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16 n this month’s Feature, we 
interview seven female 
entrepreneurs and company 

directors who are blazing a trail 
in Japanese business circles, 
building and leading “a society 
where shine.” The Feature 
begins with an interview with 
Kimie Iwata, a pioneer in 
the movement for women’s 
empowerment in Japan.
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THE WORLD ASSEMBLY FOR WOMEN 
(WAW! 2017)

APEC ECONOMIC LEADERS’ MEETING, ASEAN-RELATED 
SUMMIT MEETINGS AND OTHER EVENTS

On November 9, 2017, Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe vis-
ited Da Nang in the Socialist 

Republic of Viet Nam to attend the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation 
(APEC) Economic Leaders’ Meeting 
and other events.

The next day, on November 10, 
Prime Minister Abe held meetings, 
respectively, with H.E. Mr. Pedro 
Pablo Kuczynski, President of the 
Republic of Peru; H.E. Mr. Tran Dai 
Quang, President of the Socialist 
Republic of Viet Nam; the Rt. Hon. 
Jacinda Ardern, Prime Minister of 
New Zealand; H.E. Mr. Enrique Peña 
Nieto, President of the United Mexi-
can States; the Right Honourable 
Justin Trudeau, Prime Minister of 
Canada; and H.E. Mr. Vladimir Vladi-
mirovich Putin, President of the Rus-
sian Federation.

On November 11, Prime Minister 
Abe attended the Asia-Pacific Eco-
nomic Cooperation (APEC) Economic 
Leaders’ Meeting.

Later, Prime Minister Abe held 
a meeting with H.E. Mr. Xi Jinping, 
President of the People’s Republic 
of China. Afterwards, he visited an 
exhibit of “Shuinsen,” a shogunate 
licensed trading boat from Nagasaki 
Prefecture.

On November 12, Prime Minister 
Abe visited Manila in the Republic of 
the Philippines to attend the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN)-related Summit Meetings 
and other events.

Prime Minister Abe held meetings 
with the Honourable Dato’ Sri Mohd 
Najib bin Tun Abdul Razak, Prime 
Minister of Malaysia, and H.E. Mr. 
Joko Widodo, President of the Repub-
lic of Indonesia, respectively.

On November 13, Prime Minis-
ter Abe attended the opening cer-
emony of the ASEAN-related Summit 
Meetings.

Later, after holding a meeting with 
the Honorable Donald J. Trump, Pres-
ident of the United States of America, 
and the Hon. Malcolm Turnbull MP, 
Prime Minister of the Commonwealth 
of Australia, Prime Minister Abe held 
talks respectively with Prime Minis-
ter Turnbull; H.M. Paduka Seri Bag-
inda Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah 
Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah, Sultan and 
Yang Di-Pertuan of Brunei Darus-
salam; and H.E. Dr. Li Keqiang, Pre-
mier of the State Council of the Peo-

ple’s Republic of China.
Thereafter, after attending the 

Japan-ASEAN Summit Meeting, Prime 
Minister Abe held a meeting with H.E. 
Mr. Rodrigo Roa Duterte, President 
of the Republic of the Philippines, 
and then attended as one of the Plus 
Three Countries (Japan, China and the 
Republic of Korea) the ASEAN Plus 
Three Leaders’ Interface with the East 
Asia Business Council, as well as the 
Japan-Mekong Summit Meeting.

On November 14, Prime Minister 
Abe attended the ASEAN+3 Summit 
Meeting and then held a meeting with 
H.E. Mr. Narendra Modi, Prime Minis-
ter of the Republic of India.

Later, Prime Minister Abe attended 
the East Asia Summit (EAS) and 
Regional Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) Summit, which 
was followed by a meeting with H.E. 
Ms. Aung San Suu Kyi, State Coun-
sellor of the Republic of the Union of 
Myanmar.

On November 3, 2017, Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe attended 
the World Assembly for 

Women (WAW! 2017) held in Tokyo 
and delivered his remarks.

Based on major proposals pre-
sented by the participants, the “WAW! 
Tokyo Declaration” was delivered as 
the outcome of “WAW! 2017” (see pp. 
8–9).

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe speaks at WAW! 
2017, November 3

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe attends the APEC 
Economic Leaders’ Meeting, November 11

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe attends the 20th 
ASEAN-Japan Summit, November 13

| highlighting japan4
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Where 
Women 
Shine

One of the fundamental policies of Shinzo Abe since he became Prime Minister five years ago has 
been the realization of “a society where women shine.” In this time, more than 1.5 million women 
have entered the workforce and the number of female board members in Japanese companies has 
doubled. In this month’s Feature, we interview a number of female entrepreneurs, company directors 
and other influential women to find out more about the changes that are taking place in Japanese 
society as a consequence of the growing awareness of women’s empowerment and increased female 
engagement in business. As Prime Minister Abe said at the WAW! 2017 conference in November 
(see pp. 8–9), “The attempts being made by women entrepreneurs hold within them the power to 
dramatically change economies and, indeed, the world.”

Feature WHERE WOMEN SHINE
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Kimie Iwata is the chairperson of the Japan 
Institute for Women’s Empowerment & 
Diversity Management. When serving 

at the Ministry of Labour (now the Ministry of 
Health, Labour and Welfare), Iwata worked on 
the drafting of the “Act on Securing, Etc. of Equal 
Opportunity and Treatment between Men and 
Women in Employment (hereinafter called the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Act).” We asked 
Iwata about women’s empowerment today.

Increasingly, women have been excelling in a variety of 
fields. What do you think of this?
I am under the impression that women have 
finally begun to excel. In particular, large corpora-
tions based in metropolitan areas have focused on 
the full utilization of regular female employees.

Discussions about the utilization of a female 
workforce have been held for forty years. From 
the 1970s to the 1980s, discussions about gender 
equality were the focus of attention, symbolized 
by the Equal Employment Opportunity Act, which 
went into effect in 1986. Because of this Act, com-
panies created a formal framework for the utiliza-
tion of female workers, but they were not serious 
about it as a management issue. From the 1990s 
until around 2010, the “M-shaped curve (refer 
to the link),” which shows female retirement for 

childbirth and child-rearing, was the center of inter-
est. The main focus was how to compensate for 
the decrease in the working population due to the 
declining birthrate, which was symbolized by the 
Act on Childcare Leave, Caregiver Leave, and Other 
Measures for the Welfare of Workers Caring for Chil-
dren or Other Family Members, which went into 
effect in 1992. But Japanese companies had redun-
dant workers when the bubble economy collapsed. 
The utilization of female workers was a social issue, 
but corporations could not get it as their own issue.

Because the current Japanese administration 
has regarded female empowerment as a core strat-
egy for economic growth, companies changed. 
Companies have come to realize that they would 
be unable to achieve sustainable growth and 
would lose competitiveness with their past treat-
ment of female workers. Many issues continue to 
exist, but this recognition is very significant.

What do you think are those issues?
The issues are the continuation of work (resolu-
tion of the M-shaped curve) and career develop-
ment of female workers (the increase in the per-
centage of women in directors and managerial 
positions). The former is improving, especially in 
large corporations in metropolitan areas. How-
ever, for rural areas, small and medium-sized 
enterprises and non-regular employees, the con-
tinuation of work cannot yet be assumed. For the 
latter, with regard to the percentage of women in 
directors and managerial positions of listed com-
panies, women made up 3.4% of directors and 13% 
of managerial positions in 2016. Because Japanese 
companies take a lot of time for human resources 
development, tangible effects remain to be seen.

An environment needs to be created for female 
empowerment.
The largest obstacle to the realization of the con-
tinuation of work and career development of 
female workers is the long working hours of Japa-
nese workers. During the period of rapid economic 
growth, long working hours directly led to per-
formance results, but this is not true today. Now 
companies do not know what to produce and they 
compete for how to find new values and win mar-
kets. This does not mean that if you work for many 
hours, you will find the answer. 

Keys to Women’s 
Empowerment

Kimie Iwata

https://www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/html/201712/img/img_01_51.png
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If the deep-seated awareness of the division 
of roles between men and women is dissolved as 
well as solving long working hours, I am sure that 
women will automatically become empowered. 

What do you think is the key to solving long working 
hours?
Companies try to tackle this issue, but their efforts 
are only superficial, such as setting no-overtime 
work days and lights out at offices. Unless you 
apply human resources and time to higher-prior-
ity works that directly leads to sales and profits 
and simultaneously attempt to reduce lower-
priority works, you will not be able to solve these 
problems. You also need to standardize and sim-
plify work processes that tend to be based on 
personal judgments. Fundamentally speaking, 
the difference between men and women is time 
restrictions due to child-rearing and nursing care. 
Creating an environment where women with time 
restrictions can flourish, this is work style reform. 
That is, you have to treat the promotion of female 
empowerment and work style reform as different 
sides of the same coin.

What do you think about the role of the government 
and public administration?
There are things that companies cannot tackle 
alone. As I said, one is social awareness of the roles 
of men and women. This is the societal belief that 
men should be the breadwinner and women should 
do the housework, child-rearing and nursing care. 
As long as this consciousness remains, female 
empowerment will have difficulty expanding. In 
recent years, not a few young men have raised their 
awareness that family life is more important or that 
both family life and working outside are important. 
The government needs to take leadership in pro-
moting awareness reforms in society as a whole.

Another issue is child care facilities. Some large 
companies have child care facilities of their own, 
but not many companies can do this. You have to 
depend on the central and local governments for 
child care centers.

What do you think about female career development?
Both men and women have no choice but to 
develop themselves through work experi-
ence. There are cases in which women decline 

difficult jobs, personnel transfers and promotions 
to managerial positions due to a lack of experi-
ence, lack of self-confidence or fear of failure. 
Companies, bosses and women themselves need 
to have appropriate recognition that the accumu-
lation of work experience leads to female career 
development.

On the other hand, we are also seeing an 
increase in the number of women who start up 
their own businesses. In the past, many women 
who gave up their career due to childbirth and 
child-rearing started a business by making use 
of their experience as housewives. But in recent 
years we have seen an increase in cases in which 
young men and women start business by making 
use of their IT skills, coming up with good ideas. 
If women develop more IT skills, they will have 
more opportunities for becoming entrepreneurs.

We have heard that enhancing diversity as well as 
female empowerment is important for corporate growth.
For many years companies carried out operations 
mainly through male Japanese workers who were 
employed as new graduates. But I think that this 
only creates a homogenous culture and makes it 
difficult to innovate. For corporate growth, it is 
important that human resources with different 
attributes and experiences, including men and 
women, young and old people, Japanese and non-
Japanese people, employees who joined compa-
nies after graduation from school and people who 
were employed halfway through their career, get 
together and pool their diverse information, val-
ues and networks.

The late Masaru Ibuka, one of the founders of 
Sony Corporation, said that innovation occurs 
where common sense and extraordinary sense 
meet. To borrow this idea, common sense is an 
accumulation in companies from Japanese men 
working long hours. Of course, this is impor-
tant. But women, foreigners and people who are 
employed halfway through their career could 
bring extraordinary sense to work places. I believe 
that innovation will be created by putting more 
importance on people who have not had the 
chance to perform well until now.  

Interview by HITOSHI CHIBA



| highlighting japan8

Feature WHERE WOMEN SHINE

W
AW! stands for World Assembly for 
Women, and it is an international con-
ference that has been organized every 
year since 2014 by the Japanese gov-

ernment, which regards the realization of “a society 
where women shine” as an important policy. This year 
as well, a range of participants, including the directors 
of international organizations and governments, scien-
tists, corporate managers, journalists and university stu-
dents, got together and held lectures and panel discus-
sions on a variety of topics, such as starting business 
for women’s empowerment, technical innovation, 
volunteer work, security, media and disasters.

Throughout the three-day conference, numerous 
participants pointed out the substantial impact of 

female participation in the labor market on society 
and the economy and the importance of realizing 
a diverse and inclusive world that “leaves no one 
behind,” which the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) aim to achieve. Kristalina Georgieva, Chief 
Executive Officer for the World Bank, who gave key-
note speeches at the opening and closing ceremonies, 
referred to three aspects of gender equality — females 
entering school and pursuit of learning, access to 
capital and the acquisition and training of accounting 
knowledge and organized dedication to “HeForShe 
(SheForHe),” that is, a commitment to gender equal-
ity. In addition, she introduced the World Bank’s 

Scene from a panel 
discussion titled, 

“Women and 
Entrepreneurship”

Photo: Satoshi Tanaka

From November 1 to 3, the Fourth World Assembly 
for Women: WAW! 2017 was held in Tokyo under 
the theme “WAW! In Changing World.” Participants 
from both Japan and overseas held animated dis-
cussions on women’s empowerment.

HIROSHI SAKURAI

Kristalina Georgieva, 
Chief Executive Officer 

for the World Bank, 
speaks at WAW! 2017.

Photo: Satoshi Tanaka

World Assembly for Women: 
WAW! 2017
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support for women in developing countries as a 
specific example and stressed the significant effect 
of women’s economic empowerment on children, 
homes and communities.

Many participants pointed out that Japanese mea-
sures for female participation are insufficient, but 
commended the results of reforms in recent years. In 
particular, they praised the improvement of female 
employment rates, which was a significant issue for 
Japan for many years. Due to the government’s active 
measures to create an environment in which women 
can work more easily and comfortably, the number 
of working women has increased by about 1.5 mil-
lion people in the last five years. It is known that the 
rate of the Japanese female workforce (percentage 
of workforce [employees + unemployed people] to 
the population of people who are fifteen years old or 
more) declines temporarily at the ages of marriage 
and childbirth, and rises again at the ages when child 
care becomes stable. This is the so-called M-shaped 
curve. It can be said to be the result of the govern-
ment’s measures for solving these issues (see pp. 6–7).

In addition to the issue of employment rates, the 
participants also held animated discussions about 
women starting business. It is noted that women 
starting business may yield high added-value prod-
ucts and extremely convenient services that have not 
been seen before, as well as female independence. 
The participants mentioned the issue of female 
entrepreneurs in developing countries facing obsta-
cles, such as access to capital and legal systems. The 
“Women Entrepreneurs Finance Initiative” (We-Fi), 
whose funds were set within the World Bank by the 
G-20 Summit in Hamburg in July this year, is a pow-
erful supportive measure. The Japanese government 
vowed to provide support of 50 million dollars. For-
eign Minister Taro Kono, who attended WAW! 2017, 
stated, “Japan will support We-Fi as much as possible 
so that the initiative can be run smoothly and help 
women around the world reach their full potential.”

Other participants included Ivanka Trump, Advi-
sor to the US President, who is a well-known entrepre-
neur, and Susi Pudjiastuti, Minister of Marine Affairs & 
Fisheries of the Republic of Indonesia, who founded a 

fishery com-
pany and an 
airline. They 
introduced 
their own experiences and sent a powerful message 
toward a society where women all over the world shine. 
Young people, who will create the future, joined a spe-
cial session entitled, “The Future of Women’s Empow-
erment from the Youth Perspective.” Six young people 
who are involved in multiple activities, such as the 
management of media for young people and student 
organizations, spoke passionately about the impor-
tance of both male and female young people acting on 
their own ideas for a better society. A high school girl 
who attended the session said, “I want to act by making 
decisions in accordance with my own will, rather than 
choosing actions from among the options given,” which 
prompted loud applause in the hall.

On the last day of the conference, Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe appeared on the stage and introduced 
measures for promoting women’s empowerment 
both in Japan and overseas, and the results. He said, 
“We will expand throughout the world the network 
for enhancing women’s participation and advance-
ment in society. When women around the world rise 
up, we will surely be able to resolve poverty and vari-
ous other issues facing the world.”

As the results of WAW! 2017, the main propos-
als made by the participants were compiled in the 
form of the “WAW!2017 Tokyo Declaration.” Five pil-
lars, including “raise awareness through education 
and training” to promote women’s empowerment, 
“collect, analyze and share gender-related data” and 
“actively use Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Informa-
tion and Communication Technology (ICT),” were 
included in the declaration.

At the fifth WAW!, which will be held next year, 
the participants will discuss measures based on these 
proposals and new issues. WAW! created a stir in global 
change through the promotion of women’s empow-
erment. As the phrase “To go on is to go up” shows, 
positive effects are expected to expand by sharing the 
same recognition and passing on their experiences by 
the people concerned, including the participants.  

Scene from a panel discussion titled, “The Future of 
Women’s Empowerment from the Youth Perspective” 

Photo: Tadashi Aizawa
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C
albee has set the goal 
of increasing the per-
centage of women in 
managerial positions 

to 30% by 2020. Based on the 

belief of Akira Matsumoto, who 
was appointed as Chairman of the 
Board and CEO in 2009, that with-
out female advancement there 
will be no future for Calbee, the 

company established the “Diver-
sity Committee” for the purpose 
of securing an environment for 
female advancement in 2010. 
The rate of women in managerial  

Calbee, Inc., a leading food manufacturer, 
has dramatically increased sales using 
marketing techniques developed by — and 
targeted at — women.

KUMIKO SATO

Rethinking Breakfast

Kaori Fujiwara, Executive Officer, Frugra 
Group of Calbee, Inc., with packets of the 

popular Frugra breakfast cereal
Photo: Tadashi Aizawa
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positions increased from 5.9% 
in April 2010 to 23.4% in April 
2017. Operating income has also 
increased each year, and reached 
an all-time high in 2016.

In particular, Calbee’s Frugra 
Group, which is in charge of Fru-
gra, a granola product contain-
ing cereals, dried fruits and nuts, 
is making remarkable achieve-
ments. Kaori Fujiwara, who leads 
the Frugra Group, took charge of 
the marketing of Frugra in 2012 
and successfully doubled sales in 
just two years. She was appointed 
as manager in 2014. In fiscal year 
2016, she succeeded in increas-
ing sales about ten-fold compared 
with 2010, and was appointed as 
Executive Officer in 2017.

Frugra had achieved sales of 
three billion yen (US $26 million) 
per year in the first twenty years 
following its launch in 1991, 
but Calbee focused on snacks 
as priority items and did not 
have higher expectations for the 
cereal category.

The first thing Fujiwara did 
was to highlight the benefits 
of Frugra in enabling consum-
ers to easily take in food fiber 
and iron, which women tend to 
lack, even on busy mornings. 
She continued with a range of 
public relations activities, such 
as proposing a new way of eating 
Frugra by mixing it with yoghurt 
for breakfast. As a result of her 
efforts, working women in par-
ticular came to support Frugra 
without depending on large-

scale advertising activity.
Fujiwara says, “Many women 

buy Calbee’s foods. It is therefore 
a very good strategy for female 
employees who know a lot about 
female needs to engage in prod-
uct development and sales and 
marketing activities. Most of 
our team members are women, 
and some of them are raising 
children. Promotion plans and 
products that they invent reflect 
wishes from the consumer’s 
standpoint.”

Against the background of 
this business development are 
Calbee’s reforms of work styles, 
such as a reduction of working 
hours and flexible workplaces 
including telework, as well as 
the company’s efforts to pro-
mote women. Fujiwara says, 
“Our chairman often tells us 
to go home early and acquire 
knowledge by reading books dur-
ing this spare time and treat our 
families with care and attention. 
I think he believes that enriching 
all employees’ lives leads to the 
growth of the company.”

Calbee also promotes the build-
ing of a system for fairly assess-
ing performance and supports 
female employees in continuing 
to work willingly. In 2016, Calbee 
was awarded the Prime Minister’s 
Award for “Leading Companies 
Where Women Shine” in recogni-
tion of these measures.

In 2017, Calbee saw the arrival 
of the second female factory 
manager in its history. She is 

very considerate of many things 
and succeeded in achieving 
more smooth communication in 
the factory and creating a bright 
atmosphere.

Stressing the impact of diver-
sity on the vitality in the work-
place, Fujiwara says, “Of course, 
there are areas where men are 
superior. In addition, in terms of 
diversity, we have more foreign 
employees who have their own 
unique personalities and make 
interesting proposals.”

Fujiwara was awarded the 
“Best Marketer Category” in 
“Woman of the Year 2016” by 
Nikkei Woman, a business maga-
zine for women, as the woman 
who showed the best perfor-
mance that year. Many young 
female employees of Calbee long 
to be like Fujiwara, and see her as 
a role model. For Calbee, which 
continues to push for reforms 
to achieve the goal of the per-
centage of women in managerial 
positions of 30%, Fujiwara, who 
pioneered that position, plays a 
major role for the female employ-
ees who follow her.

The environment in which 
the top management entrusts 
the company’s future to female 
employees and the entire com-
pany as well as female employ-
ees energetically push for female 
advancement and diversity 
yields intangible effects as well 
as corporate sales. Calbee attracts 
attention as a pioneering model 
of such case. 
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I
n 2014, a large-scale gene 
analysis service was launched 
for the first time in Japan. 
Shoko Takahashi, a graduate 

student at the University of Tokyo 
and the president of Genequest 
Inc., devised the service, which 
enables members of the public to 
confirm their gene information 

with the use of a simple kit. The 
service is useful for the prevention 
of diseases and health manage-
ment, as well as for the develop-
ment of gene research generally.

At a laboratory at the gradu-
ate school of the University of 
Tokyo, Takahashi carried out 
research into the prevention of 

lifestyle-related diseases on the 
basis of gene analysis. In univer-
sity research work, however, gene 
information is not in principle 
released to individual examinees. 
There are restrictions on using 
the gene information obtained for 
anything except for the target dis-
eases. It also costs a lot of money 
to gather data from examinees.

Takahashi says, “Data on many 
people are necessary for the devel-
opment of life science. In order 
to return research results widely 
to society through business, we 
gather data from as many people 
as possible and develop life sci-
ence further as a result. I started 
this business to construct a system 
for creating synergetic effects by 
such business and research.”

Takahashi founded Genequest 
in 2013 as a graduate student to 
conduct gene analysis for the 
general public with her cowork-
ers at the laboratory. She had no 
job experience and learned about 
business management from books. 
She faced numerous difficulties in 
starting the business, however. She 
had no one to turn to, and actively 
asked for advice from university 
professors and corporate manag-
ers when participating in academic 
conferences and lecture meetings.

Takahashi says, “As a student, I 
asked for advice on starting busi-
ness, but most people did not lis-
ten to me. Some did kindly offer 
me some advice, however. Such 
chance meetings enabled me to 
establish Genequest, and I have 
been supported by many people 
since I started.”

Shoko Takahashi, President 
of Genequest Inc.
Photo: Masatoshi Sakamoto

Gene Analysis 
for All
Gene Analysis 
for All

A gene analysis service developed by a female graduate student at the 
University of Tokyo is helping to change lifestyles and prevent diseases.

HIROSHI SAKURAI
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The steps for undergoing gene 
analysis are simple. First, the user 
purchases a gene analysis kit from 
the website of the company. He or 
she places a saliva sample in the 
tube provided in the kit and sends 
it back, and the analytical results 
can be viewed on the website four 
to six weeks later. The targets of 
analysis include about 300 items 
including diseases, constitutions, 
figures and characteristics. The 
user can get to know their own 
gene information, such as muscle, 
fat level, patience, memory and 
the possibility of living to be 95 
years old, as well as disease risks, 
including diabetes, cancer, insom-

nia, glaucoma, bulimia and gout.
Takahashi says, “We received 

feedback from users advising that 
they would try to improve their 
lifestyles from now on. Individu-
als must make an effort to pre-
vent diseases in order to increase 
their individual healthy life spans, 
which is a significant issue in the 
aging society, and curb national 
medical expenses. Gene informa-
tion can be used for this purpose.”

With gene analysis technology 
making progress, the number of 
items handled by Genequest has 
been increasing every year. The 
company provides the analytical 
results of the additional items to 

users who have already undergone 
gene analyses free of charge so that 
they can utilize those data as well. 
Needless to say, because gene infor-
mation is the ultimate in personal 
information, the company is strictly 
examined by the Ethics Review 
Committee consisting of outside 
members, including lawyers, uni-
versity professors and doctors.

To analyze the causality between 
genes and diseases, constitutions 
and characters, Genequest con-
ducts surveys of users who agree 
to participate and gathers informa-
tion about their health condition, 
blood sugar levels, color of eyes 
and height. Based on the data on 
analyzed gene information and 
answers, the company carries 
out about ten joint research proj-
ects with universities and other 
companies, such as the relation-
ships between profession-induced 
stress and genes and the relation-
ships between the effects of foods 
on health and genes.

Takahashi says, “We will con-
duct further research into the 
area of health care, such as exer-
cise, diet, sleeping and cosmetics, 
whose relationships with genes 
have yet to be examined in detail.” 
She aims to grow the company 
into Asia’s largest gene analysis 
company by establishing bases in 
multiple Asian countries.

The economy is developing rap-
idly in Asia, and people are becom-
ing more and more conscious of per-
sonal health. A business launched 
by a female graduate student in 
Japan just a few short years ago is 
ready to serve Asian markets. 

A Genequest gene analysis kit
Photo: Masatoshi Sakamoto

Analysis of gene information using DNA obtained from saliva using the Genequest gene 
analysis kit 
Photo: Courtesy of Genequest
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H oppy has been around 
for close to seventy 
years as a beer-flavored 
sparkling beverage 

popular among working-class 
drinkers at pubs mainly in and 
around Tokyo. A bottle of Hoppy 
contains only 0.8 percent alco-
hol, and it is usually mixed with 
shochu, a distilled spirit.

Around 1920 in Japan, “non-
beer” became a very popular 
drink as a cheap alternative to 
beer, which was considered a 
luxury alcoholic drink in those 

days. Non-beer drinks were typi-
cally made of bitter-flavored soda 
water with effervescing agents.

Founded in 1905 as Ishiwatari 
Gorokichi Shoten, a manufacturer 
of ramune soda pop, the manufac-
turer of Hoppy later changed its 
name to Hoppy Beverage Co., Ltd. 
One day, the company received a 
business offer asking it to produce 
a non-beer drink, but the offer was 
turned down because the compa-
ny’s management was more inter-
ested in making authentic non-
beer drinks with genuine hops. 

It was not until 1926 that Hoppy 
Beverage actually started produc-
ing good quality non-beer drinks 
with an adequate supply of natu-
ral hops. Later, in 1948, the com-
pany launched production and 
sales activities for Hoppy. In the 
postwar years, it became popu-
lar for drinkers to enjoy alcoholic 
beverages mixed with Hoppy 
because it was difficult for them 
to find such drinks on the mar-
ket that were of sufficiently good 
quality. In later years, as the econ-
omy grew and beer became more 
affordable, Hoppy seemed to be 
forgotten by consumers.

However, Hoppy has made a 
comeback in popularity since the 
early 2000s thanks to the efforts of 
Mina Ishiwatari, the granddaugh-

Mina Ishiwatari, President of 
Hoppy Beverage Co., Ltd., holds a 
bottle of Hoppy at her company's 

headquarters in Tokyo.
Photo: Satoshi Tanaka

The enterprising granddaughter of the founder of her business has 
succeeded in reviving the popularity of its main product, which 
launched almost seventy years ago.

KUMIKO SATO

“Non-Beer” 
Beverage 
Bounces Back

“Non-Beer” 
Beverage 
Bounces Back
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ter of the company’s founder. She 
is the only child of Koichi Ishiwa-
tari, the second-generation presi-
dent of the company. 

“I have taken drastic steps to 
reform the company’s business 
structure in terms of sales strate-
gies and organizational reforms 
since I became executive vice 
president in 2003,” Ishiwatari says. 
“I have also experienced a number 
of unsuccessful results,” she adds. 

The company saw annual sales 
triple in the five years after she 
came on board as executive vice 
president. She became the presi-
dent of the company in 2010, 
and it has achieved annual profit 
growth of 30% to date.

Fresh out of college, Ishiwatari 
joined a leading food manufac-
turer, and she later worked for an 
advertising agency. One day, she 
visited a Hoppy manufacturing 
plant and was strongly impressed.

 “Hoppy is usually made with 
hops and malt fermented by 
yeast, and this process is similar 
to making beer. Malt juice seems 
to be alive during the fermenta-
tion because it bubbles quite vig-
orously while making a certain 
sound. When I heard that bubbling 
sound, I was deeply impressed by 
the natural process undertaken 
by Hoppy that is similar to giving 
life,” Ishiwatari says.

Ishiwatari joined Hoppy Bev-
erage in 1997 despite her father’s 
opposition. When she joined the 
firm, however, the employees 
were all unmotivated, and what 
disappointed her above all was the 
fact that none of the employees 

had drunk Hoppy.
However, she had strong con-

fidence in the quality of Hoppy at 
the time because she knew that 
her father (the second-generation 
president) had succeeded in mak-
ing comprehensive improvements 
to the production process includ-
ing the selection of raw materials. 
Given this situation, Ishiwatari set 
her eyes on the potential of the 
Internet, which was beginning to 
take off as a communication tool 
for customers, and began publi-
cizing Hoppy online. She says, “I 
began writing an open diary on 
the Internet with the help of an 
e-business specialist, with the 
aim of uploading information on 
myself in the form of a diary with-
out having topics updated daily in 
the company.”

The diary eventually attracted 
media attention, and she was 
offered opportunities to appear on 
TV programs. She made further 
efforts to improve Hoppy’s brand 
image with the promotional catch 
phrase “Hoppy de Happy (Happy 
with Hoppy).” Hoppy has recently 
been reborn as a healthy drink with 
lower calories and sugar than beer, 
increasingly attracting health-con-
scious consumers as well as young 
women who are fascinated by Hop-
py’s classic-looking bottle design.

Besides working as the presi-
dent, Ishiwatari attends seminars 
and graduate courses, seeking to 
learn cutting-edge comprehen-
sive management methodologies 
in business and remains focused 
on human resource development, 
something she has particularly 

emphasized. She uses a tablet PC 
whenever she is on the move or 
on business trips. This approach 
helps her to maintain excellent 
communication with employees 
via video conferences.

The introduction of mobile 
communication devices has 
enabled employees to work more 
flexibly. This is particularly help-
ful for female employees, who 
represent the majority of the 
workforce, since even parenting 
employees have become capable 
of handling jobs requiring a face-
to-face approach. Ishiwatari says, 
“It is ultimately up to employees 
to decide how to realize the cor-
porate vision, although a manager 
draws up the blueprint first. It is 
extremely important to share pas-
sions and visions between man-
agement and employees as well as 
among employees.”

As the president of Hoppy 
Beverage, Ishiwatari says she will 
“remain focused on addressing 
the immediate challenges.” She 
has made a lot of efforts with the 
aim of implementing business 
reforms based on her experience 
as a female consumer, workplace 
improvements for female employ-
ees, and changes in the mindset of 
employees at a company that was 
once so male-dominated. The com-
pany is currently enjoying a come-
back, the consequence of the ongo-
ing process of the above-mentioned 
reforms. The process and steady 
progress being made reflects the 
kind of changes taking place in Jap-
anese society as awareness of wom-
en’s empowerment increases. 



Yuko Nakazawa, President of UPQ Inc., 
with some of her company’s products. 

Left, a bluetooth-enabled LED lightbulb, 
the color and brightness of which can 

be controlled by smartphone; center, an 
electric stabilizer for video cameras and 

smartphones; right, a clear glass keyboard 
that doubles as a touchpad.

Photo: Tadashi Aizawa
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A small venture firm is 
performing well and 
attracting attention 
in the Japanese home 

appliance industry, where lead-
ing manufacturers compete. 
UPQ Inc. (pronounced “up-Q”) 
was founded in July 2015 by a 

young woman, which is why it 
is often referred to as “a one-
woman home appliance maker.” 

One of UPQ’s features is that 
it does not have any factories 
and warehouses of its own 
unlike general home appliance 
manufacturers. It outsources 
manufacturing to overseas 
companies and directly deliv-
ers goods to domestic business 
partners. The firm can quickly 
handle operations ranging from 
product development to sales 
by removing logistics manage-
ment from the manufacturing 
process. Twenty-four products 

A young female entrepreneur is breathing new life into Japan’s 
world-renowned home appliance manufacturing sector.

TAKASHI SASAKI

For the Love of 
Making Things
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in seven categories, such as 
smartphones and 4K displays, 
that were released by the firm 
shortly after its foundation, took 
only two months from planning 
to product release.

Yuko Nakazawa, President 
of UPQ, says, “I think the pri-
mary reason why UPQ’s products 
received favorable responses 
from many users is because I 
enjoy manufacturing from the 
bottom of my heart, more than 
anything else. I singlehandedly 
grasp all major streams rang-
ing from product planning to 
development to manufacturing 
to sales. As I manage all of these 
processes by myself, not only do I 
have ‘freedom,’ but also bear the 
heavy ‘responsibility.’ Therefore, 
I can seriously work hard on a job 
without sparing time for sleep.”

Nakazawa studied economics 
in university and after gradua-
tion she worked hard on prod-
uct planning for mobile phones 
at CASIO Computer Co., Ltd., 
a leading electronics manufac-
turer. But when CASIO withdrew 
from the mobile phone busi-
ness, she left the company and 
founded UPQ, running a café in 
Akihabara, Tokyo.

Nakazawa says, “Fundamen-
tally, I joined CASIO because 
I wanted to engage in mobile 
phone development. The decade 
from when I first got a mobile 
phone as a seventh-grader to 
graduation from university was 

the period when mobile phones 
became quite popular and their 
performance progressed remark-
ably. I was also a heavy user of 
mobile phones and bought about 
forty, one after another. I was 
determined to utilize that experi-
ence in my job.”

In the workplace, where there 
were many male engineers who 
had studied science and were 
older than her, she was the only 
female employee that had stud-
ied the humanities. Her position 
was so close to that of general 
users, her opinions and ideas 
played a very important role in 
product development. The five 
years she spent in the manufac-
turing field laid the very impor-
tant foundation for the next step 
in her life.

The café that she opened with 
her retirement bonus became 
popular with an original pan-
cake and had long queues. But 
she was not satisfied and hoped 
to return to the manufactur-
ing field. The trigger came sud-
denly. She became acquainted 
with several entrepreneurs 
from venture firms through 
the café and gained an oppor-
tunity to learn from them. Her 
strong wish came true when she 
founded a small home appliance 
manufacturer.

Nakazawa says, “When most 
people hear that I founded a 
home appliance manufacturer 
after opening a café, they are 

surprised. But for me, they 
are not very different in that I 
plan, manufacture and sell new 
things. What is always impor-
tant for me is that when some-
one shows a product to a con-
sumer, he or she will instantly 
want it. This feeling is no dif-
ferent whether it be pancakes or 
home appliances.”

UPQ’s products fully focus on 
specifications and prices as well 
as usability, functionality and 
user-centered design, and were 
highly evaluated immediately 
upon their release. Nakazawa 
received the “Woman of the 
Year 2016” award in the “Next 
Generation Monozukuri (Manu-
facturing) Category” organized 
by Nikkei Woman, a women’s 
career and lifestyle magazine. 
Following this, her company 
marketed new products that go 
beyond the categories of exist-
ing home appliances, one after 
another, such as a folding elec-
tric motorbike and a recharge-
able backpack. 

Nakazawa says of her future 
goals, “I want to develop UPQ into 
a brand that makes consumers 
wonder what product will be mar-
keted next.”

A young female entrepre-
neur’s success in planning from 
the user’s perspective not only 
promises exciting new products, 
but also suggests new models 
for the Japanese manufacturing 
industry. 
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I
n June 2017, a Japanese 
woman caught the eyes of the 
world as the oldest program-
mer when she participated in 

the Worldwide Developers Con-
ference 2017 organized by Apple 
Inc. for programmers. Her name 
is Masako Wakamiya (82) and she 
was there at the invitation of Tim 

Cook, CEO of Apple Inc., who was 
very keen to meet her.

After retiring from her job at 
a major bank, Wakamiya was 
unable to get out as much as 
expected because she had to care 
for her mother. However, she has 
an inquisitive personality and 
taught herself how to use a PC so 
that she could connect with the 
outside world via the Internet 
without leaving her home. Thanks 
to her innate talent, it was not 
long before she was involved in 
setting up an online bulletin board 
for the elderly. Today she holds PC 
classes at her home and at com-
munity halls, teaching older peo-
ple how to enjoy personal com-
puters and smartphones.

When smartphones became 
commonly available, Wakamiya 
was interested in apps, but she felt 
that many apps were designed for 
young people, and that older peo-
ple could not enjoy them because 
they found the rapid gestures dif-
ficult. So, she started to look for 
someone who could develop apps 
for the elderly. Wakamiya’s dream 
came closer to realization when 
she met Katsushiro Koizumi, CEO 
of Tesseract Inc., through her vol-
unteer work to support the recon-
struction after the Great East 
Japan Earthquake.

Wakamiya had prepared some 
specification sheets with her own 
ideas for creating apps for the 
elderly. She handed these speci-
fications to Koizumi to ask him to 
develop apps, but he turned down 
her proposal, pointing out that as 

Masako Wakamiya, Vice Chairperson 
of the Mellow Club (Senior’s Internet 
Community) and Director of the 
Broadband School Association (NPO)
Photo: Mao Fujita

An 82-year-old female Japanese programmer is building IT communi-
ties for the elderly.

MAO FUJITA

Apps for 
the Elderly

Wakamiya knows how best to engage her  students.
Photo: Courtesy of Masako Wakamiya
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a woman in her 80s, Wakamiya 
would definitely be in the news 
if she built her own app for the 
elderly. So he encouraged her to 
develop the app on her own. 

Wakamiya wanted to create a 
game app associated with the Hina 
Matsuri festival on March 3, a tra-
ditional event that celebrates girls’ 
healthy growth, so she started to 
learn the Swift programming lan-
guage used for Apple’s iOS.

The inspiration to create the 
Hina Matsuri game came to her 
when she was helping manage a 
Digital Hina Matsuri event, orga-
nized by NPO Broadband School 
Association of which she is the 
Director. Elderly and disabled 
people who find it difficult to 
leave their homes could enjoy the 
event along with people living in 
remote areas via video calling and 
the Internet.

Wakamiya lives in Kanagawa 
Prefecture and Koizumi, who was 
helping her to develop the app, 
lives in Miyagi Prefecture, so there 

was limited time for face-to-face 
instruction. Koizumi used dis-
tance learning and clearly laid out 
flowcharts to teach her the pro-
gramming knowledge needed to 
build apps. 

As a Windows user, Wakamiya 
was not accustomed to operating 
Apple computers and, of course, 
she had no programming experi-
ence. She copied an entire book 
on programming language and 
wrote code to make part of the app 
work, but programming the app 
to work as a whole was difficult. 
Since the program itself on the 
display, the error messages, and 
the application process for sub-
mitting apps to Apple were all in 
English, it was extremely difficult 
for Wakamiya to finish the app. 
However, she kept herself going 
by setting a clear goal. She wanted 
to release the app in time for the 
Hina Matsuri festival on March 3, 
six months later. Never giving up, 
she successfully produced the app, 
called “hinadan,” on her own. 

Wakamiya com-
ments, “I wanted to 
avoid gestures that 
are difficult for older 
people with problems 
moving their fingers, 
and I wanted to cre-
ate an app that people 
of any age could enjoy. 
Since older people often 
have dry hands, the 
screen doesn’t always 
recognize their touch 
so I didn’t include any 
swipe gestures.”

Hinadan is a simple 

app that shows a randomized row 
of hina dolls on the screen. The 
player moves the dolls to their 
correct positions by tapping with 
a finger. 

As for anyone who would like 
to try to develop his or her own 
app, Wakamiya suggests, “Do not 
think too deeply, but just try to 
develop one. It is important to 
learn to understand programming 
by immersing yourself in it.” 

These days, Wakamiya tours 
Japan, giving talks, working on IT 
education for the elderly, and pro-
moting programming. She believes 
in the importance of building IT 
communities for the elderly and 
inter-generational exchange. She 
will continue to develop apps that 
teach the next generation and the 
whole world about Japanese tradi-
tions and culture. She is also work-
ing on building multilingual sys-
tems for her app.

Light on her feet and sport-
ing a bright smile, the 82-year-
old Wakamiya’s forward-looking 
attitude and willingness to take 
on challenges give many people 
hope. 

The “hinadan” app interface
Photo: Courtesy of Masako Wakamiya

Wakamiya holds a PC class at her home.
Photo: Courtesy of Masako Wakamiya
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O
shima is a small island in Hagi City, 
Yamaguchi Prefecture with a coastline of 
8.5 kilometers and a population of about 
700 people. Oshima has a mild climate 

and bountiful sea, and is known as “an island of fish-
ermen.” Out of about 300 households on the island, 
more than half are involved in the local purse seine 
fishing industry. However, as the fishing industry in 
Japan has declined, so this island too had been los-
ing its vitality, and a sense of crisis had escalated. The 
local fishermen turned to Chika Tsubouchi for advice 
on a business development plan. Tsubouchi works as 
a translator and consultant after moving to Hagi after 
she got married.

　“If the fishing industry declines on this island, the 

way of life on Oshima will disappear. I happened to 
move to Hagi after I was married, but it is the home-
town of my child. I felt my lifework would be helping to 
sustain this traditional island with its abundant nature 
over the next 50 to 100 years, and I was determined 
to create a business plan to revitalize the local fishing 
industry,” says Tsubouchi, reflecting on the past.

Tsubouchi formulated the business plan with 
the fishermen and 
launched a pri-
vate business, Hagi 
Oshima Sendan-maru 
(Fleet-maru), consist-
ing of three fleets in 
March 2011. She was 
recommended by 
the fishermen as the 
representative and 
assumed the post, 
taking charge of all 
operations, from 
finding a sales route 

Chika Tsubouchi in 
Oshima with some of her 

company's fishermen

A new fisheries business on a small island in 
Yamaguchi Prefecture is winning customers 
nationwide under the helmswomanship of a tal-
ented local resident.

KYOKO MOTOYOSHI

“Island of Fishermen” 
Welcomes New Captain
“Island of Fishermen” 

Welcomes New Captain

Chika Tsubouchi, 
President of GHIBLI Co.
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and new customers, 
managing products and 
delivery service opera-
tions, to managing three 
fleets. They developed 
the business centering on the delivery of a Fresh Fish 
Box, in which ikejime (a method of paralyzing fish 
to maintain the quality of the meat) is applied to the 
caught fish on their boats and packed.

At that time, Tsubouchi learned that the Minis-
try of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries had initi-
ated the approval of a business plan based on the 
Act Concerning Agriculture, Forestry and Fisher-
ies Operators’ Creation Of New Businesses Utilizing 
Local Resources and the Promotion of Utilization of 
Local Agricultural, Forestry and Fisheries Products 
(act for sixth industrialization / local production for 
local consumption). This is a measure in which the 
government supports initiatives for creating new 
business and the promotion of local agricultural, 
forestry and fisheries industries that utilize local 
resources. Tsubouchi spent about one year drawing 
up a business plan and applying for approval. Her 
plan was approved under the first (2012) “Compre-
hensive Business Plan.”

With this support, the private business was incor-
porated into GHIBLI Co., Ltd. in 2014. The company 
has grown since then and currently employs about 
sixty fishermen. The name “Ghibli” is derived from 
the hot, dry Saharan wind in northern Africa. Tsub-
ouchi named the company in the hope that the fish-
ing industry could “head out to sea with passion even 
in a harsh environment such as the Sahara Desert.”

Fish from Oshima have a high reputation in the res-
taurant trade because of the technologies and skills 
the company uses for delivering high quality freshly 
caught fish directly to the customer, including contin-
ual temperature control along a distribution route to 
the Tokyo area that can take as little as eight hours. 
The number of customers has increased from the 
initial zero to about 400. 

The key to extreme freshness is not the delivery 
time, but the aforementioned ikejime. There are vari-
ous kinds of ikejime for each species of fish and a high 

level of skill is required 
for the procedure. If each 
of the freshly caught fish 
is paralyzed, the blood 
is drained immediately 

and it is stored in an appropriate manner, the fresh-
ness can be maintained to the extent that the fish can 
be eaten as sashimi (raw fish) even one week later.

“Because of climate change and overfishing, the 
catch volumes of fish have been declining worldwide 
and it is necessary to enhance the value of fish. It 
should be considered as a method of resource man-
agement to take measures to prevent freshness from 
deteriorating, beginning with the point of produc-
tion, and to prevent loss.”

The purse seine fisheries of Oshima are restricted 
to fishing 63 to 73 days per year to conserve resources, 
leaving fishermen free about 300 days per year. To 
increase the income of fishermen, Tsubouchi created 
a travel arm as a new business of GHIBLI, starting a 
“study tour” of Hagi Oshima Sendan-maru in 2016. 
Tourists can take a tour on a boat belonging to one of 
the Hagi Oshima Sendan-maru fleets, eat ryoshi-meshi 
(fishermen’s food),” and experience island life, listening 
to the stories of fishermen. There were no special pro-
motions, but because Tsubouchi introduced the tour at 
her lecture meetings across Japan, about 400 tourists 
from Japan participated in one year from April 2016.

Tsubouchi now dispatches fishermen as consul-
tants for the deployment of the business model of 
Hagi Oshima Sendan-maru’s fresh fish distribution.

“There are only two merchant stores in Oshima. 
The population has been steadily declining. How-
ever, if this island becomes revived and presents a 
new business model, it will empower other regions 
where vitality is being lost due in part to the declining 
birthrate and growing the aging population, as well as 
disasters.” This belief motivates Tsubouchi.

Sixty fishermen now head out to sea with 
renewed passion under the flag of Hagi Oshima 
Sendan-maru. Their captain is a woman whom the 
fishermen themselves singled out for help. Their 
combined efforts showcase a solution for the revital-
ization of local areas. 

A Fresh Fish Box prepared by 
the fishermen of GHIBLI 

Photos: Courtesy of Chika Tsubouchi
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M
icrobubbles” is a collective term for 
air bubbles with a diameter of 100 μm 
(0.1 mm) or less, studies into which 
began in Japan in the 1990s. Micro-

bubbles are characterized by the extremely low rate 
of ascent of the air bubbles. For example, if the diam-
eter is 10 μm, microbubbles ascend only about 3 mm 
per minute in liquid under stationary conditions, 
accumulating in the liquid for a long time. Large 
quantities of abundantly fine microbubbles are gen-
erated and the surface area in the liquid is large. Uti-
lizing these characteristics, microbubbles have many 

applications including effluent treatment, cleaning, 
the aquaculture of fish and seafood, the hydroponic 
culture of vegetables, beauty care and home bathing.

“Ordinary air bubbles also have the effect of 
adsorbing dirt, but microbubbles are capable of 
adsorbing far more dirt because of their unique char-
acteristics. Moreover, microbubbles do not have an 
environmental burden because they are not deter-
gents,” says Toshinori Makuta, Associate Professor 
at the Department of Mechanical Systems Engineer-
ing, Graduate School of Science and Engineering, 
Yamagata University.

In addition to the adsorption of dirt, microbubbles 
are capable of dissolving a large amount of air into 
liquid. Cases have been reported where oxygen in a 
microbubble state was dissolved in water and used 
to improve agricultural harvests and the growth of 
fish. A mayonnaise has been commercialized with 
improved texture using the technology to stably dis-
perse nitrogen in a microbubble state.

The technology for generating microbubbles has 
been advancing. Conventionally, microbubbles were 
mainly generated using a method in which gas and 
liquid were circulated at a high speed for shear-
ing gas. Makuta has developed a method that uses 
a device known as a Hollow Ultrasonic Horn. This 
device integrates a titanium-alloy nozzle and vibrat-
ing body generating ultrasonic waves. When gas is 
sent into the device, the ultrasonic vibration gener-
ates a large quantity of microbubbles from the tip of 

The Mighty Power of 
Microbubbles

HIROSHI SAKURAI

Toshinori Makuta in his lab 
at Yamagata University. 
Photo: Hiroshi Sakurai

Microbubble technologies developed in 
Japan are having an impact in a wide range 
of fields, with hopes now high for their use 
in drug delivery systems.
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the nozzle in a stable manner.
Makuta has been researching possible applica-

tions for the Hollow Ultrasonic Horn in a wide range 
of fields. One such application is enhancing bacteri-
cidal activity using ozone microbubbles, which are 
widely used for sterilization of tap water and food, 
and as a room deodorant. The experiment to date 
has shown that the amount of time for sterilization 
of Escherichia coli (E. Coli) in water is shortened sub-
stantially using the Hollow Ultrasonic Horn.

Moreover, conventionally, microbubbles were dif-
ficult to generate in liquid other than water. The Hol-
low Ultrasonic Horn however enables microbubbles 
to be generated in a variety of liquids, including mol-
ten metal. For example, Makuta successfully gener-
ated microbubbles using cyanoacrylates, which is 
the ingredient in instant adhesives. In general, even 
if cyanoacrylates are turned into steam and are put 
into water, they become hard immediately and no 
bubbles are generated. However, when the Hollow 
Ultrasonic Horn is used, microbubbles are generated 
and cyanoacrylates are solidified on the surface of 
the microbubbles. As a result, a microcapsule 2 μm 
in diameter with hollow construction is formed.

For example, this capsule can be applied to con-
trast medium in the medical field, which is admin-
istered to a patient during diagnostic imaging using 
an X-ray or ultrasonic wave. There are limitations 
to the visualization of blood flow with the current 
ultrasonography, but microbubbles have the ability 

to reflect an ultrasonic wave at a specific frequency, 
enabling blood flow to be observed more clearly. 
Another hoped for application of the microbubbles 
is as a drug delivery system in the treatment of can-
cer,  directing anticancer agents to the required place 
in the required dose at the required time. Adverse 
drug reactions can be minimized by administering a 
microcapsule with anticancer agents adsorbed on its 
surface to cancer cells. An animal study of this sys-
tem is currently underway, but the safety of a cyano-
acrylate microcapsule has been established.

“I think that it will be possible to make drug ther-
apy individualized for each patient. I hope to expand 
the network of experts in a variety of fields, includ-
ing medicine and pharmaceuticals, advancing the 
study for practical applications,” says Makuta.

Currently, Japanese industry, government and 
academic experts are jointly promoting the founda-
tion of an international standard for microbubbles 
under International Organization for Standardization 
(ISO) for the global development of microbubbles.

Microbubbles have the power to make a huge 
impact in the world. 

The Hollow Ultrasonic Horn
Photo: Hiroshi Sakurai

Hollow microcapsules 
formed when cyanoacrylates 
solidify on the surface of 
microbubbles
Photo: Courtesy of Toshinori Makuta

Microbubbles 
generated from 
the tip of the 
Hollow Ultrasonic 
Horn
Photo: Courtesy of 
Toshinori Makuta
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T
he Tokaido Road is an 
important route that 
was constructed in 1601 
and connects Nihom-

bashi in Tokyo with Kyoto along 
the Pacific Ocean. An important 
point on the road, Shizuoka City 
in Shizuoka Prefecture, has a long 
reputation as a producer of qual-
ity footwear. Mizutori Industrial 
Co., Ltd. which started business 
in Shizuoka in 1937, originally 
produced traditional geta, but 
twenty-five years ago it started to 
develop and sell an improved ver-
sion that is easier to wear. Geta are 

made of a cloth thong secured to a 
wooden platform. They are worn 
by pinching the thong between 
the two innermost toes. Because 
the geta made by the company are 
well-designed and comfortable to 
wear, they are suitable for modern 
life and casual wear, and are pop-
ular among people of all ages.

Marcos Da Paz Brum from Bra-
zil works on the production of 
geta at Mizutori Industrial Co. 
alongside Japanese craftsmen.

Marcos explains why he 
became a geta craftsman: 

“I longed for geta worn by the 

characters in movies by direc-
tor Akira Kurosawa. When I walk 
wearing geta, I enjoy the sooth-
ing sound of wood and I look 
refined.” He adds, “In Japan, 
people also build wooden houses 
and use many daily tools made of 
wood. I really like wooden geta 
because they are very Japanese.” 

Marcos has been interested in 
Japanese culture since childhood 
and practiced kendo (Japanese 
fencing) and naginata (Japanese 
halberd) at an old martial arts 
training school run by a Japanese-
Brazilian instructor in Rio de 
Janeiro. There he met a Japanese 
woman who had come to Brazil 
for a kendo match and later mar-
ried her. When his wife gave birth 
in 2012, they moved to her home-
town in Shizuoka City.

Kendo, 
Geta 
and the 
Japanese 
Spirit 

Kendo, Geta 
and the Japanese Spirit 

A young Brazilian man who came to Japan with a love for kendo 
has carved out a career as a maker of geta, traditional Japanese 
wooden sandals.

KUMIKO SATO

Marcos Da Paz 
Brum at work on a 

pair of geta sandals
Photo: Kumiko Sato
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Marcos was impressed by his 
new home’s close proximity to 
Mt. Fuji. He says, “In Rio, fenc-
ing instructors told me to fight 
with dignity, as fairly as Mt. Fuji. 
This is also true in life. They also 
taught me not to run away from 
challenges. Looking at the actual, 
magnificent and beautiful shape 
of Mt. Fuji, I was finally able to 
understand what he meant.”

In his first year in Japan, Mar-
cos studied Japanese, helping 
with tea farming at his wife’s fam-
ily home. An acquaintance of his 
father-in-law introduced Marcos 

to Mizutori Industrial Co. in 2013. 
He was still unable to completely 
understand Japanese and had 
a difficult time making geta 
because the work involves many 
fine and delicate tasks, but gradu-
ally he acquired the skills with 
the help of his seniors and now he 
teaches new apprentices.

Marcos recommends geta 
made from hinoki (cypress). 
Because geta are worn barefoot, 
hinoki, which is a soft wood, feels 
particularly comfortable. In addi-
tion, the grain is beautiful and the 
wood has a wonderful scent. The 
hinoki used for the geta produced 
by Mizutori Industrial Co. is har-
vested in Shizuoka Prefecture. 
Shizuoka is also a leading pro-
ducer of other wooden products, 
such as furniture and Buddhist 
altar fittings. Mizutori Industrial 
Co. incorporates furniture-mak-
ing techniques of Shizuoka. It cre-
ates products by processing them 
so that even the thin platform 
for geta is of sufficient strength. 
In addition, the company’s geta 
are characterized by their perfect 
fit with the shape of the feet and 
their lightness and ease of wear-
ing. Looked after carefully, they 
will last for many years.

Marcos puts a lot of energy and 
attention into mending work. He 
repairs the bottoms of worn geta 
platforms. If there is a weak part, 
he carefully repairs the geta pre-
serving the original shape and 
color with consideration for the 
user. Marcos also puts his heart 
into making geta for children.

“Geta are an effective way to 
develop flexible toes and a strong 
grip, making them good footwear 
for children,” says Marcos with a 
soft smile. “The challenge is to 
adjust the thongs so that they will 
not be too tight but are still easy 
for children to wear.” Of course, 
Marcos’s small children also enjoy 
wearing the geta he makes.

Marcos still continues to prac-
tice kendo and spars with his 
father-in-law, who teaches kendo 
to local children in the city. Mar-
cos believes that you can learn 
the Japanese spirit by practicing 
kendo, which values propriety 
and shows respect for others. 
Marcos says, “I think consider-
ation for others lies at the founda-
tion of all Japanese culture. I want 
to disseminate geta worldwide, 
while also sharing the depth of 
Japanese culture, but I still have a 
long way to go.” 

Marcos strikes a pose following a kendo bout 
using a bokuto wooden sword.
Photo: Courtesy of Marcos Da Paz Brum

Left, fashionable geta for women made by Mizutori Industrial Co.; 
right, Marcos holds a pair of traditional men’s geta
Photos: Kumiko Sato
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I
n periods of rapid economic growth, wastewater produced by factories 
can lead to pollution of water resources. Japan experienced serious 
water pollution during the period of rapid economic growth beginning 
in the 1950s and solved the problem in the 1980s through technologi-

cal development and the introduction of environmental regulations.
There is an important process in wastewater treatment called aeration, 

which entails sending air into a wastewater treatment reservoir, or reaction 
tank, and activating microorganisms. Treatment methods include creating 
foam on the surface of the water using revolving wings and brushes, and 
creating bubbles by sending air into plates and pipes with small holes set at 
the bottom of the treatment reservoir by fan. However, both of these meth-
ods are defective in that it is difficult to stir all the water in the treatment 
reservoir, which makes it impossible for air to circulate the reservoir. Other 
problems include the noise made by the wings and brushes, the scattering 
of wastewater, and the clogging of plates and pipes with sludge.

In 1975, Hanshin Engineering Co., Ltd. in Osaka City (founded in 1950) 

Installation (below) of the Aquarator® 
in the wastewater treatment reservoir 
(above) at a palm oil mill in Pahang, 
northern Malaysia

The Treatment 
of Palm Oil Mill 

Wastewater

Wastewater treatment equipment developed by a small and medium-
sized enterprise in Osaka, Japan is now being put to good use at a palm 
oil mill in Malaysia.

HIROSHI SAKURAI

Photos Courtesy of Hanshin Engineering Co.
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developed the Aquarator® to solve these problems. 
The Aquarator is placed on the bottom of the treat-
ment reservoir, absorbs wastewater from the bottom 
and emits tiny bubbles created by a fan in every direc-
tion of the reservoir from six apertures on top. In this 
way the treatment reservoir is stirred and aerated 
equally, and the wastewater is purified efficiently.

About 10,000 Aquarators have been sold to date, 
and they have been introduced to about 1,000 
domestic drainage facilities, which is about half of 
such facilities nationwide.

Hirotaka Kawashima, who belongs to the Over-
seas Sales Division of Hanshin Engineering Co., says, 
“Aquarators enable electricity cost savings, and are 
also advantageous in that they have a simple struc-
ture making them very easy to maintain.”

Hanshin Engineering Co. also operates in Asian 
countries with a focus on palm oil mills in Malaysia. 
Palm oil is a key industry in Malaysia, being used 
to produce margarine, soaps and cosmetics among 
other things. In recent years, however, environmen-
tal problems associated with palm oil mill wastewa-
ter have come to the fore. The Malaysian government 
is strengthening compliance with the standards for 
the treatment of palm oil mill wastewater, but there 
are many mills whose wastewater emissions signifi-
cantly exceed the standards. In this situation, the 
Malaysian Palm Oil Board (MPOB), which adminis-
ters the palm oil industry within the Ministry of Plan-
tation Industries and Commodities, is paying atten-
tion to Aquarators.

Kawashima says, “An MPOB researcher who lis-
tened to my presentation at a technical exchange 
meeting held in Osaka in 2012 told me that he wanted 

to use Aquarators. In response to this request, we for-
mulated project plans in cooperation with the Osaka 
prefectural government and other private companies 
in Osaka.”

In 2014, the project was temporarily adopted as 
part of the Japan International Cooperation Agency 
(JICA)’s Verification Survey of Support for Japanese 
Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) Overseas Busi-
ness Development, and was launched on a full scale 
at a mill in Pahang in northern Malaysia in March 
2016. Three Aquarators and two pieces of screen-
ing equipment for removing the residue contained 
in wastewater were introduced to the mill. In addi-
tion, so as to discuss the use of carbonized sludge 
for fuel of the mill boilers, one piece of equipment 
for carbonizing sludge was also installed. Hanshin 
Engineering Co. dispatched instructors from Japan 
to nurture local human resources and held two study 
sessions for the engineers of the MPOB and palm oil-
related companies.

As a result of the project, the BOD values1 of the 
mill wastewater improved significantly.2 The project 
was completed in July this year, but Aquarators will be 
introduced to other palm oil mills next year.

Kawashima says, “MPOB researchers rated our 
project highly and proposed that we jointly release 
research papers. We will disseminate Aquarators 
in Southeast Asia, especially in Malaysia, and con-
tribute to environmental improvement in multi-
ple countries.”

Japanese environmental technologies like that of 
Hanshin Engineering Co. are expected to play a major 
role in Southeast Asia in the years ahead, as the region 
continues to experience rapid economic growth.  

Aquarator® Mechanism

Engineers examine water samples at a study session held at a 
palm oil mill in Pahang as part of JICA’s Verification Survey.

1  BOD stands for Biochemical Oxygen Demand and is one indicator of water quality.

2   For the wastewater treatment standards set by the Malaysian government (at the point of final discharge), the standard value of 100 mg/l improved to the 
lowest value of 20 mg/l.



I
T’S about as close to gastronomical wizardry as 
you can get.

Tomie Hirano spreads, kneads and fashions 
rice, green beans, wild burdock, kanpyo (dried 

gourd strips) and other ingredients on a thin, oblong-
shaped omelette, in a controlled display of what 
appears to be organized chaos.

Then she wraps the salmagundi of ingredients 
using a makisu bamboo mat, creating a 10-cm thick 
roll, which she then slices with a knife and, just like 
magic, from within the rice, veg and seaweed matrix 
is revealed a colorful butterfly.

Often the skills required to concoct the globe’s 
most revered culinary delights are seen as a form of 
art, though in the case of futomaki sushi rolls, it’s the 
thing produced that’s a veritable masterpiece. 

Futomaki, or its longer title, futomaki matsuri sushi 
(literally, “festive thick roll sushi”) is a traditional type 
of sushi from the Boso region of northern Chiba Pre-
fecture, about two-hours southeast of Tokyo. Another 
popular name for the colorful cuisine is e-maki-zushi, 
or “picture roll sushi.” 

Unlike better known sushi varieties, such as 
chirashi-zushi (rice in a bowl topped with seafood and 
vegetables), or the nigiri-zushi (finger-shaped sushi) 

Some of the 100 or more 
traditional futomaki designs 
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Video by Satoshi Tanaka

Slicing through this omelette-
wrapped futomaki reveals a 
colorful butterfly.

Ingredients are wrapped using 
a makisu bamboo mat.

Futomaki:
Celebratory Sushi

The futomaki sushi rolls of 
Chiba Prefecture are culinary 
masterpieces that demonstrate 
the local people’s unique sense of 
hospitality.

ROB GILHOOLY

https://www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/videos/ws/20171201.html


found in supermarkets around the globe, futomaki 
is distinctly local fare, whose complex technique 
and catalogue of colorful designs have been handed 
down since olden times.

“One should think of futomaki as a fortunate con-
glomeration of ideas conjured up over the years by 
more erudite farmers’ wives,” says Eiko Ryuzaki, 88, 
who has penned numerous books on the history and 
creation process of futomaki and is a former asso-
ciate professor of Chiba College of Health Science. 
“Just to come up with these designs would have 
required more than just a passing understanding of 
geometry and algebra, which has led me to believe 
they were started by farmers’ wives whose educa-
tion continued beyond elementary school.” 

In addition to butterflies, more traditional designs 
vary from cherry blossom and Mt. Fuji to crabs, drag-
onflies and rabbits. Some of the designs are so intri-
cate that they require considerable time, patience 
and skill. 

According to Ryuzaki, the cuisine dates back 
around 100 years, but probably has its roots in a vari-
ety of rice balls that were prepared for feasts that 
date back much further. 

While Chiba is known for being blessed with an 
abundance of farm and marine produce — most nota-
bly twenty varieties of seaweed — the evolution of 
futomaki has been inspired by the arrival in the pre-
fecture of such “imported” ingredients as kanpyo, 
spinach and sakura denbu (dried cod flakes to which 
pink food coloring is added).

Over the past sixty years, the number of designs 
has increased as a wider range of produce has 
become available. 

The idea that it be served at feasts, however, 
remains unchanged. “It has long been served at cel-
ebratory occasions, such as the birth of a child and 

weddings,” Ryuzaki explains, adding that each vil-
lage would have a communal collection of crockery 
and cutlery, meaning that even the less affluent fam-
ilies could hold celebrations. 

It is also served at funerals, though without any 
of the bright colors used for other occasions — colors 
such as red and pink that are more commonly associ-
ated with good fortune in Japan.

Also among the more conventional designs are 
kanji script characters meaning prosperity, longevity 
and good will, designs that Ryuzaki says are equally 
complex to create. “People in this area start pre-
paring futomaki about three days before an event, 
starting with sourcing the rice and seasoning it,” she 
explains. “I think that alone demonstrates their deep 
sense of hospitality.” 

Traditionally, the rice is “seasoned” not with salt 
or other such condiments, but sugar, another aspect 
that displays the original creators’ nous, she says. 
After rice is cooked, once it is cooled the contained 
starch causes it to harden, but the addition of sugar 
slows that hardening process, she explains.  

Since Ryuzaki came across futomaki more than 
seventy years ago, efforts have been made not only 
to catalogue traditional designs but also create new 
designs and spread the word of “futomaki” not just 
in Japan but overseas as well. 

“Today there are over 100 designs and we have 
introduced and taught futomaki making in sev-
eral countries, including Spain, Germany, Turkey 
and Australia,” says Yoshiko Minegishi, a fellow 
researcher of Chiba cuisine and an instructor at a 
local organization called Hanamiyui that guards 
and promotes the futomaki tradition. “We hope to 
broaden knowledge of local cuisine such as this, and 
in the process deepen understanding of Japan’s rich 
regional cultures.”    
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Photos by Rob Gilhooly

Colorful futomaki ingredients 
ready for assembly

Eiko Ryuzaki has been making 
futomaki for more than 
seventy years.



Ise-Shima:  
Mystical and Magnificent

Ise-Shima National Park, which straddles the cit-
ies of Ise, Toba, Shima and Minami-Ise, is a coastal 
park notable for its distinctive littoral landscapes 
and for its rich forest environment, location of 

the Ise Jingu shrine. Blessed with a warm climate and 
tranquil seas, marine and plant life prosper here. 

Symbolizing the park is the ria coastline of the 
Shima Peninsula, in particular the complex and spec-
tacular landforms of Ago Bay, where there are many 
capes and inlets, and about sixty small islands. The 
island of Kashiko in Ago Bay was the main venue of 
the G7 2016 Ise-Shima Summit.

The Shima Peninsula’s bays, including Ago Bay, are 
known for the cultivation of asao green laver, edible 
oysters and Akoya pearl oysters. Some 3,000 to 4,000 
cultivation rafts are said to operate in Ago Bay alone. 
The floating rafts in the bay lend a unique atmosphere 
to the beauty of the coastline.

Among the rafts are the pearl cultivation rafts that 
are representative of this area. In connection with 

pearls in the Ise-Shima area, professional women 
divers called ama are famous. The ama gather Akoya 
pearl oysters from the seabed so that pearl-producing 
nucleuses can be inserted before returning them to 
the sea. Technologies have since replaced the divers, 
but the ama tradition is preserved as a tourist attrac-
tion on a small island in Toba Bay.

To the west of Toba Bay off the coast of Futamigaura 
in Ise City is another popular tourist attraction, 

KENTARO SANO

Location of Japan’s holiest Shinto shrine and 
home to some of its most beautiful coastlines, 
Ise-Shima National Park is a heavenly place to 
visit at any time of the year.
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Video by Satoshi Tanaka

The grounds of the Naiku 
inner shrine at Ise Jingu 

Okage-yokocho Street is lined with reproductions of stores on the 
old Ise pilgrimage road.

https://www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/videos/np/20171201.html


lifetime, and visiting the shrine was a popular prac-
tice among the general public. A visit to the shrine 
to express the gratitude of okagesama (“thanks to 
the gods”) for a rich harvest and successful business 
was called Okagemairi, and continued to be popular 
until the turn of the Meiji period (1868–1912). It is said 
that a particularly large number of people visited the 
shrine four times — records note that about two mil-
lion people visited the shrine in 1771 and about five 
million people visited the shrine in 1830. The esti-
mated Japanese population was 26 million and 27 
million people, respectively, which provides an indi-
cation of just how popular the pilgrimage was.

Okage-yokocho Street, which is close to the Uji 
Bridge, is a reproduction of stores on the Ise pilgrimage 
road that thrived because of Okagemairi. Here build-
ings of the time have been relocated or rebuilt and offer 
delicious food served by long-established stores and 
souvenirs. The street is a popular tourist spot where 
people can get to know the history and customs.

To this day the major allure of Ise-Shima National 
Park are the ever-changing beauty of its natural sur-
roundings, and the peaceful grounds and solemnity 
of Ise Jingu.   

Futamiokitama Shrine, which is known for the Meoto 
Iwa “wedded rocks.” Viewed from the shrine between 
May and July, the sun appears to rise between the 
rocks, and on a clear day Mount Fuji is visible on the 
horizon. From November to January the rocks form 
a frame for the moonrise. Utagawa Hiroshige (1797–
1858), a representative Ukiyo-e artist of the later Edo 
period, made a woodblock print of the sunrise scene 
in his “Thirty-six Views of Mount Fuji” series. In 
days of yore, pilgrims would stop at Futamigaura to 
undergo a purification ceremony before visiting Ise 
Jingu nearby. These days pilgrims usually go to Ise 
Jingu directly by train but often make a separate visit 
to Futamigaura as well.

Ise Jingu is the representative inland symbol of Ise-
Shima National Park. The grand shrine is the center of 
the worship of the Amaterasu-Omikami deity, belief 
in which has continued since ancient times. The 
shrine precinct consists of 125 shrines, the two main 
buildings being the Toyo’ukedaijingu (Geku, or outer 
shrine), which enshrines Toyo’uke-no-Omikami, the 
god of clothing, diet, housing and industry; and the 
Kotaijingu (Naiku, or inner shrine), which enshrines 
the Amaterasu-Omikami.

The grounds of Ise Jingu are vast covering some 
5,500 hectares and are blessed with rich nature. 
Visitors are free to roam the shrine’s extensive for-
est footpaths and enjoy the cherry blossoms in the 
spring, lush green leaves in the summer and beautiful 
yellow and red leaves in the fall.

Traditionally Ise Jingu pilgrims walked from the 
Geku to the Naiku, but most pilgrims today start their 
journey to the Naiku by passing through the torii 
(main gate) and crossing at the Uji Bridge, a beautiful 
Japanese-style wooden bridge over the Isuzu River. 

Having crossed the bridge, pilgrims walk through 
the sacred forest to the gate of the Shogu (main sanc-
tuary) which enshrines Amaterasu-Omikami. On 
fine days pilgrims are rewarded with clear fresh air 
and the sight of sunlight filtering through the trees. 
On rainy days, the breathing of the forest delights. 
Around ten million people visit the shrine every year.

In the Edo period (1603–1867), it was said that 
everyone should visit Ise Jingu at least once in their 
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The Meoto Iwa “wedded rocks” viewed from 
Futamiokitama Shrine 

An ama pearl oyster diver demonstrates the traditional 
method of gathering oysters from the seabed.
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SPOT-CHECK

In this haiku by Nakamura Teijo (1900–1988), the poet stands before a field of fading pampas grass shifting 

in the wind. Miscanthus sinensis, known in Japanese as “susuki,” is one of haiku’s seven autumnal flowers, 

while “kare-susuki,” or withered pampas grass, is a winter season word. In their autumnal pomp, the feathery 

heads of the tall silver grass evoke in viewers a sense of wonder, even amused incredulity, for the beauty of the 

ordinary. In Nakamura’s haiku, however, the grass has passed its peak and gives pause for more solemn reflection.

withered pampas grass 
just shimmering 
in the wind 

Haiku by Nakamura Teijo; 
translated by Robin D. Gill

Pampas Grass
Su su k i

T H E 
F L O W E R S  
O F  J A P A N
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