu Inoue

TOSHIO MATSUBARA

Joining 
 Hands 
 in Dance



december 2016 | 27

from traditional Japanese per-
forming arts such as noh drama 
as his subjects, but in expressing 
his themes frequently transcends 
genres, his performances being 
theatrical or notable for their cos-
tumes and music, for example. In 
2013 he was appointed as a Japan 
Cultural Envoy by the Agency for 
Cultural Affairs and undertook 
exchanges with local children and 
artists through dance in Indone-
sia, Vietnam and Singapore. Mori-
yama says that the opportunity to 
observe a trance dance at a reli-
gious ceremony in Bali, in which 
nature, humanity and prayer 
become as one, was a particu-
larly valuable experience for him 
in terms of reconfirming his own 
dance style.

In October this year, Moriyama 
reprised one of his most famous 
works, “Katana,” for the first time 
in ten years in Japan. When he 
first took the dance to New York 
and Montreal in 2005, “Katana” 
was described in the New York 
Times as “a dance of amazing con-
centration by an amazing dancer.”

“The katana [Japanese sword] 
is a very symbolic and profound 

theme,” says Moriyama. “Having 
a katana will result in a range of 
emotional conflicts. Will you use 
it as a weapon to kill somebody or 
as a means of protecting yourself? 
What is strength and weakness? 
What on earth is a human being? 
The energy of stillness and motion 
works concurrently within an act. 
Stillness does not mean suspen-
sion, but it is the state of various 
types of flow rotating within it. 
How can I exhibit this rotation 
without moving my body? That 
is one of the main issues of this 
repeat performance.”

Since 2010, Moriyama has 
brought his “Live Bone” collabora-
tive show, with its outlandish skel-
etal costuming and rock-inflected 
score, to more than twenty cities 
in Japan and abroad. The ener-
getic, often comical performance 

conveys the functions and possi-
bilities of the human body.

One of Moriyama’s longtime 
performances is the “Global 
Handwashing Dance,” which was 
commissioned by the Japan Com-
mittee for UNICEF in 2009 to help 
promote “Global Handwashing 
Day,” October 15.

“I want children to realize the 
importance of handwashing and 
also foster their minds to join 
hands with various countries 
around the world through this 
dance,” says Moriyama. “I dance 
with children on Global Hand-
washing Day every year. Every 
single meeting becomes the first 
trigger in the creation of a new 
physical expression. In that sense, 
the next task is always my first 
goal and a new theme whose chal-
lenge I must take on.” 

Kaiji Moriyama
Photo: Sadato Ishizuka

Moriyama leads a group of children in the “Global Handwashing Dance” on Global 
Handwashing Day, 15 October 2015.
Photo: ©Japan Committee for UNICEF
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When it comes to washi paper making, Honminoshi 
master craftsman Masashi Sawamura is the 
“genuine” article.

ROB GILHOOLY
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1 Honminoshi master craftsman Masashi Sawamura 
2 A craftsman washes and separates mulberry bark fibers.
3 Freshly pulled sheets of Honminoshi paper
4 Masashi Sawamura beats the mulberry pulp.
5 Lampshades made from fine Honminoshi paper

A rhythmic rattle and swish fills Masashi 
Sawamura’s wattle and daub workshop as 
the craftsman’s arms swing a suspended 
wooden frame back and forth through a vis-

cous cloudy mixture with mechanical precision.
Within minutes a translucent membrane-like 

film has formed on the surface of the suketa bamboo 
screen, which Sawamura then deftly removes from 
the frame and peels back to reveal a glistening sheet of 
what resembles a wafer-thin slice of tofu. 

Once pressed and dried under the sun, however, the 
fruits of his labor take on a more graphic complexion: 
paper — though certainly not the plain variety.

Honminoshi is a type of tesuki washi, Japanese 
paper that is crafted entirely by hand and incorpo-
rates raw materials and techniques that have been 
practiced in and around Mino, Gifu Prefecture for 
more than a millennia. 

Indeed, paper production in the region, which in 
ancient times was known as Mino no Kuni, is acknowl-
edged in historical documents dating back more than 
1,300 years.

“Naturally with such an ancient craft, there have 
been some modifications over the years, but the essen-
tial production process is unchanged,” says Sawamura, 
87, as he adds a new batch of gooey pulp mixture to 
the sukibune wooden vat. “The key ingredients to 
making fine Honminoshi are still pure water, pure air 
and a pure heart.”   

Another is the pulp, known as nasu kozo, which is 
made from the inner bark of paper mulberry trees that 
is soaked, boiled, washed and then beaten with spiked 
wooden mallets on a rough stone slab before being 
blended with nebeshi — the roots of the tororo aoi 
plant, a natural starch that serves as a binding agent.

The long, fine fibers of the kozo provide the unique 
luster, hue and texture that characterizes Honminoshi, 
which is mostly used for shoji paper screens on slid-
ing doors and for repairing items of cultural heritage. 

All shoji in Kyoto State Guest House are made of Hon-
minoshi manufactured by Sawamura.

In that sense, Honminoshi is unique — the tesuki 
art is itself an important cultural asset, a status con-
ferred on it by the Japanese government in 1969 and by 
UNESCO in 2014.

Sawamura has been making the paper for seventy- 
two years, since entering the trade at 15, when he 
became his family’s fourth-generation tesuki craftsman.

Much has changed in that time. The prevalence of 
mass-produced papers have shrunk the hand-made 
paper market almost beyond recognition. Whereas as a 
teenager his family would produce more than 200–300 
sheets of paper a day, today he produces one-tenth 
that volume.

According to Takeshi Seiyama, director of the Mino-
Washi Museum, a century ago there were as many as 
3,773 paper craftsmen in Mugi district, which was cen-
tered around present-day Mino. This included those 
craftsmen using  fibers from ganpi shrubs, or mitsu-
mata (oriental paperbush), which characterize another 
paper that is known simply as “Minoshi” that today is 
largely machine-manufactured. 

According to Seiyama, today just eighteen work-
shops remain, of which five are tesuki workshops pro-
ducing Honminoshi, sometimes referred to as “Genuine 
Minoshi” due to its strict adherence to the use of mate-
rials and techniques handed down from olden times.

“In addition to this there are ten trainees, a product 
of a resource development system and an initiative of 
the Association for the Preservation of Honminoshi,” 
Seiyama says. “The aim is to ensure the craft continues 
for thet next generation and the UNESCO listing has 
stiffened our resolve.” 

Sawamura is imparting his expertise to one of those 
trainees, Yukiyo Terada, who has relocated to Mino 
from Yokohama.

“Our philosophy has always been, if you are going 
to make handmade paper then you should make it the 
best handmade paper in Japan. That remains the same 
and although each day conditions change – the condi-
tion of the raw materials, the weather conditions, your 
own condition – I’m still determined to make even bet-
ter paper today than I made yesterday.”  
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Shining 
through    

Silk

A woman performs 
traditional 
handweaving work in 
Kuni-akaiwa.

G
unma Prefecture is mostly mountainous 
terrain with limited land suitable for rice 
cultivation. Consequently, mulberry culti-
vation on the sloping ground, sericulture, 

silk reeling, and fabric manufacturing have been 
practiced here since the Nara period (710–794). In the 
latter half of the Edo period (1603–1867), Joshu, as 
Gunma was formerly known, developed into a major 
center of silk production. Kiryu in particular was a 
district famed for its production of high-grade silk 
fabric, comparable to Nishijin in Kyoto.

As foreign trade flourished in the Meiji period 
(1868–1912), the government began to focus on the 
development of the silk industry to obtain foreign 
currency. As part of these efforts, the government 
established Tomioka Silk Mill 1, introducing cutting-
edge Western machinery, in Tomioka, Gunma Pre-
fecture, in 1872. This enabled the mass production of 
raw silk. From the Meiji period to the middle Showa 
period (1926–1989), raw silk was produced in various 
parts of Japan including Gunma Prefecture. In the 
1930s, Japan accounted for 80 percent of the world’s 
raw silk exports.

“The Japanese silk industry greatly contributed 

OSAMU SAWAJI

In Gunma’s historic silk industry, women continue 
to play a leading role.
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Gunma
Prefecture

1 Tomioka Silk Mill was Japan’s first government- controlled silk mill. It was 
privatized in 1893, and operations continued until 1987. It was registered 
as a World Heritage site in 2014.



their husbands, but in Gunma the men were proud to 
say ‘my wife is the best in Japan.’”

In Gunma Prefecture, the tradition of sericul-
ture, silk reeling, and fabric manufacturing has been 
handed down through generations. For example, in 
Kuni-akaiwa, in the northern part of Gunma Prefec-
ture, sericulture farmhouses built in the Meiji period 
have been preserved and the village has been desig-
nated as an Important Preservation District for Groups 
of Traditional Buildings. Here visitors can see first-
hand the traditional methods of silk manufacturing.

In Kiryu, silk fabrics are sold and textile machines 
are exhibited at the Kiryu Textile Hall Former Build-
ing, built as the Textiles Weavers Co-operative Asso-
ciation office in 1934. Textile Museum Yukari, housed 
in an old fabric factory, also offers opportunities for 
visitors to experience dyeing and handweaving. At 
Goto Textile Company, founded in 1870, visitors can 
tour the wooden factories built from the Meiji period 
to the early Showa period. Kimono obi sashes are still 
produced by skilled female workers in these factories.

“While the Japanese government currently aims 
to create a society ‘where women shine,’ women 
have shone in Gunma’s silk industry for a long time,” 
says Inoue. “We would like to continue to pass down 
the history of Gunma’s silk industry, where women 
played an active role, to future generations.” 

to the modernization of the country,” says Masami 
Inoue of the Department of Planning and Develop-
ment at the Gunma Prefectural Government. “In 
Japan’s silk industry, Gunma is distinguished by the 
fact that all production centers are still present, from 
sericulture to silk reeling and fabric making, which is 
not seen elsewhere. Moreover, women have played a 
central role in silk production here.”

For sericulture farmers in Gunma Prefecture, 
the raising of silkworms was led mostly by women. 
Women made kimonos with handweaving tools 
available in each household. At Tomioka Silk Mill, 
many female workers were involved in manufactur-
ing raw silk. This was partly because women, with 
thinner fingers than men, were more suited for the 
delicate work of silk reeling and weaving. Mean-
while, men supported the women’s work by perform-
ing operations requiring physical strength and main-
taining the machines. 

After the Meiji period, such active involvement of 
Gunma’s women in sericulture and silk production 
became widely known in Japan. Gunma came to be 
recognized as a region of kakaa-denka, a term which 
generally refers to a family whose wife holds a stron-
ger position than her husband but which carries a 
slightly different nuance in Gunma.

“Even during the times when the status of women 
was much lower in Japan, wives and husbands shared 
housework and were equally paid in families involved 
in the silk industry in Gunma,” says Inoue. “To people 
in other regions, it seemed that wives dominated 
All photos: Satoshi Tanaka

1 Cocoons in Kuni-akaiwa
2 Gunma-produced silk fabrics displayed in the old building of the 

Kiryu Textile Hall Former Building
3 Goto Textile Company in Kiryu with its distinctive roofline
4 A female worker makes a kimono obi sash at Goto Textile Company.
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HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN

Tangerine Dream
SPOT-CHECK

With its glorious white sands and weathered old pine trees, Amaharashi Beach in Toyoma 
Prefecture is picturesque at any time of the year, but in the winter, when the air is crisp 
and the snow-covered Tateyama mountain range looms large across the bay, the scene is 

breathtaking. People come from far and wide at daybreak to take in the vista at its finest, perchance 
to experience that rare occasion each year when a sea fog sweeps in and the rising sun paints the air 
a phantasmagoric orange.
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