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Prime Minister's Diary

VISIT TO THE UNITED STATES

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe gives his address
at the General Debate of the United Nations
General Assembly, 20 September 2017.

F

rom September 18 to 21,
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
visited New York in the
United States of America to attend
the 72nd Session of the United
Nations General Assembly.
On September 18, Prime Minister Abe attended the event,
“World Leaders for Universal
Health Coverage (UHC): A HighLevel Discussion at the United
Nations on Achieving the SDGs
through Health for All” and a
meeting with the leaders of the
African members of the United
Nations Security Council and
other African leaders. Afterwards,
the Prime Minister held talks with
H.E. Mr. Benjamin Netanyahu,
Prime Minister of the State of
Israel. In the evening, the Prime
Minister attended the Food and
Tourism Reception.
On September 19, Prime Minister Abe attended a meeting

with US CEOs. Following this,
the Prime Minister held talks
with H.E. Dr. Hassan Rouhani,
President of the Islamic Republic of Iran; Mr. António Guterres,
Secretary-General of the United
Nations; and His Majesty King
Abdullah II Ibn Al Hussein, King
of the Hashemite Kingdom of
Jordan; and then attended a luncheon hosted by United Nations
Secretary-General Guterres. In
the evening, Prime Minister Abe
attended the Fourth Japan-Pacific
Islands Leaders Meeting.
On September 20, Prime Minister Abe delivered a speech on the
economy at the New York Stock
Exchange, and then attended the
HeForShe IMPACT 10x10x10 Parity Report Launch Event. Following this, the Prime Minister held

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe shakes hands with US President Donald Trump before the Japan-US
Summit Meeting, 21 September 2017.

Photographs and text courtesy of the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.
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talks with H.E. Mr. Emmanuel
Macron, President of the French
Republic. In the afternoon, the
Prime Minister gave an address at
the General Debate of the United
Nations General Assembly, and
at night held talks with H.E. Mr.
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, President
of the Republic of Turkey.
On September 21, Prime Minister Abe held talks with H.E.
Dr. Miroslav Lajcak, President of
the 72nd Session of the United
Nations General Assembly. Later,
the Prime Minister held talks with
the Honorable Donald Trump,
President of the United States of
America, and H.E. Mr. Moon Jaein, President of the Republic of
Korea. In the afternoon, Prime
Minister Abe held talks with President Trump.

Feature

INVESTING IN JAPAN

Investing in Japan

“From a microeconomic perspective, the recent change in Japan’s investment environment
seems attributable to two factors. One is related to the policy package and activities
aimed at improving the investment environment and attracting FDI by the central and
local governments. The other factor is that Japanese companies have increasingly sought
partnerships with foreign businesses in view of the globalization of the Japanese economy.”
So says Shigeki Maeda, Executive Vice President of Japan External Trade Organization
(JETRO). Through interviews and case studies, we investigate the changing nature of foreign
direct investment in Japan.
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INVESTING IN JAPAN

Changing
Corporate
Governance

N

icholas Benes is Representative Director
of the Board Director Training Institute
[BDTI]*1. As the initial proposer of Japan’s
first Corporate Governance Code, the governance
indicator for listed companies, Benes here shares
his views on foreign direct investment (FDI) in
Japan in terms of corporate governance and business management systems.
How do you assess the impact so far of governance reforms on portfolio investment in Japan?
On FDI in Japan?
In terms of very concrete results like raising ROE
[return on equity] and streamlining corporate strategies, so far the impact has been small. But this is
no surprise, because the benefits of better corporate governance take time to occur in any country.
In terms of changing public attitudes and putting in place the basic infrastructure needed to
accelerate change, Japan has made a lot of progress. I think few developed nations have put in
place a corporate governance code in as short a
time as Japan did, and nowadays the bookstores
are full of books with words like “governance
code,” “stewardship code,” “ROE,” and “ROIC”
[return on invested capital] on their covers. Multiple “sea changes” are underway.
The questions to ask now are: (a) can the government keep up its momentum and put in place
the policies that are needed in the next stage; and
(b) will institutional investors — both foreign and
domestic — actually use the new infrastructure to
influence companies enough? To do this, they will

Nicholas Benes

have to actively vote their shares so as to praise
the firms that put in place effective governance
practices, while not re-electing directors at the
companies that do not do so.
The impact of the reforms on foreign direct
investment will take time to become visible. That
impact will come when more companies focus
their strategies by selling off non-core affiliates
and holdings, either to foreign companies or to
private equity firms that sell them to foreign companies later on.
What reforms are “working”? What reforms are not?
Some of the reforms have had a visibly positive
impact. In general, many companies no longer
consider “corporate governance” to be something
that they can ignore. Because of the creation of
a corporate governance code, improving governance is now seen to be “a necessary and good
thing.” And certain specific code features, such
as disclosure about policies and practices, the
requirement to appoint “multiple independent
outside directors” and the principle that boards
should conduct a self-evaluation process, have
changed many firms’ governance practices and set
the base for further change.
But in the absence of greater discipline from
investors, I would say that most companies still
approach many important concepts in the code
in a minimalist and almost lackadaisical manner.
The use of committees, director nomination qualifications and director training would be examples.
To me, the part of the reform process that is
Photo: Courtesy of the Board Director Training Institute of Japan
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not working well enough yet is the “stewardship
and engagement” wheel of the cart. Institutional
investors need to set forth clearer, more concrete
examples of the kind of corporate governance
practices they are expecting, in writing. But most
of them are not doing this.
In the next phase of Japan’s transition, what
issues need to be addressed by companies?
Companies need to realize that nominations
committees that are not solely made up of independent outside directors will not be trusted by
investors. Next, they need to understand that no
nominations or executive appointments process
can hope to be effective without healthy competition for executive positions that is based on objective performance evaluations, rather than private
discussions and subjective appraisals.
In the future, a significantly larger proportion
of managerial compensation will be performancelinked. Companies need to revamp their HR
[human resources] policies to fit with that fastcoming reality. Right now, many Japanese companies do not have HR systems for evaluating and
promoting managers, including foreigners and
women, that allow them to manage as superior
global firms attracting the best talent from around
the world — including from outside the firm.
It is only a matter of time before much more
active proxy voting punishes executives who cannot
show HR practices and systems that are designed —
and functioning — at a modern standard.
What issues need to be addressed by policy?
At this point, the Corporate Governance Code
needs to be revised so that it is more specific as to
what constitutes “best practice.” The code should
state that a majority of directors should be highquality independent outside directors, on a comply-or-explain basis. Research done by BDTI and
Metrical Inc. [a company engaged in corporate
governance research] in Japan, and by academicians looking at other countries, shows that such

firms tend to out-perform.
The recent revision of the Stewardship
Code was a step forward in one area in particular: the general suggestion that signatory institutions should disclose their proxy voting records in
detail. However, clearer “sanctuary” rules for collective engagement by investors are needed.
Most of all, everyone needs to recognize that
the Stewardship Code will not be a full success
unless corporate pension funds are essentially
required to sign it in large numbers, and we have a
“Japan ERISA*2 Law” to guide the fiduciary duties
of such funds. Pension funds are the largest source
of money to fund managers, so the fund managers will listen to them and increase their “voice”
if they are asked to. But so far, only one pension
fund of a non-financial corporation has signed the
Stewardship Code, and most companies are simply
waiting for the pension funds at two iconic firms,
Toyota or Panasonic, to sign it. This should not be
happening in a country where companies claim to
value their employees in most other respects.
Are investing institutions and executives keeping
up with the pace of reforms?
No, quite frankly they are not. More learning on
both sides of the investment equation needs to
take place. But very, very few fund managers have
ever sat on a board, so they are unsure how to go
about engagement and active proxy-voting. Without more pressure from investors, many companies do not take governance and director training
as seriously as they need to.
What is the upside?
The upside is huge. I daresay that average ROE and
long-term corporate productivity could both double
if Japan gets governance functioning up to its potential. The downside is also huge, if Japan cannot keep
up its momentum and make that a reality.

Interview by HITOSHI CHIBA

Note
1 Established in 2009, the Board Director Training Institute of Japan (BDTI) is the only certified public-interest non-profit in
Japan dedicated to facilitating the safe, sustainable and ethical development of the Japanese economy and Japanese companies by improving corporate governance. Here, Mr. Benes expresses his own personal opinions, not those of any organization.
2 Enacted in 1974, the Employee Retirement Income Security Act (ERISA) is a federal law that provides for unified design and
operation of company pension plans and benefit programs.
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Expanding Business Opportunities
Foreign businesses no longer view Japan as a land of high cost with low return on investment. We look at
the latest developments in Japan’s inward direct investment.

HITOSHI CHIBA

L

et us examine some of the developments
observed in the statistical data pertaining to
Japan’s investment environment in recent
years. Japan’s foreign direct investment
(FDI) stock remained flat from 2010 through 2013.
However, at the end of 2014 it surpassed 20 trillion
yen (US$180 billion) for the first time and reached
27.8 trillion yen (US$250 billion) at the end of fiscal
2016, a historic national record. From 2010 to 2013,
the ratio of FDI in Japan to the GDP also remained
flat (in other words, 3.5% for 2010, 3.6% for 2011,
3.6% for 2012 and 3.6% for 2013). At the end of 2014,
it increased to 4.6% and rose to 5.2% at the end of
fiscal 2016. However, it remains low by international
standards, globally ranked 189th (as of the end of
2015) out of 198 countries and regions.
Given this situation, the government formulated
an ambitious target to double inward FDI stock to 35
trillion yen (US$315 billion) by 2020 (17.8 trillion yen
[US$160 billion] recorded at the end of 2012) in the
Japan Revitalization Strategy —JAPAN is BACK, as
decided by the Cabinet in June 2013.
Shigeki Maeda, Executive Vice President of Japan
External Trade Organization (JETRO), pointed out
the four reasons behind the recent changes in Japan’s
investment environment. He said, “From a macroeconomic perspective, Japan’s investment environment
has recovered, given that its economic stability and
the weakening yen has attracted foreign investments
in recent years. From a microeconomic perspective,
the recent change in Japan’s investment environment
seems attributable to two factors. One is related to
the policy package and activities aimed at improving
the investment environment and attracting FDI by
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the central and local governments. The other factor
is that Japanese companies have increasingly sought
partnerships with foreign businesses in view of the
globalization of the Japanese economy.
In other words, Japan’s protracted economic
downturn and the strengthening of the yen since the
1990s had led to a stereotypical view among foreign
businesses that Japan was not a lucrative market.
However, Maeda emphasized that recently there has
been a noticeable change in this perspective. He said,
“Japan has seen consistent economic growth since
December 2012, achieving a better macroeconomic
performance. There seems to be a growing view
among global companies that Japan is no longer economically stagnant.”
Meanwhile, some changes have also been seen in
the microeconomics of Japan. One is related to the
reduction of the effective corporate tax rate, which
usually serves as one of the major criteria for a company to execute a direct business investment in a
foreign country. Japan’s standard effective corporate
tax rate was lowered about 7% in three years, from
37.00% in fiscal 2013 to 29.97% in fiscal 2016. It has
been pointed out that Tokyo’s office rent is higher
than in other major cities around the world, but this
is no longer the case compared with Singapore or
Hong Kong. Furthermore, the government has hammered out many policies, including the relaxation
of visa requirements, introduction of the “Japaneseversion green card” system for highly-skilled foreign professionals, which will offer one of the most
quickly obtainable permanent residence permissions
in the world, and activities to increase the number
of Japanese laws and regulations translated into foreign languages.
Maeda explained initiatives to promote Japan’s
investment environment. “The government has

Shigeki Maeda, Executive Vice President of
Japan External Trade Organization (JETRO)
Photo: Tasashi Aizawa

implemented a cutting-edge policy package, establishing the “Investment Advisor Assignment System,” in which vice ministers act as advisors to
foreign-affiliated companies that have made significant investments in Japan. Nine companies have
been chosen for the new system. The vice minister assigned to each designated company serves as
a government counterpart for the ministry under
whose jurisdiction the company’s main activities
fall,” he said.
This new system was originally proposed by
JETRO with reference to similar examples that exist
in other countries. The implementation of the program is based on the “Five Promises for Attracting
Foreign Businesses to Japan,” adopted by the Council
for Promotion of Foreign Direct Investment in Japan,
in a cabinet meeting in March 2015. As part of the
“Five Promises,” the government has implemented
measures aimed at overcoming language barriers at
retailers and restaurants and enhancing the educational environment for expatriate children.
In May 2016, the Council for Promotion of Foreign
Direct Investment in Japan similarly adopted the
“Policy Package for Promoting Foreign Direct Investment into Japan to Make Japan a Global Hub.” Under
this policy package, the government presented measures aimed at simplifying regulations and administrative procedures, introducing the “Japanese-version green card” system for highly-skilled foreign
professionals, and promoting employment support
for international students.
As a result of the initiatives mentioned above,
JETRO successfully attracted 1,579 foreign companies from fiscal 2003 to fiscal 2016. Over the past five
years, in particular, the number of corresponding
investment projects supported by JETRO has more
than doubled. Specifically, the growth is largely
attributable to the increasing number of R&D facilities by pharmaceutical and medical equipment companies, given Japan’s excellent research environment
and the successful developments in deregulation
with a sophisticated level of technology, abundant
manpower in research and technology and a wellestablished intellectual property practice.

Maeda said, “The government has implemented
a variety of measures to strengthen corporate governance and introduced Japan’s Stewardship Code,
which has been lauded by the overseas investment
community. In part, this has driven the recent successful development.”
Over the last few years, JETRO has taken active
steps to significantly change its approach to embrace
an “aggressive sales strategy” by globally expanding
the number of staff and advisors aiming for the further growth of FDI in Japan. JETRO has also set up
a country desk with six international staff members
to support foreign companies with their business
investments in Japan. The country desk advisors
have experience facilitating investment into Japan
at JETRO’s overseas offices. Furthermore, JETRO has
chosen 1,000 cases of potential foreign investment
and assigned staff members to offer individual support for each company, providing a range of support
services in terms of business and living requirements
for employees.
The rate of returns on inward FDI [(Current direct
investment income debit) / (Balance of inward direct
investment during the period) x 100 (%)] for Japan
was 4.9% in 2014 and 6.9% in 2015. It rose to 10.0%
in 2016, which placed Japan third among OECD
nations. Considering only the service sector (excluding finance and insurance services), Japan’s rate of
return at the end of 2016 stood at 17.8%.
This excellent rate of return demonstrates that
foreign companies can achieve high returns on
investments in Japan. It appears that Japan’s promotion package for inward FDI is successfully expanding business opportunities in the Japanese market.
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Work stations in the
laboratory at the Asia
Innovation Center PFDC
in Shinjuku, Tokyo

Pharmaceutical Formulations
for Asia from Japan
Pierre Fabre, a leading French manufacturer of pharmaceutical products and dermatological cosmetics,
opened its Asia Innovation Center PFDC in Japan
in 2014 and began formulations activities in the
laboratory in May last year. We asked Jean-Baptiste
Grieu, the Center’s director, about the investment.

ALEX HENDY

P

ierre Fabre has had a presence in Japan
for more than thirty years, beginning in
1986 with its establishment of Pierre Fabre
Japon (PF-J), a joint venture with the major
Japanese cosmetics company Shiseido Co. The initial
goal of PF-J was to introduce to the Japanese market a line of skin-care products utilizing the French
spring water Eau Thermale Avène. These products
would come to be marketed under the brand name
Avène, for which line the company is best known in
Japan today.
In 2002 the Pierre Fabre Group established a second entity in Japan, Pierre Fabre Dermo-Cosmétique
Japon (PFDC-J). This 100% subsidiary runs the local
activities of hair care specialists René Furterer and
provides support for sales of the drug Hemangiol®,
which is used in the treatment of infantile haemangioma. Hemangiol® is produced by Laboratoires
Pierre Fabre Dermatologie and distributed in Japan
All photos: Yuichi Itabashi
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in partnership with the dermatological pharmaceuticals company Maruho Co.
In April 2014, PFDC-J opened the Asia Innovation
Center PFDC, Pierre Fabre’s first overseas R&D center
outside France.
“The Asia Innovation Center PFDC is a product of
our desire to speed up PFDC’s internationalization,”
says Center director Jean-Baptiste Grieu. “The AsiaPacific region is dynamic, varied, innovative and
forward-looking. Its cosmetics and dermo-cosmetics
markets are sizable, representing 32% and 19% of the
global market, respectively. The consumer base is
sophisticated, demanding and well informed. Beauty
rituals are comprehensive, with between seven and
nine products being used at
morning and night, though
the tendency is to reduce
the length of the rituals.
Cosmetics spend per capita
in the region is the highest
in the world.”
In the laboratory at the
Asia Innovation Center
PFDC, formulators including Grieu himself develop
Jean-Baptiste Grieu, director of
the Asia Innovation Center PFDC

Originally formulated for the Japanese market, products utilizing
Eau Thermale Avène have been developed for markets worldwide.

new products for Avène, René Furterer, KLORANE
and other lines under the Pierre Fabre umbrella. The
Center’s location in Tokyo enables the team to keep a
close eye on Asian markets, with trips to subsidiaries
in Taiwan, Korea and China being scheduled at least
once or twice a month.
“The countries of Asia all have their particularities,” says Grieu. “For the Japanese market, a high
level of quality is important. Korea is more trendy
and very reactive to consumer demands. China used
to be strongly influenced by Europe but is now a lot
more affected by trends in Korea and Japan.”
Innovation in cosmetics in Korea in recent years is
epitomized by local companies’ development of BB
creams, all-in-one moisturizing foundation products
that have found worldwide success. Pierre Fabre
is only marginally engaged in the make-up market
being more focused on skin and hair care, but the
vibrant Korean markets are nevertheless an obvious
focus of interest for the company. Avène Hydrance
Water Gel-in-cream, an all-in-one moisturizing gel
developed at the Asia Innovation Center PFDC in
2016, may be one response to trends being set outside of Japan.
“There are some areas where Korea has been
more innovative in terms of textures and marketing
than Japan,” says Grieu. “But Japan used to be very
innovative in these areas and that’s the reason we
decided to establish the Asian R&D center here. The
technology level is still very high and knowledge of
cosmetic science formulation is strong.”
A second reason for establishing the R&D center
in Japan is the nature of the regional markets. In the
Asia-Pacific region generally, skin care accounts for
almost half of the beauty care market compared with
the global average of a third. Beauty rituals naturally
vary according to country, and in South Asia, for
example, the hair care segment dominates, but Pierre
Fabre is a strong performer in both these segments.
“The synergies between our subsidiaries and our
distributors are important,” says Grieu. “This can
be seen clearly in the Avène products catalogue,
where almost 20% of our turnover comes from Asia.
The formula was originally developed for Japan,

but Avène products now meet the expectations of a
broad base of Asian customers. This synergy is not
limited to products. On the management front, too,
best practices are exchanged between all collaborators throughout the region.”
Pierre Fabre has traditionally focused on dermocosmetics, a concept which in fact the company
invented. Pierre Fabre, the founder and a pharmacist, opened the company’s first research center in
1968, wanting to formulate safe skin-care products
and treatments for skin conditions such as atopic
dermatitis. In 1975, in a visionary move, Fabre purchased the thermal spring source at Avène in southern France and began using the water in the company’s formulations. The spring water has soothing
and softening properties even when applied directly
to the skin without creams or lotions. Pierre Fabre
began selling a spring mist spray in Japan in 1986,
and to this day the product is immensely popular
with Japanese women.
Pierre Fabre began selling its spring water-based
products under the Avène brand name in 1990 and
now sells a full range of products for such varied
applications as wound healing, moisturizing, antiaging, whitening and sunscreen. Through continued formulation and adaptation, now beginning at
the Asia Innovation Center PFDC, Avène and other
brands in the Patrice Fabre portfolio will be caring for
Asian hair and skin for many more years to come.
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Lifestyle Brand Launched
from Denmark
An established sundry goods brand from Denmark
is expanding outside Europe and growing in popularity in Japan.

HIROSHI SAKURAI

N

orthern European-designed furniture,
plateware and sundry goods characterized by simple form and cozy colors are
popular in Japan, with many stores from
small sundries shops in towns to department stores
in large cities now handing the products. Søstrene
Grene, a Danish sundries company, opened its first
shop in Japan in October 2016 in Tokyo’s Omotesando, an area well known for its famous Japanese
and international brand outlets.

Søstrene Grene in Tokyo’s Omotesando
All Photos: Masatoshi Sakamato
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Restrained lighting makes
for a relaxed atmosphere
in the store.

Tsuyoshi Monden,
Representative Director of
Hilmer Japan Co., which
operates Søstrene Grene
in Japan

Søstrene Grene
was
established
in 1973 in Aarhus,
Denmark’s secondlargest city after
capital Copenhagen, and now has more than 150 outlets, mainly in Europe. The company, whose name
means “Grene sisters” in Danish, operates based on
the concept that it is a shop where the Grene sisters
Anna and Clara introduce wonderful items they have
found by traveling around the world, thinking that
they are “able to find beauty and happiness in even
the smallest of things.”
“It is characterized by a rich lineup of Northern
European-designed products at a reasonable price
and the provision of new products every week. The
atmosphere of its products and shops are basically
consistent around the world,” says Tsuyoshi Monden, the Representative Director of Hilmer Japan
Co., which operates Søstrene Grene in Japan. Hilmer
Japan Co. made strategic plans by utilizing the
charge-free business infrastructure provided by the
Invest Japan Business Support Center (IBSC) of Japan
External Trade Organization (JETRO) in the preparatory stage of establishing a Japanese corporation in
May 2016.

Products are displayed on wooden shelves or in wooden boxes.

Inside the shop, against a background of soft
classical music, products that “create little, bright
differences in the everyday” such as furniture,
plateware, kitchenware and stationery are on display. All the products are designed in the head office
of Søstrene Grene in Denmark, and emanate a sense
of simple and gentle warmth. Various materials and
tools such as wrapping items for gifts, interior goods
and craft goods are also available. These products
are put on wooden shelves or in wooden boxes,
which together with the restrained lighting makes
for a relaxed atmosphere.
The first shop opened in Omotesando, a popular destination for women, targeting chiefly women
in their 30s and 40s, and is generating a buzz with
its impressive lineup of kitchenware, furniture and
storage boxes. Partly because it is the first outlet of
Søstrene Grene in Asia, many tourists visiting Japan
from Asian countries also visit the shop.
“Because consumers have a very high consciousness of quality in Japan, we might say that if a product sells well in Japan, it can be accepted in any market in the world. Japan is a foothold, so to speak, for
advancement into the Asian market,” says Monden.
This year Søstrene Grene has opened a new shop
in Odaiba, a tourist spot in the Tokyo seaside area,
and Kichijoji in Musashino City, Tokyo, which is
popular particularly among young women. This
reflects the company’s strategy of expanding new
store openings in Japan, with its eyes on development in Asia.
Along with this, Hilmer Japan is also accelerating
its publicity activities using social media for brand

The brand’s plateware is characterized by simple forms and cozy colors.

penetration in Japan. The transmission of product
information news and DIY ideas through its official
account on LINE, a free app with more than 70 million
monthly active users, is one of its publicity activities.
Unique projects, events and campaigns of each
shop, which are transmitted via social media, are
also gaining popularity. For example, it is said that
when the Odaiba shop ran a campaign to present
wooden boxes used for in-store display to customers
who have purchased its products exceeding a certain
value, it quickly ran out of stock. The shoppers probably felt the “world view of Søstrene Grene” in the
set of products and wooden boxes.
Søstrene Grene has developed a business model of
focusing on a selection of goods that will encourage
local residents to drop by and replacing products regularly. Since this strategy has been a success in the
shop in Kichijoji, which is very popular as a “place
people want to live,” the shop has acquired many stable repeat customers among the local residents.
Monden says, “Compared with existing sundry
stores in Japan, Søstrene Grene outlets are large and
have a very large lineup of products. The ability to
constantly provide new products is also strong. In
Japan, there is an image that Northern European
sundry goods are expensive, but our customers are
pleased with our products, saying that the prices
are ‘reasonable.’”
In November 2017, Søstrene Grene will open a new
store in a shopping mall in the suburbs of Nagoya
City, Aichi Prefecture. The company aims to make a
success of store openings in places other than Tokyo
that lead it to the opening of more shops in Japan.
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Capital views: View from the 38th floor
lobby at Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo

INVESTING IN JAPAN

A Sense
of Place

In January 2017, Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo was recognized as the best hotel in Japan in three categories at the TripAdvisor Travellers’ Choice Awards for
Hotels, ranking first in Japan in the Top Hotels, Luxury and Best Service classifications. We asked Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo General Manager Paul Jones
about the Hotel Group’s strategies in Japan.

What has been the Mandarin Oriental Hotel
Group’s historical engagement with Japan and in
particular the Nihonbashi district of Tokyo?
Following the establishment of the first Mandarin
hotel, in 1963 in Hong Kong, the Group opened further Mandarin Oriental hotels in Asia, and became
firmly established as one of the most elegant and
luxurious hotel groups. Having grown from its Asian
roots into a global brand, the Group now operates
thirty hotels and eight residences in twenty countries
All photos: Courtesy of Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo
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and territories. Mandarin Oriental hotels and residences are built on the cornerstone philosophy of
“Sense of Place,” and created to reflect the very best
of the city in which they are located. Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo is the first Mandarin Oriental hotel in
Japan. The hotel opened its doors in the Nihonbashi
district, the historical and cultural center of Tokyo,
in December 2005.
Each Mandarin Oriental destination has its own
trademark fan as a symbol of our group philosophy
and identity. Ours, created from a colorful Edoperiod (1603–1867) print, was crafted for us by Ibasen,
which commenced its trade 400 years ago to service
the Shogunate in Edo (former name of Tokyo) with
its washi (Japanese paper) and bamboo products.
We encourage our guests to experience the many
attractions that the Nihonbashi neighborhood has to
offer as a significant center for Japanese culture, crafts

Paul Jones, General Manager, Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo

and cuisine. The
hotel team likewise
engages with the local
community, attending festivals or taking part in traditions
such as cleaning the
historic Nihonbashi
Bridge, for example.
In 2016, we offered an art of dining experience
in collaboration with neighboring Mitsui Memorial Art Museum. While the museum was exhibiting
the world of Rosanjin [1883–1959], the well-known
ceramic artist and epicure, we presented an exclusive menu at our French fine dining restaurant Signature using Japanese ceramic plates produced by artists inspired by the works of Rosanjin. This year, we
created a guide introducing Nihonbashi’s countless
cultural charms and shopping opportunities to our
guests. We also launched a stay package that offers
five unique experiences that our guests can enjoy
in Nihonbashi such as kimono wearing, or classes in
washi paper making and Edo kiriko glass engraving.

What are the principles at work in the hotel’s design?
Creating a distinctive “sense of place” is a core guiding principle of the Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo. While
retaining its connection to the city’s past, the ultramodern Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo also embodies the
respect and appreciation Japanese people have traditionally paid to the natural world. Japan is mountainous, heavily forested and run through with many
rivers. “Woods and Water” therefore form the underlying design ethos of Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo. The
hotel has been conceived as a single large living tree,
providing shelter, comfort and a gathering place for
the community. Textile designer Reiko Sudo along
with countless master artisans and weavers throughout the country have produced original fabrics using
natural materials that express the artistic and cultural traditions of Japan in color, pattern and texture.
The overall design reflects traditional Japanese aesthetic values such as the importance of understatement and reserve.

Does Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo provide any
particular kind of services for its guests that are
distinct from Mandarin Hotels in other parts of
the world?
Discreet and flawless service underpins the Mandarin Oriental Hotel Group’s mission. Mandarin Oriental, Tokyo combines the spirit of this principle with
the ancient Japanese art of omotenashi [hospitality]. Each of our colleagues is passionate, not only
about the hotel and our unique place in the Nihonbashi neighborhood, but about Japanese culture
in all of its myriad forms and sharing this with our
guests in meaningful ways to create delight. During
the Edo period, the Tokyo fish market was located
in Nihonbashi. Eating sushi in Nihonbashi is thus a
true joy for our guests. At the very top of the hotel,
Sushi Sora provides a stunning setting, not only for
delighting the palate with extraordinary Edomae
style sushi but also for savoring the breathtaking
views of Tokyo’s skyline.
How is increased tourism affecting your strategy
looking forward?
Our most important aim is to continue to offer outstanding and memorable stay and dining experiences for both our hotel guests and our regular
Tokyo dining patrons in the true spirit of omotenashi. We offer twelve inimitable restaurants and
bars including three Michelin-starred restaurants.
Our spa is unique in Tokyo in having been awarded a
five-star rating for three consecutive years by Forbes
Travel Guide. Nihonbashi today is one of the most
exciting places in Tokyo. The urban development
initiatives by Mitsui Fudosan have been outstanding
bringing many new businesses to Nihonbashi and
creating a vibrant atmosphere rich in Japanese heritage, amazing dining and crafts. The collaboration
with our neighbors makes the hotel a key part of the
community, and we will continue creating opportunities for our guests to enjoy the unique Nihonbashi
experience and culture.
Interview by ALEX HENDY
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A Theme Park That Combines
Education and Tourism

LEGOLAND® Japan entrance

The experience-led theme park LEGOLAND® has
arrived in Japan, sparking children’s imaginations
and breathing new life into Nagoya at the same time.

MAO FUJITA

L

EGOLAND® Japan, an outdoor theme park
offering fun for all the family, opened its
doors for the first time in Japan in Nagoya,
Aichi Prefecture in April 2017. Consisting of
seven different areas, including attractions, shows
and restaurants, LEGOLAND® provides a fun and
imaginative experience for children, as they immerse
themselves in the world of LEGO® Bricks, and also an
enjoyable way for adults to relive their childhood.
There are now eight parks in seven countries worldwide, with this being the second in Asia, following
on from Malaysia.
“LEGO® founder Ole Kirk Christiansen actually had
a dream to open a LEGOLAND® in Japan for over thirty
years,” explains Ayumi Takagi, Head of Public Relations for LEGOLAND® Japan. “We had to scour Japan
for a suitable location. You need a huge area of land to
build a theme park however, and we were unable to
do that under our own steam. We were thinking we
All photos: © 2017 The LEGO Group.
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would need local people on board and would have
to ask the government for help. Then three or four
years ago, we were approached by the City of Nagoya,
which led to us opening the first LEGOLAND® in Japan
in the Kinjo-Futo area of the city.
The Greater Nagoya area that surrounds the city
is one of Japan’s three major metropolitan areas
alongside Tokyo and Osaka, which it is located
roughly halfway between. One of the deciding factors in locating LEGOLAND® however was that
Nagoya had no large-scale leisure facilities to rival
the other two cities.
Popular with people all over the world, locals and
overseas LEGO® fans alike were excited about the
park opening in Japan.
“Attracting increasing numbers of overseas tourists is key to new local development in Japan,” comments Takagi. “Opening LEGOLAND® gives Nagoya
added appeal as an option for overseas tourists visiting Japan. As a result tourist numbers are increasing and the number of visitors to the park is on the
increase too.”
In an effort to stimulate new demand for travel,
LEGOLAND® is working with domestic travel agencies to offer high added value travel products for

MINILAND exhibits, all made from LEGO® Bricks

overseas and domestic customers, to further regional
development, and to promote Japan as a tourismbased country.
“Overseas customers come mainly from Hong
Kong, Taiwan, China and other Asian countries, and
from parts of the world such as the United States and
Europe,” explains Takagi. “We get all sorts of visitors, including couples and groups of friends as well
as families. People often take photos in MINILAND
in particular, against the backdrop of Japanese landmarks such as Nagoya Castle, Tokyo Tower, Tokyo
Skytree, and Kobe Port Tower, all recreated with
LEGO® Bricks.”
To develop the park into a leisure destination
where visitors can happily while away the time like
this, LEGOLAND® is working to expand its Japanese
and English signage and to move in a more multilingual direction in the future. Plans are also in place to
open a hotel resort inside the park in 2018. Working
with the local authorities, LEGOLAND® is looking to
provide a theme park offering that will encourage
visitors to stay over and discover more of Nagoya,
rather than just making a day trip as they may have
done previously.
“We are constantly organizing events and other
activities to make children happy, aimed primarily at
children aged from two to twelve and their families,”
says Takagi.

The name LEGO® comes from the Danish phrase
“leg godt,” which means “play well.” By providing
services that cater to specific needs, in terms of helping children to grow, the company is looking to create high added value businesses that will appeal to a
market that actually has a declining birthrate.
LEGOLAND® is more than just an educational
theme park that encourages creativity in children.
It is a new tourism resource for Nagoya, bringing in
local authorities and Japanese companies alike, and
is definitely one to watch for the future.

Children play in the Secret Chamber of Amset-ra.
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Building
Trusting

Relationships

Thanks to initiatives led by a company long established in the area, the Marunouchi and Otemachi
district of Tokyo is evolving into an international
economic hub.

KUMIKO SATO

OTEMACHI FINANCIAL CITY GRAND CUBE

S

tretching from Tokyo Station to the Impe
rial Palace, the Marunouchi and Otemachi
area of Tokyo is home to approximately
4,300 companies, putting it right at the
heart of business and finance in Japan. Mitsubishi
Estate Co. owns and manages around thirty buildings
in the area, and has been working on development
ever since the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu (conglomerate)
acquired what is now the Marunouchi area from the
government in 1890 and began planning office build
ings. As well as replacing some of those buildings,
the company is now turning its attention to differ
ent ways of doing business too. In April 2007, Mitsu
bishi Estate opened EGG JAPAN, a business support
facility for overseas growth businesses in Japan and
domestic high-tech venture companies alike. This
was followed in July 2016 by Global Business Hub
Tokyo, the largest among similar facilities in Japan,
and in February 2017 by FINOLAB, the aim of which
in part is to support the establishment and growth of
startup businesses in the financial services sector.

All photos: Courtesy of Mitsubishi Estate Co., Ltd.
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While EGG JAPAN occupies the Shin-Marunouchi
Building adjacent to Tokyo Station, Global Business
Hub Tokyo is located inside OTEMACHI FINANCIAL
CITY GRAND CUBE, which was completed in 2016
and is connected to five subway lines. They both
have bright, open floors featuring subdivided office
spaces, designed for around two to twenty people.
They are accessible 24 hours a day, and come fully
equipped with desks, chairs, cabinets, telephones
and network devices, making them ready for tenant
companies to start work immediately.
Eiko Shimada, Unit Leader of the Tenant Busi
ness Development Office in the Area Brand Manage
ment Department of Mitsubishi Estate, explains the
significance of facility management. “Most tenants
expand their business within one or two years. That
introduces a real estate side to the business, in terms
of offering space on different floors or general office
space. By providing support to attract overseas com
panies to an area like this, where lots of major Japa
nese companies are based, and help generate new
business, our aim is to encourage collaboration and
enhance international competitiveness in such a way
that it revitalizes the entire area.”
At present, IT-related companies providing busi
ness-to-business products and services account for
the majority of tenant companies. Around half are

The Community Lounge at Global Business Hub Tokyo (left) and Break Room at EGG JAPAN

US companies, with Japanese companies accounting
for a further 40%. The remaining 10% are companies
from Europe and other parts of Asia.
In addition to communal spaces where everyone
can relax, both facilities feature multipurpose spaces
that can accommodate up to 200 people. These
are used for events such as launch parties for ten
ants releasing new products or services, receptions
hosted by Mitsubishi Estate, and seminars. Another
major attraction from the point of view of tenant
companies is that they have access to high quality
support backed up by Mitsubishi Estate’s extensive
network, including referrals to potential customers
and promotional activities.
“One of the key aspects of both facilities is that
we, from the operating side of things, can talk to ten
ant companies up close and personal,” continues Shi
mada. “That’s great because it helps us both to build
trusting relationships for the future. We hope that
these facilities will pave the way for lots more new
growth stories, so that companies can say ‘we started
growing our business in Marunouchi.’”
FINOLAB meanwhile is jointly operated by three
companies, with Mitsubishi Estate working along
side Dentsu Inc. and Information Services Interna
tional-Dentsu, Ltd. It provides support for startup
companies in the area known as “fintech,” combin
ing finance and technology. Located on the fourth
floor of the Otemachi Building, where the common
elements have been extensively renovated while
retaining the marble floors and other important fea
tures from when the building was completed in 1959,
FINOLAB offers a community-led space for working
in collaboration, incorporating users’ needs at every

turn. It also provides excellent security for those
working in finance, as evidenced by the fingerprint
authentication entry system covering all offices.
Although roughly 80% of the current tenants are Jap
anese startup businesses, FINOLAB has ties to fintech
facilities in the UK and other advanced fintech coun
tries around the world, which provide mutual access
to one another’s facilities. FINOLAB has also enlisted
major companies that agree with its ethos, and expert
organizations called “Finovators” in advanced spe
cialist fields, as mentors to assist startup companies
and develop ecosystems with research and develop
ment, for instance, or provide advice.
“Although FINOLAB has its origins in finance, it
isn't just limited to finance,” explains Yoshio Sakai,
Senior Manager of the Office Leasing and Tenant
Relations Department at Mitsubishi Estate. “We are
working to research, test and develop new mecha
nisms and services that will make our lives easier in
various different ways. To do that, our aim at FINO
LAB is to create a new industrial ecosystem right
here in Otemachi, Tokyo, bringing government agen
cies and consumers on board, as well as startup busi
nesses, major companies and experts.”
Long-established Mitsubishi Estate has been sup
porting development in this area ever since Japan
began modernizing during the Meiji period (1868–
1912) and has continued to provide other companies
equipped with cutting-edge and innovative exper
tise, both from Japan and overseas, with somewhere
to seek out new business. There are high hopes that
Marunouchi and Otemachi will evolve into an inter
national economic hub, creating new value at every
turn.
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Happy
Landings

What makes ORIX Corporation, a company predominantly
engaged in financial services, a good match for VINCI
Airports — and vice versa — in the operation of Kansai
Airports?
The concession business requires a very long-term
involvement and commitment, in this case fortyfour years. The two companies are a good match in
terms of the strategy we would like to build for Kansai Airports, bearing together the risks, which can
take many forms. It is important, for example, that
ORIX is originally from Kansai and has a strong presence in the region. ORIX brought the idea that we
would try to syndicate other local companies in the
consortium. The shares today are 40% ORIX and
40% VINCI Airports, with the remaining 20% split
between thirty companies from the Kansai region,
including such well known companies as Panasonic
Corporation, Suntory Holdings Limited, ASICS Corporation and the Kansai Electric Power Company.
This is very important because there can be no airport development without engagement with the
local territory and there can be no significant development of the local economy without strong airport
initiatives. VINCI Airports meanwhile is an emerging
leader in the international airport sector and manages the development and operations of thirty-five
airports — thirteen in France, ten in Portugal, three
All photos: Junichi Ota
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Emmanuel Menanteau, Representative Director
Co-CEO of Kansai Airports, in the Departures
Lobby at Kansai International Airport

On 15 December 2015, a consortium made up
primarily of ORIX Corporation of Japan and
VINCI Airports of France signed a forty-fouryear concession contract with the New Kansai
International Airport Company for the operation of Kansai International Airport and Osaka
International Airport. We asked Emmanuel
Menanteau, Representative Director Co-CEO
of Kansai Airports, which commenced its
business as an operating company for the two
airports in April 2016, about the investment.

in Cambodia, two in Japan, six in the Dominican
Republic and one in Chile. We have some expertise in
driving tourism development.
What was the appeal of the Kansai Airports concession
contract to VINCI Airports?
Vinci airports has a unique position in the concession field as we are able to invest, build and operate
new projects or existing infrastructure. Japan is very
stable politically and economically with long-term
objectives to boost tourism activity. This makes new
concession opportunities in Japan very interesting
for us because there is a need for more infrastructure
in the future.
What have been your first steps at Kansai Airports?
One important factor is developing networks to
increase traffic. At the end of this year, for example,
Qantas Airways will resume direct flights from Kansai International Airport to Sydney after a ten-year
absence. Our efforts to persuade Qantas Airways to
come back involved the whole region including representatives of Kansai Economic Federation and City
governments including the Mayor of Kyoto visiting
Australia with us to build the business case and reestablish the route. The Kansai region and Kansai
Airports already welcome a lot of tourists from South

Ranks of capsule toy vending machines at Kansai
International Airport deliver a “sense of place.”

Korea, China, Taiwan and Hong Kong, and these
routes — we serve more than thirty destinations
in China — are very important, but attracting new
routes requires us to create new synergies involving airport operations, airlines, passengers and the
whole society around the airport.
What best practices have you introduced?
At Terminal 2, we have introduced “Walk-through
type” duty-free shopping for the first time at an airport in Japan. We have introduced “smart lanes”
to improve passenger flow in particular at security
check to reduce the waiting time. In Japan, security checks had always been the responsibility of
the airlines, but we have taken over some of those
responsibilities both in introducing the new system
and training personnel. At Osaka International Airport too we are working on creating a seamless travel
experience for passengers. Osaka International Airport competes with the Shinkansen for passengers.
The big advantage of traveling by air — the time saving — is lost if the passenger has to wait 30 minutes
or more at the security gate.
How do you motivate or engage such a large workforce?
Kansai Airports employs around 3,800 personnel.
Unlike in other countries where work is typically
subcontracted, we have group companies directly
in charge of retail, duty free, security, IT, cleaning, cargo and so on. One of our key challenges is to
reach out to all these people and bring them a new
vision. To do this, we created a new brand for Kansai Airports, including a new logo, and appointed
brand ambassadors. We are promoting the concept
of one airport, one company, one group, with our
slogan being, “Shaping a new journey.” We encourage employees and managers to think about and
come up with new ideas on pricing, airport organization, the sense of place, and so on. Some fifty or sixty
people have been involved in this and shared with
management novel ideas, some of which we have
implemented. Most importantly, the initiative has
created a communication bridge outside the normal
organizational structure.

What are the short- or medium-term prospects for expansion of the airport and regional infrastructure?
The Japanese government has certain objectives, to
reach 40 million tourists by 2020 and 60 million by
2030. We are preparing to help reach those targets,
anticipating how we need to modify our assets to
be able to welcome such numbers. This may entail
for example improvement of passenger terminals
or preparing for the adaption to specific new infrastructure such as the Naniwasuji Line connecting the
airport. In April next year, we will begin operation of
Kobe Airport, so another task now is to think about
the integration of the three main regional airports
as an airport system. Regional connectivity is very
important. There are plans, for example, to develop
an integrated resort in anticipation of Osaka winning
the bid to host Expo 2025.
As a French company, has it been difficult to adapt to the
Japanese business environment?
This is the first time for a Japanese airport both to
transition from public to private management and
to mix Japanese and international management cultures. Certainly there are challenges, such as language differences. I encourage English to be spoken
as much as possible. In targeting tourism, Japan is
in a competition with countries like the Philippines,
China, South Korea and Australia. It is important that
all the stakeholders involved in tourism development
have an international outlook. In this respect it has
been a great initiative of the Japanese government to
open the airports to international investors.

Interview by ALEX HENDY
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Lightning
Observations
at the Tokyo
Skytree

The Tokyo Skytree,
the highest structure
in the world where
lightning is observed

The Tokyo Skytree, a popular tourist spot, has been playing
an important role as a lightning observation station.

HIROSHI SAKURAI

I

n 1752, Benjamin Franklin flew a kite in a lightning storm to prove the electrification of thunderclouds. More than 260 years have passed
since this experiment, which proved that lightning is electricity, yet many aspects of lightning still
remain unknown today. This is because it is difficult
to predict where lightning will strike and make preparations for observing it directly in these spots.
It is hard to predict where lightning will strike in
flat areas. However, high-rises make lightning observations possible. This is an observation method that
makes the most of lightning’s tendency to strike high
places. To cite examples from the past, lightning
observations had been conducted on high-rises such
as the CN Tower in Toronto (553 meters high), the
Ostankino Tower in Moscow (540 m) and the Empire
State Building in New York (443 m). At present,
lightning observations are performed on the Tokyo
Skytree (634 m), the tallest freestanding broadcasting tower in the world. By the end of March 2017,
about 26,310,000 people had visited the Tokyo Skytree, which was opened to the public in May 2012.
The total number of visitors reaches 183,530,000
when visitors to an attached commercial complex
(TOKYO SKYTREE TOWN) are included in the count.
“Lightning observations at the Skytree are aimed
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at monitoring lightning to prepare for lightning damage while at the same time obtaining scientific data
about lightning,” explains Toru Miki, a member of
the Central Research Institute of the Electric Power
Industry in charge of lightning observations at the
Tokyo Skytree. “We can use the data for measures
designed to effectively and efficiently protect highrises, power utilities, information equipment and the
like from lightning.”
At the Tokyo Skytree, devices for measuring electricity called Rogowski coils installed at a point 497
meters above the ground are monitoring time changes
in lightning currents. Made of copper, the Rogowski
coils are about 30 meters long. They are installed to
enclose the steel frames of the tower completely.
Lighting current runs deep into the ground by way of
the steel frames when lightning strikes the top of the
Tokyo Skytree. Data, such as the waveform of the electric current, in
The moment when
other words the
lightning strikes the
top of the Tokyo
amplitude of the
Skytree
current, and the
PHOTO: Courtesy of
The University of Tokyo,
amount of time
CRIEPI, Shoden Co., Ltd.
electricity flows,
are obtained by
detecting
the
lightning current
with the coils.

In addition, electromagnetic waves that spread in
all directions with the lightning current at the Tokyo
Skytree are observed in Abiko, Chiba Prefecture, 27
kilometers to the northeast of the tower, Yokosuka,
Kanagawa Prefecture, 57 km to the southwest, and
Akagi, Gunma Prefecture, 101 km to the northwest.
Data on electromagnetic waves obtained at these sites
can be utilized for the development of technologies
for specifying lightning strike points with high accuracy by combining them with data on lightning currents obtained at the Tokyo Skytree. Furthermore,
the Tokyo Skytree is photographed from three directions using multiple cameras, including high-speed
cameras that are capable of taking 180,000 frames
per second. The moments of lightning strikes on the
tower are recorded in the form of moving images.
“We can obtain a range of weather data in Tokyo,
including temperature, atmospheric pressure and
precipitation,” says Miki. “We can analyze individual lightning strikes in detail by combining this data
with our observation data. Researchers around the
world take an extremely high level of interest in our
observations because locations blessed with such
good conditions for lightning observations are rare.”
In Tokyo, lightning occurs twice each year per
square kilometer, on average. However, lightning has
struck the Tokyo Skytree 62 times since 2012, when
observations were launched. Strikes on the tower
average more than 10 per year.
One of the observation results that has become
known up to this point is that lightning occurs in
both the upward and downward directions. Lightning, which is an electric discharge between negatively or positively charged thunderclouds and the
ground, not only strikes the ground in the downward
direction, but also extends upward from structures
such as high-rise buildings, steel towers and windmills to thunderclouds, in some cases. Lightning
observed at high-rises such as the CN Tower has traveled upward in almost all cases. However, upward
lightning occurred 37 times compared with the 25
times downward lightning on 62 strike occasions
observed at the Tokyo Skytree. The Tokyo Skytree
is a valuable observation point in the world that

Rogowski coils installed to enclose steel poles at a point on the
Tokyo Skytree 497 meters above the ground

Toru Miki of the Central Research Institute of Electric Power
Industry at work next to the Rogowski coils

Toru Miki checks data at a measuring room located 320 meters
above the ground
PHOTOS: Courtesy of CRIEPI

enables the observation of the characteristics of both
downward and upward lightning.
In lightning studies, data observed in the mountains of Switzerland in the 1970s are still used as
basic data today. Data observed at the Tokyo Skytree
in Japan will offer a new viewpoint to lightning studies if and when their accumulation advances.
“Lightning injures people and causes damage to
buildings every year,” points out Miki. “We would
like to contribute to the realization of a safer society
by elucidating the characteristics of lightning.”
In addition to lightning, greenhouse gases such as
carbon dioxide and airborne substances like PM2.5
are observed at the Tokyo Skytree. The tower, which
plays the role of a facility for scientific observations as
well as for sightseeing and broadcasting, is expected
to provide us with even more results in the future.
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Silk Ties:
The French
Connection

A young French man with a strong sense of mission
is fostering cultural exchanges between Tomioka
City, location of Japan’s first modern silk reeling
plant, and Lyon, a city known as the home of silk
products in France.

KUMIKO SATO

E

stablished in 1868, the Government
of Meiji Japan promoted the country’s
modernization by introducing advanced
technology and new social systems from
Western nations following a period of more than 200
years under the government of the Tokugawa shogunate in which foreign trade was banned. The Meiji
government hired a number of foreign advisors from
the West specializing in a range of fields. Known as
“Oyatoi gaikokujin” (hired foreigners)*, these advisors made a significant contribution to the modernization of Japan.
A French engineer named Paul Brunat (1840–
1908) was one of them. He founded the Tomioka
Silk Mill, which was sponsored and run by the government during the initial years of the Meiji period
(1868–1912). About 150 years later, this historic mill
was added to the UNESCO World Heritage List.
Today, Damien Robuchon, a young French man,
plays an active role as a coordinator for international
relations (CIR) to publicize the World Heritage site in
the city of Tomioka.
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Being a CIR requires a high level of
proficiency in the Japanese language.
CIRs are usually assigned to divisions
or departments responsible for international exchange programs in local government offices. CIRs are employed as one of
the positions of the Japan Exchange and
Teaching (JET) Programme, which invites
young college graduates from around the
world to work at Japan’s local government offices and others, aiming primarily
to promote foreign language education
and grass-roots international exchanges
between Japan and other nations. The program is administered through the collaboration of Japan’s local government authorities, the
Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), the Ministry
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, and the Council of Local Authorities for International Relations. Damien became fascinated with
the JET Programme while he was attending graduate
school in Japan. He applied for the program and was
selected as a participant in 2013.
“While I was hunting for towns and cities that had
announced that they were hiring for CIR positions, I
happened to become aware that there was a worldclass silk reeling mill in operation in Tomioka, Gunma
Prefecture, and that Paul Brunat had played a significant role in establishing the facilities. His historical achievements in Japan made me feel very proud
as a French citizen. I was strongly convinced that I
would be able to do an important job in Tomioka, and
applied for the CIR position there,” says Damien.
Damien has been involved in a range of activities,
serving as a guide for foreign dignitaries visiting the
Tomioka Silk Mill, working as an interpreter or translator for international exchange programs, teaching
French to groups of local citizens, and translating
historical contracts and other documents written in
French that are related to the Tomioka Silk Mill.
The Tomioka Silk Mill was launched by the Meiji
government in 1872 as a model for a governmentrun silk reeling mill in Japan under the direction of
Paul Brunat. With this world-class silk reeling mill

Tomioka Silk Mill (World Heritage site)
Photo: Courtesy of Tomioka City

in operation, the Meiji government aimed to achieve
better quality and higher production for raw silk, a
major export item for Japan in those days. Paul Brunat
played a pivotal role in designing the silk mill and
installing machines in the facilities as well as implementing a rule for employment and wage increases.
The main buildings of the Tomioka Silk Mill were
constructed by integrating traditional Japanese and
French technologies, using a technique of timberframe and brick construction. Their operation was
discontinued in 1987, but the buildings are still standing in good condition even today. The Tomioka Silk
Mill and Related Sites consisting of a silk reeling mill
and three other facilities were added to the UNESCO
World Heritage List in 2014.
It appears that the inclusion of the Tomioka Silk
Mill as a World Heritage site has inspired people in
Lyon in the southeast of France, which has a long
history as a center of silk production, to run a campaign encouraging people to reflect on the value of
their city’s industrial heritage. Accordingly, Lyon and
Tomioka recently launched exchange programs.
There was a contact point in history between the
two cities. Lyon’s silk textile business served as a leading industry in France for many years. When silkworm
disease spread throughout Europe in the 1860s, damaging the silk industry, Lyon’s silk textile industry
relied on raw silk imported from Japan for business
survival. In 2015, a delegate from Tomioka City paid
a visit to Lyon and held an exhibition “SOYEUX DESTINS” in collaboration with MOFA. During the visit, a
friendship pact was signed between Tomioka and Paul
Brunat’s home town of Bourg-de-Péage near Lyon.
There is a historical document confirming that
Paul Brunat imported machines and invited engineers from the area around Lyon for the construction of the Tomioka Silk Mill. In fact, Ain, which is
located to the northeast of Lyon, has launched initiatives to collaborate with the Tomioka Silk Mill in

renovating an old copperware factory as a museum.
Damien has been involved in the planning process for
these exchange programs, not only by working as an
interpreter.
It was also discovered recently that the reeling
machine components used at the Tomioka Silk Mill
during its initial years of operation were manufactured at this copperware factory in Cerdon, Ain.
Damien says, “I was very fortunate to witness a historical moment of discovering a new element of the
history between the two cities. It was extremely significant for both France and Japan to discover a historical fact that had long been neglected. I am excited
to discover more facts between the two cities in the
future course of ongoing research activities regarding
the Tomioka Silk Mill.”
Today, Damien is busy preparing for a symposium
to be held in Tomioka this October, inviting guests
from Lyon and other related regions.
The house in which the Brunat family used to live
is still preserved on the site of the Tomioka Silk Mill. “I
sometimes wonder how he found his life here. I believe
that Paul Brunat was a man of strong commitment and
determination. In honor of Paul Brunat, I will make
every possible effort to promote goodwill exchange
programs between Japan and France,” affirms Damien.
In his efforts to foster cultural exchanges that
reconnect Japan and France through historical silk
ties dating back to the Meiji period, Damien is a present-day Paul Brunat.
(Note): “Oyatoi-gaikokujin” refers to the practice, which was
common in the late nineteenth century, of hiring Europeans
and Americans as specialists to foster the importation into
Japan of the advanced technologies, knowledge and systems
of Europe and the United States in the services driven by the
Edo shogunate and Meiji government.

Tomioka Silk Mill in 1872
Photo: Owned by Gunma Prefectural Library
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SMEs OVERSEAS
Ichigo Holdings staff introduce
water supply equipment and provide
training in Micronesia.

For a World
without Water
Shortage
A company based in Sendai, Miyagi Prefecture is tackling
water shortage problems in Micronesia.

HIROSHI SAKURAI

F

ounded as a pizza delivery service and restaurant operator in Sendai,
Miyagi Prefecture in
1983, Ichigo Holdings Co. now
focuses its business on providing
solutions to water shortage problems both in Japan and abroad.
In recent years, the company has
been engaged in a range of projects related to water purification, seawater desalination and
groundwater searching.
Masamitsu Miyashita, founder
and president of Ichigo Holdings,
says, “Beginning around the year

26

| highlighting japan

2000, imports of cereal ingredients for pizza dough became
unstable, partly because exporting countries suffered a significant drop in cereal production
as a result of water shortage. In
the wake of this traumatic event,
we were strongly inspired to help
those countries with their water
shortage problems.”
In 2008, Ichigo Holdings
developed a trailer loaded with
small-sized water purification
equipment and a desalination
system powered by solar energy
that turns seawater into drinking

water, and began exporting the
trailer, primarily to countries in
the Middle East.
Three years later, the Great
East Japan Earthquake occurred
in 2011. It caused catastrophic
damage in the Tohoku region
including Miyagi Prefecture, the
homeland of Ichigo Holdings. A
tsunami swept away the company’s pizza delivery stations. The
company responded by delivering
water purification equipment to
the people in the disaster-stricken
areas and provided water for
household purposes and agricultural use.
In the face of the damage
caused by the natural disaster,
Miyashita became strongly aware
of the significant role of water in
people’s everyday lives and developed an interest in using water
purification technology more
extensively for people in need of
water abroad.
Miyashita learned that the
Japan International Cooperation
Agency (JICA) was providing assistance to the Pacific Islands, which
are facing the problem of water
scarcity. Inspired by the significance of international cooperation,
he applied to participate in JICA’s
Project for Supporting Japanese
Small and Medium Enterprises
(SMEs) in Overseas Business, specifically a project involving feasibility survey for the introduction of
a mobile drinking water treatment
systems in the Federated States
of Micronesia, one of the Pacific
Island countries that are seriously
in need of drinking water. It was

Ichigo Holdings’ mobile water
purification system (left); local
residents learn all about it (right)

adopted by JICA as a cooperation
project in 2014.
Micronesia comprises as many
as 600 small islands in the
Pacific. Their main source of
drinking water is rain and well
water. Micronesia’s water reservoir capacity is low because it is
a small country, and months of
little rainfall can leave the reservoir below the safe level. Furthermore, natural disasters caused
by typhoons and flood tides can
often result in less drinking water.
As part of the feasibility survey in Chuuk State, which is the
most populous state in the country, Ichigo Holdings conducted
field research work regarding the
water supply system in current
use and its related requirements,
performing demonstrations for
water purification equipment that
was modified to accommodate
the local requirements. The water
purification system developed
by the company adopts reverse
osmosis membrane filter technology that is capable of removing
impurities such as salt, bacteria
and heavy metals. This system
has the capacity to produce over
4,000 liters of drinking water
from water sourced from the sea,
wells and rivers.
The system can be moved

easily because it is small, light
(45 kg) and equipped with casters. It is powered by solar energy
or gasoline, not electricity.
Miyashita says, “Our system
demonstration was well received
by the local people. We were
very happy to accommodate
their request for a system like
this. The smiles on their faces
when they drink the water make
us very happy.”
In 2016, the company delivered and installed ten more units
of the water purification system
at wells, ports and hospitals after
making further improvements to
the system for ease of use. The
system will become operational
under local management after
verification survey is completed
in 2018. Ichigo Holdings provides
comprehensive support to the
local community for developing
human resources that are capable
of handling maintenance operations for the system under their
own management.
The company’s interest is not
limited to a water purification system. It is also active in promoting
a groundwater exploration system, both in Japan and abroad.
Traditionally, none of the many
exploration methods ever developed has succeeded in precisely

locating a water vein.
Despite the technological challenges, the company has succeeded in developing the world’s
first system that is capable of
precisely locating underground
water veins by using an electric
current with a certain frequency
under the ground. This system
will make it easy to secure water
for drinking and agricultural purposes. Moreover, the system can
be used to locate areas containing large amounts of rainwater on
sloping land. Consequently, it will
help prevent mudslides and other
related disasters from occurring.
The company launched marketing activities for the groundwater search system from 2014
in Japan and countries including
Oman and Ethiopia.
“We often see conflicts occurring between countries, states,
or groups over access to water
resources. More equal access
to water resources will help
achieve world peace,” according
to Miyashita.
There is growing concern that
more countries or areas around
the world will be faced with water
shortage problems in the coming years given the population
explosion, the growth of emerging
economies, and climate change.
Ichigo Holdings aims to develop a
mapping system that will be capable of locating groundwater veins
all around the world on the Internet, seeking to provide solutions
to a range of water problems.

All photos: Courtesy of Ichigo Holdings Co., Ltd.
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WASHOKU
Nagasaki champon as served
at Shikairo

Champion

Noodles

Nagasaki’s iconic champon noodles are loved around
Japan but nowhere more so than in the Kyushu island
port town of their origin.

ROB GILHOOLY

S

Customers enjoy a lunch of champon noodles
(top), a restaurant in the China Town district
(bottom) of Nagasaki
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TEAM billows up from the wok as Seiichi
Yorozuya tosses the contents — a mixture of
seafood, meat and vegetables — with a deft
flick of the wrist.
He adds a cream-colored broth and noodles and in
the blink of an eye, the chef has ladled out the contents into a porcelain bowl and another serving of
Nagasaki’s best-known cuisine is being whisked away
to an expectant customer at Shikairo, an historic restaurant in the port city's Matsugae Wharf area.
With its characteristic milky-white soup and thick
noodles, Nagasaki champon is one of Japan’s most
instantly recognizable dishes. And while other parts
of Japan are known for variations on the theme, it’s
also possibly the only dish that’s so inextricably
linked to one place.
Nagasaki champon was created in the late nineteenth century by a Chinese immigrant named Chen
Ping Shun (1873–1939) as a cheap, filling and nutritious meal for the growing population of impoverished Chinese students to the city, which lies in the
far west of Japan.
Like Chen, many were from Fujian Province,
where a popular way to ask if someone had eaten was
to simply inquire “chapon,” according to Chen’s great

Video by Satoshi Tanaka

Chef Seiichi Yorozuya prepares Nagasaki
champon at Shikairo

grandson, Masatsugu Chen.
“At first, my great grandfather simply named
the dish ‘Shina-udon’ (Chinese noodles), but with
the growing presence of Fujianese in the city, it
soon became known as ‘chapon,” which eventually
evolved to ‘champon,’” explains Masatsugu, who is
the fourth-generation president of Shikairo, which
his great grandfather opened almost 120 years ago on
the edge of Nagasaki’s Chinese settlement.
Fujian is well known for its plethora of noodle dishes,
one of which, tang rou si mian (a dish featuring plain
soup, noodles and strips of pork), the elder Chen had
been desperate to replicate in his adopted home town.
However, a lack of appropriate foodstuffs led him
to concoct a completely new variety. With Nagasaki
being a port city, seafood was combined with other
locally grown produce, such as cabbage, beansprouts
and hanpen (a pink and green cake made from
minced and steamed fish) as the base ingredients. To
these were added the noodles and a chicken and pork
bone broth.
“The result was a dish that utilized only ingredients he could easily source here, and while the
roots of the dish can be found in Fujian, it was a dish
unlike any other,” explains Masatsugu. “That’s why
we often describe champon as a Chinese dish made
in Nagasaki.”
A unique feature of Nagasaki champon is that,
unlike its distant cousin, ramen, where each component is prepared individually before being combined
in the bowl, the entire dish is created within the wok
before being served.
First the vegetables, seafood and meat are flashgrilled in oil at high temperature, before the stock and
noodles are added and, finally, a dash of two types of
soy sauce are added to taste.
According to Masatsugu, it is this in-wok fusion
that gives the soup its uniquely silky, creamy texture.
“Sometimes people with allergies ask rather anxiously if there are any dairy products used, but there
are none – no cream, no milk, just the stock, the vegetables and the noodles,” says Masatsugu.
Another unique aspect is the color and texture of
the noodles. While Chinese noodles most commonly

Photos by Rob Gilhooly

have a yellowish tinge and a slightly springy texture,
champon noodles are white, featuring a softer, silkier consistency.
The former is a result of an ingredient customarily used in Chinese cuisine called kansui (lye water).
Champon, meanwhile, uses a Nagasaki-produced
variant known as touaku, which not only prevents
any color change but also gives the noodles their distinctive, slightly eggy flavor.
Nagasaki champon is also unique in its enduring popularity, which Masatsugu puts down to its
humble, benevolent beginnings and refusal to adopt
sauces and other condiments that have found their
way into kitchens over the intervening years.
“I think a reason it has lasted so long is that it was
never developed as an idea food or a fad, but as a filling, nutritious repast that equated to a good home
cooked meal,” says Masatsugu. “Also I think another
reason is that there is now a custom in Nagasaki for
local people to make the dish at home. It has become
a deep-rooted part of the local food culture and a
much loved dish throughout Japan.”
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NATIONAL PARKS

Daisen-Oki:

A Legendary Land
Izumo
Shimane
Prefecture

Tokyo

Extending over the prefectures of Tottori,
Shimane and Okayama, Daisen-Oki National
Park is home to the Shinto legends of Izumo and
a wealth of stunning natural scenery.

KENTARO SANO

D

aisen-Oki National Park boasts a hugely
varied landscape, including a mountainous
area from Mt. Daisen to Hiruzen Highland,
the coastal area of the Shimane Peninsula,
as well as Mt. Sanbe and the Oki Islands.
The mountainous area is made up of various topographical elements, such as spectacular volcanic
terrain, rich forests and vast grass-covered plains.
There are locations that provide distinctive mountain views, and visitors can see a wide variety of
plants and animals that have adapted to these environments. For example, the Oki Islands boast Japan’s
largest seaweed bed and the wind-swept shrub zone
of Daisen Japanese yew trees.
The coast and islands are distinguished by diverse
views of sea and shore formed by a combination
of complex factors. Both the Oki Islands and the
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A huge shimenawa rope decorates the
kagura hall of Izumo-taisha shrine.
Photo: SATOSHI TANAKA

Shimane Peninsula are the setting for ancient Japanese myths such as the Kunibiki Shinwa (land dragging myth, in which a god gathered mountains and
lands by pulling them with a rope to make the land of
Izumo bigger). The Shimane Peninsula in particular
is the center of ancient Izumo culture, and is dotted
with historical sites and famous locations linked to its
mythology, such as the Izumo-taisha shrine.
One of the national park’s most popular spots is
the Izumo-taisha shrine (officially called the Izumo
Oyashiro), which is located in Shimane Prefecture
and faces the Sea of Japan. It is said that all the kami
gods of the Japanese archipelago gather at the shrine
during the lunar calendar month of October each
year. Another name for the old lunar calendar month
of October is kannazuki, which literally means “the
month of no gods”; in other words, the gods have left
their usual homes. These gods, worshipped by local
people, are the spirits of nature that live in the land,
mountains, rivers, forests, trees, rocks and other natural objects. It is said that when they gather at Izumo
they consult and decide on marriage partners for the
unmarried men and women among those who worship them every day. Due to this legend, Izumo-taisha

Video by Satoshi Tanaka

Viewed from the west across rice fields, Mt. Daisen has a most
elegant appearance.
Photo: SATOSHI TANAKA

The view of Mt. Daisen’s rugged south face from
Kagigake-toge Pass
Photo: SATOSHI TANAKA

is famous as a “marriage shrine” and many people
from all over Japan come to worship.
Izumo-taisha has a long history second only to
Ise-jingu. However, there are several theories regarding the establishment of the shrine. The current proportions of the shrine are said to date from a 1248
refurbishment, and its current main hall to have been
reconstructed in 1744. Meanwhile, a modern symbol
of the Izumo-taisha is a huge Shinto shimenawa rope
that has decorated the kagura hall since it was rebuilt
in 1981. At 13 meters in length and weighing 4.5 tons,
this shimenawa is among the very largest from all of
Japan’s 81,000 shrines. Every several years, this giant
shimenawa is made and replaced by staff from the
Ohshimenawa Sousakukan in Iinan Town, Shimane
Prefecture. The next planned replacement (the seventh) will be in July 2018.
Another of the Daisen-Oki National Park’s most
popular spots is Mt. Daisen, a 1,729-meter-high
stratovolcano located in Tottori Prefecture. Mt.
Daisen is the highest peak in the Chugoku region
of Japan, and looks quite different depending from
where it is viewed. From the expanse of agricultural
land to the west it shows an elegant and feminine
aspect, but from the north and south the mountain
takes on a very different wild and masculine form. In

Rosoku-jima island (Candle Island) in the Oki Islands cluster
Photo: Courtesy of Ministry of the Environment

particular, there is a superb view of Mt. Daisen’s south
face from the 800-meter-high Kagikake-toge Pass.
The ferociously steep white face of the mountain
rises above verdant fields in spring, and a carpet of
colored leaves in autumn. It is stunningly beautiful.
Mt. Daisen has been worshipped as a sacred mountain of the gods since ancient times, and has historical sites, shrines and temples. Nor is Mt. Daisen only
attractive to look at. There are outdoor activities such
as viewing spring greenery, summer hiking, viewing
autumn leaves, and skiing in winter.
Meanwhile, two other spots rival the Izumo-taisha
and Mt. Daisen in popularity. One is Cape Hinomisaki,
which is located at the western tip of the Shimane
Peninsula and is closely connected to the Shinto religion of Izumo. The other is Lake Shinji, a brackishwater lake that continues out from the national park
and extends across Izumo City and Matsue City in
Shimane Prefecture. The area around Cape Hinosaki
features a raised beach with complex topography and
many visitors are entranced by the Hinosaki Lighthouse that stands on these impressive cliffs.
A little over an hour’s journey away by high-speed
ferry is Okinoshima Island (one of the Oki Islands)
with an undulating coastline created over the ages
that offers a variety of views. One particularly popular spot is an unusually shaped tall and slender vertical rock formation that protrudes from the sea by the
island’s northwest shore. When the sun sets behind
the rock’s peak, it resembles the flame of a candle,
giving the rock its name of Rosoku-jima island (Candle Island).
Visitors can fly from Haneda Airport to either
Yonago Kitaro Airport or Izumo Enmusubi Airport,
then change to a train or bus to travel through the
countryside — a pleasure in itself — to the cities of
Izumo or Matsue, either of which make a good base
for a trip to the Daisen-Oki National Park.
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stillness
a chestnut leaf sinks
through the clear water

THE
FLOWERS
SPOT-CHECK
OF JAPAN

Haiku by Ryuin;
translated by Hashimoto Kayoko

Chestnut
KURI

I

n this well-known haiku by the lesser known poet Ryuin (d. 1690), the writer wonders at the slow descent
of a golden chestnut leaf through still, clear water. The chestnut flowers in the summer but is an autumnal
image in haiku because of its fruit, an abundant edible treat at this time of year. The haiku — a triumph of

alliterative wordplay in the original Japanese (shizukasa wa kuri no ha shizumu shimizu kana) — appears in one
of the definitive contemporary collections of Basho-school haiku, Sarumino.
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