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Prime Minister's Diary

Prime Minister's Diary

THE PRIME MINISTER OF JAPAN 
VISITS MALAYSIA, SINGAPORE 
AND THE PHILIPPINES

Malaysia
THURSDAY, JULY 25, 2013

This year marks the 40th year of ASEAN-Japan friendship and cooperation

Photograph of the Prime Minister attending the welcome ceremony

Photograph of the Prime Minister holding a joint press conference with Prime Minister Najib Razak

ON July 25 (local time), 
Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe visited Malaysia.

Upon arriving in 
the capital city of Kuala Lumpur, the 
Prime Minister attended a welcome 
ceremony held at the plaza in front of 
the Prime Minister's Office and held 
a Japan-Malaysia summit meeting. 
After the meeting, the Prime 
Minister attended the ceremony 
for the signing of memorandums 
on cooperation for heavy particle 
radiotherapy for cancer and on 
cooperation for the issuance of 
Samurai bonds, following which a 
joint press announcement was held.

In the evening, the Prime 
Minister attended a banquet hosted 
by Mr. Najib Razak, Prime Minister 
of Malaysia.

Malaysia
Singapore

The Philippines
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Singapore
FRIDAY, JULY 26, 2013

ON July 26 (local 
time), Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe visited the 
Republic of Singapore.

Upon arriving in Singapore, the 
Prime Minister attended a welcome 
ceremony held at the Istana and 
paid a courtesy call on Dr. Tony Tan, 
President of Singapore. Following 
this, he held a Japan-Singapore 
summit meeting and joint press 
conference.

In the afternoon, the Prime 
Minister received a courtesy 
call from Mr. Joseph Biden, Vice 
President of the United States. Later, 
the Prime Minister delivered an 
address at the Singapore Lecture.

ON July 27 (local time), 
Prime Minister Shinzo 
Abe, who is visiting 
the Republic of the 

Philippines, laid a wreath at the 
José Rizal Monument in Rizal Park.

Later, the Prime Minister 
attended a welcome ceremony held 
at the Malacañang Palace and held a 
Japan-Philippines summit meeting 
and joint press announcement. 
Following this, he attended a 
luncheon hosted by Mr. Benigno 
S. Aquino III, President of the 
Philippines.

In the afternoon, the Prime 
Minister held a press conference at 
a hotel in Manila.

The Philippines
SATURDAY, JULY 27, 2013

Photograph of the Prime Minister delivering 
an address at the Singapore Lecture

Photograph of the Prime Minister reviewing 
the guard of honor during the welcome 
ceremony

Photograph of Prime Minister Abe with Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong

Photograph of Prime Minister Abe shaking 
hands with President Aquino

Photograph of the Prime Minister holding a 
press conference

All photographs on this and facing page courtesy of the Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan
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ROGER D. SMITH

S EVERAL townships and cities in Japan 
have signed on to a new initiative known as 
“Smart Wellness City”. This program offers 
a framework of urban revitalization projects 

based upon successful international cases and the latest 
research through which citizens can live more healthily 
and happily. In many ways, these plans center on the 
'walkability' of urban landscapes and the greater social 
interaction and health premium it affords.

Research has shown that strong social networks and 
communities in which people are socially engaged with 
each other – what may be called social capital – lead to 
better physical and mental health among residents who 
also tend to live longer lives. This kind of social capital 
is not only linked to good health, but also the prevention 
of crime, stronger foundations for democracy and 
enhanced economic development.

Shinya Kuno, a Professor of Health and Sport Sciences 
at Tsukuba University, helped launch the nationwide 
Smart Wellness City project after researching the 
relationship between the walkability of cities and their 
citizens’ health. The initiative aims to re-energize 
regional development, encouraging the elderly to stay 
healthy and fostering the greening of social capital. So 
far, more than twenty-six cities have signed on. 

Regional Cities 
Revitalize

Smart wellness city 
machi-zukuri



“ So far, more than 
twenty-six cities have 
signed on...”
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The Smart Wellness City committee hosts meetings 
among mayors from as far afield as Niigata, Shizuoka 
and Fukuoka who gather regularly to share policy ideas 
and discuss regional development issues. Many of these 
mayors are facing common challenges and the dialogue 
permits the exchange of solutions relating to an ageing 
and shrinking population, lower employment rates, loss 
of younger generations to the big cities and the changes 
to traditional ways of life. 

The built-design of neighborhoods can enable 
greater social interaction or inhibit it. In many ways, the 
‘walkability’ of a city’s landscape can promote greater 
social capital creation and healthier neighborhoods if the 
right facilities exist. Enhancing facilities to encourage 
the building or renovation of walkways and nature trails 
enables visitors and residents to hike, walk and explore 

the natural or historic sights of their cities. Adding 
incentives to use public transit, meanwhile, reduces car 
traffic while encouraging participants – old and young 
alike – to become healthier through community fitness 
programs involving the outdoors.

In the case of Niigata City, the largest city on the Japan 
Sea side of Honshu, its challenges include establishing 
better transportation links for a substantial population 
base while providing better care for the elderly. By 
integrating existing walkways and parks, new initiatives 
seek to promote walking in the city and greater urban-
rural interaction. 

The first policy action is the development of a 
transit-link system. The Niigata City jurisdiction 
was amalgamated with several of the surrounding 
townships in a municipal administrative reform in 2005, 



Above
A walking group in 
Niigata.

Above
A walking group in Toyooka, Hyogo. Toyooka city became a Smart Wellness 
City in 2011. Photograph courtesy of Toyooka city government.
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which created the challenge of how to create better 
public transit networks linking the city with its rural 
suburbs. To encourage people to use public transit, a 
new development is underway to build transit hubs at 
the city’s periphery that link lower-use rural bus routes 
with high-use city routes so as to save users' time and 
money. This also aims to encourage more people to 
walk in the city centre rather than drive cars, and thus 
alleviate problems of congestion and parking shortages. 

The Smart Wellness City project also requires 
legislative support. Frequently, the project’s 

jurisdictions are mixed—health, traffic, ageing 
populations and parks—and thus the areas under 
consideration for a new project typically fall under 
several bureaus within City Hall. Consolidating 
legislation so that it clearly allocates jurisdictions 
for  new projects makes it much easier to consider 
innovative ideas that might otherwise fall foul of 
conflicting interests. Niigata City found that unifying 
overlapping jurisdictions assisted in its planning, even 
though it is still in the preliminary stages of many 
projects. 



Above, Left
Environs of 
Mishima.

Right
In Toyooka, 
Hyogo, every 
Tuesday is 
'Walking Day". 
Photograph 
courtesy of 
Toyooka city 
government.

August 2013 | 9

Niigata City also aims to make life healthier and 
more enjoyable for its increasingly aging population. 
This will be done in part by encouraging walking 
groups for the elderly and organizing undertakings 
within Niigata City, such as campaigns for walking 
points and temple hikes. The elderly are also more 
likely to use public transit and have a personal 
attachment to the historic areas of the city. By keeping 
them engaged in Niigata City’s life and wellness, 
they can remain committed to the community’s 
preservation.

Professor Kuno’s project encourages participants, 
especially the elderly, to walk as much as possible 
and to keep track of their progress with a pedometer 
that registers what is dubbed as "kenkō mileage" or 
health-and-happiness mileage points. In some trial 
cities, these points can be used to obtain discounts at 
participating stores, allowing walkers to save money 
on a bottle of water or lunch after walking 10km. It 
also allows participants to monitor their own fitness 
better.

There is also an added advantage in the Smart 
Wellness City idea. Perhaps best articulated by Mr. 
Isato Kunisada, the Mayor of Sanjo Town in Niigata 
Prefecture, “the push years ago for wider roads 
through the centre of town to permit car traffic led 
to the loss of many smaller streets and alleyways. 
Oftentimes, however, it is these very alleyways that 
offered glimpses of the historic sites and pathways 
that were the distinctive charm of our town.” The 
promotion of walkability for Sanjo Town can also 
mean the protection and enhancement of these 
historic sites and retention of the distinctive character 
of the city. 

Elsewhere, Mishima City has looked to the 
expansion of walking routes and the cleaning up of its 
streams as part of its Smart Wellness City plan. Historic 
walking routes connect Mishima Taisha, one of Japan’s 
most famous shrines, with walking paths that sidle the 
streaming brooks and grassy parks running through 
a recently gentrified Izumicho in the eastern part of 
the township. Visitors can easily walk 20km in a day 
paying homage to various historic sites, perusing 
shopping arcades (shotengai) and hiking along wild 
paths north of the city that offer splendid views of Mt. 
Fuji. not only are the elderly invited to enjoy these 
walks, but the attractiveness of the sites draws younger 
sightseers as well.

Pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use neighborhoods 
that are frequently found in smaller Japanese cities 
differ substantially from suburbs one may find in the 
United States or elsewhere. Japanese towns contain 
more than just houses and this better encourages 
interaction among people, whether in the local grocery 
store or a chance meeting at a riverside park. The Smart 
Wellness City program aims to foster greater public 
mutual respect and trust, a valuable resource in times 
of personal or neighborhood need.  
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More can be found at panasonic.net/es/fujisawasst/

“Energy-Efficient 
Architecture” 
Fujisawa Smart town 
Project (Fujisawa sst)

A
VERY different kind of urban planning 
is underway in Fujisawa, Kanagawa 
Prefecture. Panasonic—a leading electronics 
manufacturer based in Osaka—is proposing 

a low-energy consumption green community on one of 
its former factory sites. Using the latest environmental 
technologies, sustainable architecture, solar power, 
energy grids and building materials, Panasonic's 
Fujisawa Smart Town Project (Fujisawa SST) will 
create a residential community that is linked into 
surrounding businesses, retailers and hospitals. The 
project aims to be completed by 2018 and will serve as a 
model town for other potential building projects in the 
future. 

The project encompasses nine other industry partners 
who bring their own specialized know-how to the 
development: from finance to planning, from advanced 
materials to energy-saving technologies. 

About 1000 homes will be built on an urban plan 
that radiates from a central town square. Buildings for 
business and commercial use are found on the periphery 
as well as welfare facilities and community facilities. 

One of the first innovations is to equip each home 
with solar power generation systems and energy-
efficient appliances to reduce the cost of energy use 
while generating a surplus of energy beyond the needs 
of each household. Each house will also be fitted with 
high capacity batteries for energy that is not immediately 
used. This innovation provides a significant saving for 
residents in the long run. 

The infrastructure of the community development 
project will employ integrated energy and information 
networks. Each home is to be fitted with a modulated 
heating/cooling system and low-energy appliances that 
are managed by a central computer system – a smart 
energy gateway – that maximizes efficiency and reduces 
wastage. This way, each household will be able to avoid 
high-cost energy bills. At the community level, this will 
help reduce carbon emissions by 70%.

Another feature of this Smart Town’s integration 
is the provision of health care monitoring. Families 
can have their health data monitored and appropriate 
responses can be offered according to the needs of each 
individual. 

In order to reduce carbon emissions, the energy grid 
powering homes will also be fitted with power stations 
for electric cars. This will enable families to more 
conveniently opt to own an electric-powered car that 
finds its energy source from the locally-produced solar 
power generation system. 

Once completed, the Fujisawa SST will not only offer 
energy self-sufficient and affordable housing, but will 
also provide the largest individually distributed energy-
generating systems in the world. 

Fujisawa Sustainable Smart Town is a full-scale 
commercialization project, and not just a feasibility 
study. Town planning does not end when construction 
is completed and the town should continue to grow 
with its residents. For this reason, the Fujisawa SST 
Management Company was established on 7th March, 
2013, to provide the ongoing services needed to make 
this a sustainable community. Panasonic is now 
actively developing the concepts and processes behind 
Fujisawa SST into other projects for Japan and around 
the world.  
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“ At the community level, 
this [project] will help reduce 
carbon emissions by 70%...”
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A 
NEW phenomenon is now taking 
hold in Japan that is not only eco-
friendly but also economical: Car 
Sharing. Of course, sharing a car ride 
with other passengers is already a 

common practice in the West, especially for city 
workers. Commuting by car is comparatively rare 
in the urban centers of Tokyo and Osaka, but car 
sharing is catching on with inter-city and rural 
commuters in other parts of Japan. This is having 
a positive impact on both the environment and 
economy. 

Car sharing differs from normal rental in that it 
allows registered users to book short-term driving 
times with scheduling software, or through the 
internet, in collaboration with others. Once the 
car sharing station acknowledges the booking, 
users can access the car with a security card, key 
or other system. Sharing drops the overall cost for 
each participant, offering a low-cost alternative to 
car ownership. This also means each vehicle, paid 
for by monthly subscriptions, has less down time 
compared to car rentals. Other benefits include 
reduced carbon dioxide emissions, less traffic jams 
and a minimal financial burden for users. 

In Ishinomaki City, Miyagi, where 60,000 
vehicles were wrecked by the tsunami following 
the Great East Japan Earthquake, a degree of 
revitalization of the region is making progress 
through car sharing. This article seeks to provide 
an insight into the current state of car sharing in 
Japan and its positive knock-on effect on Japanese 
society. 

Car 
Sharing

T
he Great East Japan Earthquake took place on 
March 11, 2011. In the coastal city of Ishinomaki 
in Miyagi prefecture, approximately 60,000 cars 
were swept away by the tsunami, causing many 

people to lose their main form of transport. Mr. Takehiko 
Yoshizawa, originally from Hyogo prefecture which 
was struck by the Kobe earthquake, has implemented a 
Disaster Area Car Sharing project in Ishinomaki City to 
support the victims of this natural disaster.

The project makes an appeal for cars, including used 
cars, to enterprises and individuals from all over Japan. 
These cars are sent to the victims of the disaster so 
they can be used on the basis of car sharing. In order to 
avoid users having to pay for car maintenance fees, the 
requirement is that the supplied cars must have a vehicle 
inspection certificate with a remaining validity of one year 

car sharing in 
disaster areas



or more. Also, although each car requires approximately 
¥150,000 per year in insurance and registration fees, 
these expenses are covered from a car fund set up from 
contributions made by people from all over Japan.

Mr. Yoshizawa started helping as a volunteer in the 
disaster area a week after the earthquake took place. 
He had heard about the car sharing project that was 
implemented in the affected areas of the Kobe earthquake 
from friends who had been working as volunteers in those 
areas for seven and a half years. "If people could share 
cars around the temporary residences and the affected 
areas, then I was sure that the lives of the victims would 
become much easier." This was the thought behind the 
establishment of the Disaster Area Car Sharing Association 
in July of the same year. Up until now, there have been 
72 cars donated, the use of which has expanded to 
approximately 50 temporary residential areas and 230 
people before they have even registered as members.

"This has clearly made it easier for people to move from 
one place to another. We can now go wherever we want 
to go, and meet whoever we want to meet. This has given 

us a more positive outlook on life," said one user with a 
smile on his face. Through this Disaster Area Car Sharing 
project, some people have even started offering personal 
volunteer transport services for the transportation of 
elderly people living on their own, back and forth from 
the hospital. Some have said that this car sharing project 
has given people an opportunity to help others, making 
them feel happy about their contribution to society. 
Additionally, some of the elderly people who benefit from 
these transport services are making contributions toward 
the maintenance costs of the cars. This car sharing project 
seems to have created a tangible chain of thoughtfulness 
and consideration.

The Disaster Area Car Sharing Association encourages 
donors to bring the donated cars themselves. This 
stems from the association's wish for donors to visit the 
temporary residences, so they can meet the car users 
and have an opportunity to interact and communicate 
with them. In some cases, this has resulted in the users 
remaining in contact with the car donors, with some 
users even sending their donors some specialty goods 
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from Ishinomaki. Some car donors 
have given their impressions such as, 
"It makes us really happy that our car, 
which is full of lovely memories such 
as going out for drives with my wife, 
or on family camping vacations, is 
helping others in this way."

Although at the beginning, this 
project was primarily supported 
by people from all over Japan, 
recently this has changed into a 
form of mutual support from people 
in the local communities. "In the 
fall of 2012, students from Sendai 
Akamon Automobile Technical 
College came as volunteers, while 
in the spring of this year, volunteers 
from 18 maintenance workshops in 
Ishinomaki City came to maintain 
the cars. It is also planned for the 
students of Ishinomaki Senshu 
University to come in the fall of 
this year to help us as well. We are 
deeply grateful for the support we 
are receiving from people from so 

T
HE car sharing system 
was introduced to Japan 
in 1998 as a technology 
development experiment, 

focusing on the spread of electric 
vehicles (EVs). The first experiment in 
Japan using gasoline cars took place 
in 2001, but it soon stumbled due to 
lack of clear project goals and negative 
public attitudes. The initiative came 
to an end without a major effect on 
the automobile market. 

6 electric vehicles. It seems that 
the idea of using environmentally-
friendly electric vehicles for the 
Disaster Area Car Sharing project 
originated from the people living in 
the temporary residences.

With regard to their future 
objectives, Mr. Yoshizawa added, "It 
made me happy to see that through 

In 2002, the first 
commercialized car sharing system 
was introduced in Yokohama, 
followed by a few other regions that 
applied their rules beyond the 
strict use of EVs. As Mr. Ichimaru 
Shinpei from the Foundation 
for Promoting Personal Mobility 
and Ecological Transportation 
explains, “the rise in oil prices 
and the Lehman shock in 2008 
led to an increase in the number 
of companies offering car-sharing 
schemes. In addition, an increased 
tendency to economize on 
costs and rising awareness about 
environmental issues led to a rapid 
increase in the number of members 
signing up for the system.”

According to a recent survey 
conducted by the foundation, 
the current number of members 
subscribed to car sharing in Japan 
stands at 289,497 (18 times the 
number in 2010), and the vehicles 
involved number 8831 (7 times 
the number in 2010). Where the 
distribution ratio of car sharing in a 
country is calculated as the number 
of registered members over the total 
population, Switzerland comes out 
top at 1.3%. Japan’s distribution rate 
has improved over the past few years 
and has now reached the same level 
as Canada, Germany, and the United 
States at 0.23%. Further growth is 
expected with the development of 
new urban areas and smart cities that 

The state of 
car sharing in 
japan

far away. However, in order to have 
sustainable mutual support, it is 
important for us to start shifting 
toward an environment where local 
communities can help each other 
out," said Mr. Yoshizawa.

Mitsubishi Motors gave the 
association a free loan this summer, 
and so they have now started using 



are more amenable to EVs and with an 
increase of the number of luxury cars 
available to the system.

There is proof that car sharing 
reduces the burden on the 
environment. According to a 2012 
survey, the annual distance travelled 
per household was 4048km, 
which decreased to 2563km after 
participants entered the car-
sharing program: a drop of 37%. In 
addition, the preference for smaller 
cars and consequent reduction in 
fuel consumption per kilometer 
led to a 45% annual decrease in 
C02 emissions per household at an 
average of 0.34 tons. 

Aside from residential areas, the 
largest effect was seen in Tokyo with 

a total annual CO2 emissions down 
to 53%. This is the largest decrease 
for any urban area in Japan. The 
reduction in car ownership has also 
seen a decline in the need for parking 
spaces, allowing for the preservation 
and reinstatement of green areas. If 
car sharing can move to the greater 
use of EVs, the contribution to the 
environment would be enhanced 
further still. 

Since EVs are expensive in 
comparison to regular cars, they 
represent a heavy burden in terms of 
cost to the individual buyer. It is in 
this sense that car sharing can make 
the greatest contribution by making 
the shared-ownership of EVs a 
realizable goal for many. By increasing 

the numbers of 
electric vehicles 
in operation, 
it is possible 
for society at 
large to make 
a substantial 
cut in carbon-
dioxide 
emissions and 
reduce the 
consequent 
environmental 
burden caused by gasoline driven 
vehicles. Apart from pricing, the 
greater widespread adoption of EVs 
is also dependent upon the greater 
proliferation of recharging facilities in 
outlying areas.   

Ichimaru Shinpei
Foundation for 
Promoting Personal 
Mobility and Ecological 
Transportation

The Disaster Area Car Sharing 
project goes far beyond the mere supply 
of a form of transport. It does not only 
bring happiness and hope to people, 
but it also holds the amazing power to 
reinvigorate the city of Ishinomaki.   

PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF THE 
DISASTER AREA CAR SHARING 
ASSOCIATION & いいね！JAPAN ©

this project, users were able to look 
forward to the future and think about 
their dreams. Electric vehicles are 
not only friendly to the environment, 
but they are also a power source in 
the case of an emergency. September 
is disaster prevention month, and 
we are planning to run simulations 
to ensure we can smoothly use 
electric vehicles as power sources 
in the case of an emergency. The 
biggest challenge in ensuring that 
electric vehicles can be used easily 
and comfortably is the provision 
of widespread charging stations. 
However, I would also like us to 
think, together with all the users of 
the electric vehicles, about making 
concrete requests from a variety of 
perspectives to Ishinomaki City, 
ensuring that they are all linked 
to infrastructure development. 
Moreover, we have also set ourselves 
a new, initial target of creating one 
temporary residential area from 

where we can charge the electric 
vehicles using natural energy. 
It would be great if through car 
sharing, we could contribute to 
the construction of a new city, 
taking into account aspects such as 
disaster prevention, infrastructure 
development, and environment 
creation.
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ROGER D. SMITH

GINZA is known for many 
things – everything 
from glitzy brand-name 

department stores to smokey evening 
bars – but it is not so well known as a 
venue for green projects. Today, much 
of the buzz on the street has to do 
with a recent bee-keeping project led 
by Mr. Atsuo Tanaka, which involves 
a greening folk-craft initiative that 
aims to inject some new life into a 
traditional corner of Tokyo. 

Called Gin-Pachi (“Gin” from Ginza, 
and “Pachi” from mitsubachi), the 
project started off small in 2006 and 
mostly as an “adult hobby.” The roof 
top of 11-story Marrioner Building 
had nothing more than ventilation 
equipment, so Mr. Tanaka and his 
group chose the site to lay sods to form 
a small field and set aside a corner for 
beekeeping, including over 30,000 
bees, hives, racks, fencing and honey-
making equipment. Volunteers were 
recruited to assist with the care of 
the hives, including the all important 
queen bee, and taught the necessary 
skills for taking care of the Apis cerana 
Japonicus, which is reputed to have a 
comparatively mild temperament.

Mr. Tanaka states that one aim of 
the project is to foster a stronger sense 
of community in Ginza, which does 
in fact house a residential district to 
accompany the many department 

stores in the city centre. People from 
surrounding businesses join in bee-
keeping events and their ideas are 
solicited for new products based upon 
the honey produced. 

Today, the Ginza Mitsubachi 
project not only sells honey, but many 
associated consumer goods using 
honey and wax, such as craft beer, 
cakes, ice cream, honey drinks, make-
up and candles. Even a new high-ball 
– the honey chu-hai – was invented as 
a local refreshment that is sold in some 
local bars. 

The bees gather pollen from the 
surrounding gardens and parks within 
a three-kilometer radius, including 

Queen Bees in Ginza
Ginza Hachimitsu project spreads 
to over 100 cities in Japan, helping 
communities and the environment
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the Imperial Palace, Hibiya Koen and 
Hamarikkyu Garden. The resulting 
honey is less sweet and more floral in 
flavor than supermarket fare, and has 
earned the moniker of “Royal Honey” 
due to the proximity of the imperial 
family’s own garden. Reputedly, the 
honey changes flavor with the season 
as new flowers come into bloom.

This kind of urban revitalization is 
becoming more common in Japan as 
people search for new ways to combine 
life and business in their communities. 
It is also an example of a low-cost 
industry reaping greater rewards as 
the demand rises for this honey in 
Ginza’s high-end bars and restaurants. 
These types of "craft" industries 
might be termed yaruki (“Go for it”) 
projects which foster traditional crafts 
and techniques that do not displace 
already established industries and can 
play a role in fostering environmental 
sustainability. 

Mr Tanaka's beekeeping 
project is a recent buzz on 
the streets of Ginza

Queen Bees in Ginza

Other such projects include 
growing gardens on skyscraper 
rooftops, such as mitsumata bushes 
(Edgeworthia chrysantha) used in the 
production of washi paper. Various 
other urban centers in Tokyo have also 
caught on to the bee-farming project, 
and there are other bee-keeping 
rooftop locations in Shibuya, Akasaka, 
Ekoda, Tama, Omiya, Sapporo, 
Sendai, Nagoya and Kitakyushu.

On a more serious note, bees 
can also be an indicator of 
environmental health. 
When air quality 
is good, bees 
thrive; 

when pollution abounds, populations 
decline. Mr. Tanaka is pleased to report 
that the Ginpachi population appears 
to be stable and, thus, the surrounding 
air quality is comparatively good. 
Moreover, since many species of 
flower and plants rely upon honeybee 
pollination, they do more than simply 
make honey and health-products – 
they are vital in the reproductive cycle 
for new generations of flowers.  



TERRIE LLOYD

JAPAN loves word 
contractions. We have 
konbini (convenience store), 
sumafo (smart phone), and 
even arafo (around 40 years 

old). But a new one for us recently has 
been Onpaku,  which expands out to 
“onsen hakurankai” that in English 
means to stay at an onsen. But Onpaku 
is more than just a contraction. The 
concept goes deep and implies that 
a stay at an onsen town can be a 
unique opportunity to experience and 
appreciate traditional Japan.

The Onpaku movement was born 
in Beppu, Oita-ken, in 2001, out of 
concern that the local economy was 
suffering from falling numbers of 
holiday makers and their all-too 
transient attitude. Much like Europe 
has slow food, the Onpaku founders 
wanted to imbue their visitors with 
the sense of depth of hospitality 
and tradition that gives guests an 
added flavor to their stay. Sometimes 
it might be a special performance 

by local artists and other times a 
memorable personal experience with a 
craftsperson.

The objective of the Onpaku 
program is to create a uniformly 
high-level consumer experience 
in rural communities that finicky 
town-dwelling customers love. The 
consistency of service, the desirability 
of old customs and traditions laid out 
in an interesting way, and professional 
marketing all mean that consumers 
join an Onpaku event in a totally 
different light. This means that 
formerly commonplace experiences 
can be elevated to something special, 
and that consumers are willing to 
pay more to get access to authentic 
experiences they have lost touch with 
in their busy modern lives.

As a result, Onpaku has spread 
far beyond the original group’s 
imaginings more than a decade after 
being conceived. Not only does it 
include more than 100 different travel 
experiences, ranging from zazen 
lessons at local Buddhist temples to 
pottery lessons, but the program has 
also blossomed across Japan. There are 
18 other towns in the Onpaku program, 
with more on the way.

Of the many traditional Onpaku 
tours on offer in Beppu, one of the 

Onpaku
A recipe for 
revitalization

more popular is pottery classes in a 
craft-shop on the outskirts of the city 
since, apart from hotsprings, Oita-ken 
is also very well known for its pottery 
craftwork. The experience includes 
a chance to learn how to use clay, 
equipment and kilns in order to make 
one's own pottery art. This is followed 
by a washoku lunch made from spring 
vegetables grown in the local garden. 

The early years of Onpaku were 
filled with experiments and learning, 
which eventually led to a proven 
methodology that makes the program 
exportable and replicable. Indeed, the 
power of the program means that new 
towns joining Onpaku can experience 
startling transformations, as their 
leaders and merchants start to practice 
the concept and the discipline that 
comes with it. The Nippon Foundation 
and the Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry initially gave 
impetus to the program, which led to 
predictability and a well-developed 
structure in its implementation. 
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T he final step is REVIEW 
AND REFINEMENT. 
The team must have 

proven that they had the mettle 
to succeed and are not simply 
content to rest on their laurels. 
Visitors can be a fickle bunch 
who, without continuous 
improvement, will soon find 
other places to go.

So what is the Onpaku program? 
Basically there are five parts, all designed to integrate and create richer, more 
rewarding experiences for the public.

The Onpaku organizers have learned 
many new things. As communities that 
used to compete with each other for 
tourists now learn to collaborate under 
a central set of guidelines, a surprising 
thing happens: the tourists start coming 
back. Satisfied visitors then tell their 
friends about the traditional Japan they 
re-discovered and soon the economic 
benefits follow. This is a healthy recipe 
for revitalizing traditional Japan.  

T he first step of the 
“Onpaku method” – 
AWARENESS – involves 

creating a secretariat for the 
town, which coordinates 
all aspects of education and 
training of the participants, as 
well as marketing efforts. Having 
a secretariat means that all 
the key decision makers in the 
community collaborate on the 
concept to make it successful.

T he second step, SOCIAL 
PREPARATION, involves 
developing the right 

environment for cooperation. 
This includes training and study 
groups to develop the program’s 
core resources—people—as well as 
the development of services and 
finances. Trainers from Beppu 
are dispatched to the candidate 
town, to ensure that the program 
is properly understood.

T he third step, ROLL-
OUT PREPARATION, 
finds trainers taking on 

a consultative approach and 
areas for improvement. The 
trainers then proceed to fill 
those gaps. It is also around this 
time that the new secretariat 
starts producing its marketing 
materials and gets down to 
operational issues such as 
scheduling and specifics.

T he fourth step is ROLL-
OUT. This stage involves 
the actual offering of the 

tours and exeriences, including 
a rigorous checking-scheme 
to ensure that tours meet high 
standards. If there is going to be 
a point of failure for a candidate 
township, it will be in this phase, 
and solidarity is essential in 
overcoming the challenges and 
disappointments along the way. 

Beppu

PHOTOGRAPHY COURTESY OF 
いいね！JAPAN ©
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Having an Onpaku stay in Beppu A chance to try a folk craft or traditional Japanese experience
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Livable Cities
L IVABLE cities are those urban environments that support—through the built environment and social capital of its 

citizens—varied lifestyles, the futures of families, economic and social health, and care for individuals during their 
life-cycle from birth to death. Infrastructure is important to augment human capabilities, whereas intangibles, such 

as quality of life or access to healthcare, make for a more secure future for those living in Japan. Here are some statistical 
representations on the health, family and social conditions that make up life in Japanese communities.

Japan by statistics
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JONATHAN GROGAN

L
et’s explore the Japanese 
tradition of O-Bon! A 
tradition is a way of doing 
something that is handed 

down from older people to younger 
people. Traditions can be very old, or 
sometimes new. O-bon is very old. 

Imagine yourself walking along a 
country lane in the early evening in 
late summer. Looking above the fiery 
orange shape of the setting sun you 
can see the faint sparkle of the stars 
in the darkening sky, and the dark 
shadow of the hills to your right. The 
chirping sound of cicadas floats down 
from the hills and the smell of burning 
sticks, makibi, fills your nose. 

Turning a corner, you find a small 
wood fire crackling and smoldering 
in a large dish on a stand. You have 
found a mukaebi or “welcoming fire”. 
Next to the fire stands the gate to an 
old farmhouse. A small, neatly swept 
path leads up to the door. You gently 
push open the gate and carefully walk 
over each stone that leads to the porch. 
The dark shape of the tiled roof looms 
above you. Ringing the doorbell, soft 
footsteps can be heard inside. The door 
opens. Suddenly you see the smiling 
face of your Japanese friend Kaori. The 
sound of eating, drinking and people 
talking can be heard inside. Taking 
off your shoes, you walk along the 
corridor into the main room. Kaori`s 

family and relatives are sitting on the 
floor around a long table, enjoying 
different dishes of food.

Kaori explains that Japanese 
people often return to their family 
home during the O-bon season. 
O-bon lasts for 3 days, normally 
starting around the 15th of August. 
Because O-bon is so old, nobody 
really knows how it began. Many 
people believe that the ancestors of 
the family come back to the house 
at this time. Ancestors are all of the 
family members that were alive 
before. Kaori nudges your arm and 
jokes that she has so many ancestors 
there is not enough room in the 
house! Maybe you feel it̀ s a little 
creepy. The ancestors are of course 
not alive, only their spirits can 
visit. Actually, the mukaebi helps 
them find their way from the family 
grave to the house. The time before 
O-bon is very busy, cleaning the 
house, garden and family grave in 
preparation for visitors, and for the 
family spirits. 

Kaori points to a large wooden 
altar or chest. You can see the 
peaceful figure of Buddha sitting at 
the back of the chest, and in front, a 
special table with food arranged on 
it. This is a butsudan (Buddhist altar) 
says Kaori and the food on the table 
is called o-sonae. The spirits stay in 
the butsudan during O-bon. At the 
end of O-bon, an okuribi or farewell 
(good-bye) fire is lit, and the spirits 

return to the family grave. “We also 
visit our family grave, called O-haka 
mairi in Japanese, to ask our ancestors 
to help and protect us, and show them 
that they are remembered”, says Kaori.

Kaori places an orange lantern in 
your hands. “This is a tōrō” she says. 
We light a candle in the tōrō and let 
it float down a stream or river on the 
last day of O-bon, this is called tōrō 
nagashi. The spirits follow the lanterns 
back to their world. 

It̀ s getting late. Kaori`s mother 
hands you a small box of snacks from 

O-bon
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Semi

Okuribi

Go-Senzo sama

Butsudan

O-Sonae

O-bake

Toro Nagashi

Ie

O-Haka mairi

Mukaebi

the dinner wrapped in a furoshiki, a 
traditional cloth. You thank her for her 
kindness and she and Kaori lead you to 
the door. “Just watch out for o-bake”, 
Kaori says. “What are o-bake?” you 
ask. Kaori explains that they are 
strange spirits that come out at night. 
Promising to be careful, you make 
your way back down the country lane 
to the station. Almost tripping over a 
small stone statue in the darkness, you 
are lucky that you doǹ t see the statue 
turn into a raccoon dog and run off… 
You just met your first o-bake!  

O-BON WORD GAME
MATCH THE ENGLISH WITH THE JAPANESE

Traditional monster or spirit

Visit to family grave

Buddhist Altar 

Food offering

Farewell/good-bye fire

Family home

Lantern floating

Cicada

Welcoming fire

Ancestor
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RIE ISHIZAKI

W
ITH the anxieties surrounding 
food self-sufficiency and global 
climate change, urgency has 
been given to  farming and 

harvesting techniques that allow for greater 
environmental control. These agricultural 
manufacturing systems are known as “plant 
factories”. At Chiba University's Kashiwanoha 
Campus, this innovation makes ideal food 
production in Japan possible through 
environmental control, extensive planning and 
management of plants traditionally dependent on 
natural inputs, so as to produce fresh vegetables 
in the face of an uncertain future and harsh 
environmental conditions.  

Given the current global population already 
exceeds seven billion people and is expected to top 
nine billion by 2050, food production is likely to 
become a serious problem for future generations. 
Plant factories are being devised as one possible 
solution for potential food shortages and climactic 
variability. By building a controlled growing 
environment that can closely monitor such 
variables as temperature, light intensity, humidity, 
ventilation, and CO2 concentration, vegetables 
can be raised in near ideal conditions, allowing 
better planning, quality and productivity. The 
three types of lights used vary according to 
specification: natural sunlight in greenhouses, 
artificial lamps only, and auxiliary lamps used in 
unison with sunlight.

How does the plant factory differ from a 
greenhouse? The plant factory has a much higher 
degree of environmental monitoring and use of 

technologies to better control the various factors 
needed in growing vegetables. Moreover, it does 
not use soil for cultivation, but instead uses 
supplemental nutrients that are found in regular 
topsoil. It is a very high-tech solution to counter 
severe environments or agricultural adversity. 
The factories can also produce vegetables of 
higher quality than normal greenhouse farms. 

Professor Tōru Maruo of the Graduate School of 
Horticulture Research, Chiba University, oversees 
the plant factory project. His team is currently 
conducting experiments within five sunlight 
plant factories and two artificial light factories. 
The project is supported by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and forms part 
of a consortium of over 60 private companies.

Productivity levels are remarkable. If leaf 
lettuce is planted in racks stacked ten high within 
a 1000m2 plant factory, 7500 heads of lettuce can 
be produced in a day or about 2.5 million per year. 
Compared to open-field cultivation, this is more 
than 100-times the annual production, with even 
great capacity for higher yields. 

New kinds of light sources are being tried, 
including LED lamps. Since LED is more power-
efficient, its adoption may help reduce the per-unit 
cost of production and promises to make artificial-

Plant Factories
Research Project at 
Chiba University

Yutaka 
Shinohara
Professor 
Emeritus 
at Chiba 
University 
explaining the 
plant factory 
process

Tōru Maruo
Professor 
at Chiba 
University
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light plant factories a cost-
cutting bet for the future. 

Whereas in the past the 
key objectives of hydroponic 
cultivation were largely “stable 
supply” and “food safety and 
security,” these latest advances 
are enabling a more ambitious 
agenda. In recent years, 
the move has been toward 
producing "functional foods" 
through the precise control of 
nutrient and lighting inputs. 
For example, it is now possible 
to make low-potassium lettuce 
catering to people with kidney 
disease. This means that there 
is the potential for a stronger 
link between medicine and 
agriculture, thus ensuring that 
health needs are met in the 
coming century. 

Reducing production costs 
is a current aim of the plant 
factory project. Professor 
Maruo said that the cost of one 
head of lettuce has fallen as low 
as 58 yen, but that further cost 
reductions must be introduced 
to make the factories profitable 
in Japan. Varying plant species 
and targeting specialized 
markets may also further 
assist in meeting these cost 
objectives. Furthermore, costs 
can be brought under control by 
reducing crop losses. Whereas 
the average farm aims to lose 
less than 50% of its crop, a plant 
factory can achieve losses of 
less than 5%. 

Another advantage of plant 
factories is that they do not 
use pesticides, which reduces 
health risks, water usage for 

“ Whatever 
uncertainty future 
climate change 
may bring, the 
technologies to 
provide daily fresh 
vegetables and fruit 
production are now 
within reach.”

washing and overall labor 
costs. Moreover, such factories 
also have the ability to be built 
closer to cities, where the food 
is ultimately consumed, since 
they are environmentally self-
contained. This further reduces 
distribution and transportation 
costs. 

Plant factories are now 
being used in countries 
outside of Japan as well. Mirai, 
Inc. (President Shimamura 
Shigeharu from Matsudo, Chiba 
Prefecture) will soon build one 
in Mongolia, using artificial 
lighting and hydroponic 
cultivation in order to supply 
local restaurants and groceries. 
Since Mongolia’s winters are 
very harsh, the plant factory 
will be able to provide fresh 
vegetables throughout the year. 
A similar set-up has been built 
in the Showa Base in Antarctica, 
a climate that is especially 
hostile for farming, so that 
Antarctic-based researchers can 
have yearlong access to fresh 
foods. Lastly, mini-plant factory 
home kits are now available for 
family use. 

Several challenges still 
exist. Since this kind of plant 
cultivation is energy intensive, 
costs remain high and thus 
their share of the overall 
market remains low at this 
stage. Whatever uncertainty 
future climate change and 
adverse agricultural conditions 
may bring, the technologies to 
provide daily fresh vegetables 
and fruit production are now 
within reach.  



BACK in the 1980s, 
Japanese food was just 
coming into fashion 
in the United States. 
Americans daring 

enough to try exotic washoku had 
the choice of savoring sushi or one 
of the large-brand sakes, but little 
else. Today, however, tastes have 
diversified enough that Japanese food 
is no longer synonymous with sushi, 
but includes a variety of specialty 
dishes more commonly eaten in 
Japan: ramen, donburi, izakaya fare 
and ji-zake. One person who has made 
a significant contribution in opening 

Food 
Pioneer

Taeko 
Takigami
ROGER D. SMITH

the hearts and minds of the American 
cuisine world is Ms. Taeko Takigami. 

President of Comculture LLC 
(www.comculture.net) and former 
Executive Director of the New York-
based Gohan Society, Ms. Takigami 
has an impressive background 
in promoting culinary culture in 
the United States. First arriving 
in California and then moving to 
New York in the early 1980s, she 
found that many Americans had an 
oversimplified perception of Japanese 
food and thenceforth embarked on 
a career in educating chefs in the 
United States about Japanese cuisine 

and its varied ingredients. 
“I grew up in Osaka, which is a 

city where people love food. Osaka-
jin strongly believe that mutual 
enjoyment of a dish can deepen the 
relationship among people sitting 
at the same table. Appreciation of 
food can bind people together unlike 
anything else and it is this important 
cultural trait that probably makes 
people from Osaka quite warm-
hearted overall,” Ms. Takigami says.

Beyond the obvious health 
benefits of eating nutritious Japanese 
ingredients, the cultural milieu of 
these dishes, such as formal kaiseki 
ryori and common ramen, can 
introduce North Americans to a new 
world of tastes. As Ms. Takigami 
explains, “Exposing chefs to the 
special preparation required for 
Japanese food not only expands the 
range of healthy ingredients they can 
choose for their recipes, but can also 
help foster the innovative attitude 
required for inventing new tastes 
and fusion food. Introducing chefs to 
the gastronomic delights of Japanese 
food is more than just good business, 
it’s a mission of cultural exchange 
of our culinary traditions. It can be a 
win-win situation.”

Food can be an important entry-
point into another culture, much as 
music, movies and languages can 
stoke passions of other nations. For 
Ms. Takigami, it has provided her 
with many opportunities: “To be able 
to leave a legacy that fuses Japanese 
and American cultures is a lifelong 
aim of mine. It is a way to promote 
and mutually enjoy the best that 
our societies have to offer. It is more 
than just a business or industry, but 
a valuable way to add variety to the 
passions of life.”

Food can also be a bond of 
sustenance in times of adversity. 
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When the earthquake struck Tohoku 
in March 2011 leaving many people 
without homes and food, Ms. 
Takigami seized the opportunity to 
mobilize chefs for a humanitarian 
cause. She helped organize volunteer 
chefs from the United States – some 
of the best reputed chefs in the 
world – to start a rescue kitchen in 
Kamaishi, Iwate-ken to provide food 
for the needy. At a time when help 
was hard to come by and volunteers 
in short-supply, the presence of a 
kitchen providing quality dishes to 
assist rescuers and the displaced was 
a very welcome and needed gesture 
of support from abroad in a time of 
disaster. 

Her own company now seeks to 
educate chefs and clientele about 
lesser known Japanese ingredients 
and cooking techniques in the United 
States. She particularily emphasizes 
the nutritional drawing-power of 
washoku, as evidenced by the life-
span of the average Japanese person. 
Beyond a healthy diet of fish and 
vegetables, washoku staples such as 
soba and rice are comparatively low 
in fats, cholesterol and additives and, 
if prepared the correct way, can offer 

a healthy alternative to standard 
American fare. Even street-food in 
Japan is comparatively nutritious 
and may hold significant appeal to 
Americans. Again, education and 
training are key to ensure that such 
ingredients are available for chefs to 
prepare properly.

Ms. Takigami's latest efforts 
involve extensive contact with top-
ranked chefs in New York. By hosting 
events, seminars and tastings, she 
aims to influence haute cuisine while 
perhaps using media to promote chef 
exchanges. “If we could film a star 
chef from the West touring Japan, 
striking out into the countryside 
to try some local cuisines, it might 
provide a new context needed to 
better appreciate Japanese food for 
its simplicity, sophistication and 
good-hearted pleasure.”

It is through the passion of such 
food pioneers as Ms. Takigami that 
the culinary world has widened.  

“ Introducing chefs to 
the gastronomic delights of 
Japanese food is more than just 
good business, it's a mission 
of cultural exchange of our 
culinary traditions...”
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Food can offer bonds of sustenance and 
exchange ▶ 

Here a relief worker offers assistance to 
Tohoku residents and chefs learn how to 
prepare Japanese ingredients.
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M
ANY visitors to 
Japan desire to 
catch a glimpse 
of a traditional 

way of life and experience the 
extensive history of this Far 
Eastern nation. An itinerary that 
only includes Tokyo makes it 
unlikely that one will be afforded 
the opportunity to see the 
farming villages, rolling Karst 
mountains or bamboo forests 
that make up the more beautiful 
face of Japan. Cycling in northern 
Gifu Prefecture – an area known 
as Hida-Takayama – offers just 
such rare glimpses into a way of 
country life that few travelers get 
to see.

The Hida-Takayama area is 
best known for its craft culture, 
rural traditions and the beauty 
of its carpentry, including the 
gassho farmhouses (thatched-

Emerald greens and cedar 
browns abound in this 
rural sanctuary of Hida-
TakayamaGifu

Cycling in Hida-Takayama

roof houses) that also make 
up the Shirakawa-go UNESCO 
world heritage site. The town 
of Takayama itself is known 
as an “Little Kyoto” since it is 
one of the few places in Japan 
that has preserved many of its 
wooden heritage buildings from 
the Tokugawa Era and earlier.  
But this area of Gifu Prefecture 
is probably best-known for 
the spectacular countryside, 
including the majestic Northern 
Alps, long-running green valleys 
and stunning pastoral views. 

One way to experience the 
region is to take a cycling tour 
with Hida-Satoyama Cycling.  
Recipient of the top award 
offered by a worldwide travel 
website, Hida-Satoyama Cycling 
is headquartered in the town 
of Furukawa, just to the north 
of Takayama City. This puts 

it in the middle of a region of 
forests, mountains and farming 
communities that make for 
splendid cycle touring. The 
company offers cycling routes 
that attempt to show the way 
of life of the Hida region while 
also giving participants a chance 
to try their hand at crafts and 
hiking. 

Tours are either a half or full 
day and offer the option of lunch 
and side excursions. Of course 
weather is an important variable 
and cyclists must come prepared, 
but the summers in Hida are 
generally sunny and warm with 
only occasional rain. Operations 
run from spring to autumn (since 
the area experiences very heavy 
snowfall in the winter) and Hida-
Satoyama is busy enough to make 
outings every day during the 
touring season. 

ROGER D. SMITH
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Several guides offer their 
tours in English and they are very 
knowledgeable about cycling, 
the history and geography of the 
area and guiding groups to show 
the best that Hida-Takayama has 
to offer. Both kids and adults are 
regular participants so activities 
are coordinated to have an appeal 
to all age groups, and the mountain 
bikes come in all sizes so as to 
accommodate everyone. 

During the day, there are many 
opportunities to rest, stop to visit a 
temple or talk to the locals. The pace 
is relaxed so that riders can take in 
the tranquility of the area while also 
acquiring a sense of the way of life 
of the farming villages. The main 
routes follow the valleys to allow for 
splendid mountain vistas without 
having to do strenuous up-hill rides, 
making it possible for even the 
elderly to join along if they wish. As 

stated by Mr. Kazuhisa Matsuo, our 
tour guide, “we do not really visit 
tourist sites, but rather show people 
what everyday life is like in the 
mountain villages of Hida-Takayama. 
For this reason, our tours aim to show 
a way of rural life and our guides do 
their best to interpret this experience 
for the cycling group. Thus, visitors 
can learn a lot of things while taking 
in the beautiful views.

“Hida Satoyama Cycling is just 
about to reach three years of being in 
business and, luckily, many travelers 
have been using our services. We feel 

very confident that there is a strong 
demand for what we have to offer and 
in the future may look into starting 
similar cycling excursions in other 
regions of Japan.”

Hida-Takayama and North Gifu 
are not easy places to get to and 
the journey requires extensive 
preparation. But many would agree 
that the views and experience that 
this region has to offer make it well 
worth the effort.  

Cycling in the countryside 
The bikes offer a casual 
pace to take-in the sights, 
sounds and scents of the 
Hida countryside

Gifu
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K
USATSU, located about 
three hours from Tokyo 
in Gunma Prefecture, 
is well known for its 

hot springs. With over 100 onsen 
baths, Kusatsu has become a 
Mecca for visitors wishing to bathe 
in natural thermal waters that 
are also thought to have healing 
powers.

The bus terminal—the central 
hub for receiving visitors—houses 
the Kusatsu Hot Spring Museum 
on the third floor, and details 
the history of Kusatsu, its many 
traditions, local persons of note 
and the development of the hot 
spring industry.

The hot springs result from a 
natural geological phenomenon. 
Groundwater heated by volcanic 
gas becomes imbued with various 

minerals on its way up to the surface. 
The resulting geothermal spring 
attains a distinctive color and is very 
acidic at first, but this is neutralized 
by the upper limestone strata in 
a natural process. Acid-resistant 
pumps are then used to transport 
the water to the surface and the 
citizens of Kusatsu also use the hot 
water from Bandai Mine Springs for 
heating and thermal energy.

At the center of town is the 
yubatake, or the “hot water field.” 
As one of the biggest hot springs in 
Japan, the emerald water is routed 
outdoors through several wooden 
canals and down a small waterfall. 
The names of 100 famous people 
decorate the stone railings that 
surround the yubatake.

Adjacent to the yubatake is 
Netsu-no-Yu, a ceremonial hall 

where visitors can watch the 
traditional practice of yumomi 
(literally, “hot water rubbing”). 
It has developed into a daily 
ritual also involving dancing and 
music. Waters coming into the 
hot-spring town are too hot for 
bathing (temperatures ranging 
from 50°C to 90°C) and so the 
yumomi process of stirring is used 
to cool temperatures before the 
hot spring waters flow on to the 
various bath houses. A group of 
women use ita (wooded paddles) 
to cool the hot-spring water 
rather than mixing it with colder 
water. Why? Because spring water 
would dilute the spring’s healing 
powers. 

In the Meiji period (1868-1912), 
a taicho (now called a yucho) or 
group leader, would supervise the 
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mixers in this cooling process. Once 
their work was completed, the stirrers 
themselves would also briefly bathe in 
the spring, using a hishaku (ladle) to 
pour water over their heads. Visitors 
today have the chance to participate 
and receive a certificate in performing 
yumomi.

There are many ways to enjoy 
the hot springs in Kusatsu: foot-
bathing, one-day visitor bathhouses, 
outdoor baths (rotenburo) or one of 
many privately-owned spas in the 
surrounding hotels.

Many shrines and Buddhist 
statues can be found in Kusatsu, often 
received as gifts from pilgrims from 
ages past. Most noticeable are Jizo, a 
Bodhisattva of healing and protector 
of travelers, women and children. 
Another famous sight is the yutaki 
toro (Yutaki stone lantern) located 
above the small but picturesque 
waterfall that gushes over the edge 
of  the yubatake. The lantern was 
erected in 1830 and sometimes relives 
its former role when townspeople 
would light an oil lamp inside so as to 
illuminate the town center. 

Other statues placed around town 
celebrate a number of writers and 
intellectuals, including two busts of 
foreign doctors: Drs. Julius Scriba 
and Erwin Bälz from Germany. In 
the Meiji Era, Germany had the 

most advanced study of medicine 
and these two doctors were invited 
to teach at the Medical School of 
Tokyo Imperial University. Dr. 
Scriba also acted as foreign advisor 
to the Japanese Government 
and contributed greatly to the 
development of Western medicine 
in Japan, whereas Dr. Bälz was 
both a foreigner advisor and a court 
physician to the Emperor. He also 
researched the medicinal benefits of 
the hot springs in Kusatsu, where a 
museum is built in his honor. 

The side streets of Kawahara-
dori and Yutaki-dori have much to 
offer visitors, including restaurants, 
craft shops and snack vendors. Two 
shops of note are Saiyo Honey that 
specializes in Kumamoto honeys 
and natural products, and Kusatsu 
Choju-ten (“shop of long life” that 
makes manju and green tea, offering 
free samples to visitors. The manju 
are freshly steamed on site and come 
in many flavors: green tea, sweet red 
bean or hazelnut. 

The area surrounding Kusatsu 
Onsen also has much to offer, 
being in a mountainous region of 
Gunma. Most notable of all is Mount 
Shirane, an active volcano located 
on a 30-minute bus ride (¥2000) 
from Kusatsu Bus Terminal. Many 
hiking paths lead to the 2160-meter 

pinnacle and its observatory. It offers 
spectacular views of the surrounding 
landscape, including Yugama, an ice 
blue crater-lake that can be visited on 
foot, unless there is volcanic activity. 

At least an overnight stay is 
required to truly take in all of the sites 
and experiences of Kusatsu Onsen. It 
truly forms one of the many natural 
wonders of Gunma Prefecture.  

Kusatsu baths  Natural hot spring water fills these ofuro with Kusatsu's distinctive turquoise coloring.

Spas and hotels  Many hotels offer 
accomodation and spa services to guests from 
afar.



Nagashi sōmen (literally, “flowing noodles”) is 
a noodle dish traditionally eaten during the 

summer season in Japan and is usually enjoyed as 
a family or group party. To start with, a structure is 
prepared using bamboo that forms a kind of piping 
for carrying water downward. It has to be aligned 
so that when the server sends a portion of noodles 
down the shoot, it can be picked up by the people 
lined up along the latticework. The noodles are 
typically eaten along with a tsuyu dipping sauce 
and garnishings such as negi (green onion), shōga 
(minced ginger) or wasabi (horseradish).
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