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PRIME MINISTER ABE’S VISIT 
TO EUROPE

“DURING this mission, I have visited six European nations that share with us fundamental values 
such as freedom, democracy, the rule of law and human rights, and which also have major 
influence in shaping international opinion.

Focusing on the economy and security, I gained the understanding of the leaders of each of these nations 
regarding my policies and also successfully reached agreement with them on the further deepening of our 
cooperative relations,” said Prime Minister Abe at the press conference during his visit to Europe.

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.

At Japan-EU Summit Meeting

A keynote address at the OECD Ministerial Council Meeting

With German Chancellor Angela Merkel

Monte do Gozo in Spain A reception promoting Japanese cuisine in France

With UK Prime Minister David Cameron Cabo da Boca in Portugal

At the meeting of the North Atlantic Council
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Japan is making a major push 
to revitalize its economy using 

local resources, communities and 
ideas. This issue focuses on various 
promising initiatives from around 

the country to introduce the current 
situation and show the prospects of 

using regional revival to create  
a better society.

REVITALIZING 
JAPAN'S 
REGIONS
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Feature REVITALIZING JAPAN'S REGIONS

An Interview 
with Shinobu 
Shiikawa

Regional Development: Issues, 
Successes and the Future

TAMI KAWASAKI

REGIONAL development efforts are under way in 
localities throughout the country to spark a revival 
of the Japanese economy. What is the course toward 

regional revitalization in Japan, and where is the key to success? 
We asked Japan Center for Regional Development Chairman 
Shinobu Shiikawa, a leader in regional development who is well-
acquainted with the situation on the ground.

What course has regional 
growth and development taken in 
Japan?

Since the Meiji period, Japan’s 
approach to national development 
has been centered on extrinsic 
development. The nation remade 
itself to catch up with and surpass 
the system of the West, achieving 
growth centered on economics 
in accordance with market 
principles. In the process, we left 
behind the value of the unique 
culture and traditions held by 
Japan. A way of thinking where 
economic efficiency becomes the 
number one priority cannot make 
truly effective use of finite, high-
quality local resources, and the 
good things that people started 
out with in local communities 
are being lost. Japan should now 
work on regional development 
and remake itself to leverage its 
unique culture and traditions.

I am therefore proposing “Neo-
Endogenous Development.” This 
means leveraging local talent 
and resources while bringing 
in talent, know-how and funds 
from the outside and working 
to bring all this together. With 
the recent decentralization and 
advances in information and 
communications technology, 
that is now becoming possible. 
The Japanese government is also 
providing support for human 
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resource development programs 
and creating a system to attract 
external talent for that kind of 
human resource development and 
placement.

 Could you give us some 
examples of success in local 
revitalization efforts?

An experiment by the village 
of Yanagidani, commonly called 
“Yanedan,” in Kanoya City, 
Kagoshima Prefecture, used 
various events that focused on 
the welfare of the residents and 
raising children as a community. 
As a result, they have been 
covered a lot in the media as an 
effort at community-building and 
local regeneration that does not 
rely on government subsidies. 
Simply put, Yanedan created a big 
family of three hundred people. It 
is the sort of fulfilling community 
where everyone talks to each 
other and is on a first-name basis. 
In other words, they regenerated 
community bonds. 

As a result, there is almost no 
crime, and the children are raised 
like siblings. The elderly work 
energetically and live out their 
lives without protracted illness. 
Medical and elder care costs are 
about 50 to 60 percent of Kanoya’s 
average. They have curbed 
livestock pollution, cultured and 
commercialized an indigenous 
bacteria reported to improve 

vegetable harvests when added 
to fields, restored old Japanese-
style houses, and attracted artist 
transplants, making Yanedan 
a good example of building a 
happy community to improve 
the welfare of local residents. 
They are even seeing success in 
industrial development, setting 
up to export traditional imo 
shochu (Japanese liquor made 
from karaimo—a kind of sweet 
potato) overseas. The population 
even reversed course recently, 
with the proportion of elderly 
now falling.

In Kochi Prefecture, too, a 
plan to have personnel from 
the prefectural office reside in 
local communities is bringing 
results. They match up local 
communities with outside talent 
and needs by, for example, 
introducing regional producers 
with certain specialty products 
to confectioners and famous 
chefs who make those products 
into appealing food and dishes.

Higashiomi City in Shiga 
Prefecture is also finding 
success, carrying out city 
planning for sustainable 
development while solving 
social problems with human 
connections and relationships 
of trust. They provide activity 
and an opportunity for social 
inclusion to disabled people 

and unemployed and socially 
withdrawn youth by restoring 
landscapes and forests using only 
volunteers.

What do you think is important 
for success?

What the successful examples 
have in common is the will to 
solve problems with human 
relationships instead of money, 
the self-reliance to try things 
out on their own first, and the 
existence of talented key people 
with a perspective encompassing 
both the inside and the outside of 
the local community. The know-
how to resolve local challenges 
is found in other communities 
with the exact same experience. 
This means that you can find 
clues to the solution by looking 
“sideways,” such as the local 
autonomy or region, rather than 
“upward” to the prefectural or 
national government.

If you want to promote regional 
development, it is important to 
visit the actual communities first. 
Instead of armchair debate, go 
there and actually feel the soil, 
make things, interact with the 
locals, and take the time to talk 
with a wide variety of people. 
The inspiration, passion and 
awareness you gain there will 
bring about innovation in regional 
development. 
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A Bicycle-Friendly
TownUtsunomiya City
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Utsunomiya City
Above: Students using bicycle lane for commuting to school
Left: Japan Cup racers heading out

TAMI KAWASAKI

JUST fifty minutes from Tokyo Station by the 
Tohoku Shinkansen bullet train, Utsunomiya 
in Tochigi Prefecture is ideally situated as 

a tourist destination. Located at the northern 
end of the Kanto Plain, the city’s center expands 
outward over flat terrain. The road infrastructure 
is robust, with three major orbital roadways, 
among them a vast loop line that encircles the 
downtown area. The road network also includes 
twelve bypass highways that connect straight 
to the suburbs. In addition, the area enjoys fine 
weather, such as relatively little rain and long 
periods of sunshine during winter. Utsunomiya 
City is drawing on these natural advantages in its 
ongoing effort to become a bicycle-friendly town.

Utsunomiya first drew attention as a hub for 
cyclists by hosting the Japan Cup, Asia’s most 
prominent road race. The 22nd annual running of 
the event took place last October, with Japanese 
pros going head to head against leading cyclists 
from the Tour de France and European races. In 
effect, this race is an official circuit recognized by 
the Union Cycliste Internationale. The Cup’s main 
venue was Utsunomiya City Forest Park, with 
the highway a long, three-lane thoroughfare that 
extends in one direction in front of Utsunomiya 
Station transformed into a criterium venue (a 
short circular race).

A hundred thousand ardent fans and the media 
descend on Utsunomiya every year for the Japan Cup, 
and the event has become the standard-bearer for 
international cycling in Japan. Fans from across Japan 
as well as Thailand, Taiwan and other countries come 
to watch. The city’s businesses get back revenue more 
than ten times in excess of what the city invests in the 
event, giving the local economy a healthy boost. As 
Japan advocates sports tourism, Utsunomiya is leading 
the charge with this major success story.

Bicycles have long been a part of everyday life in 
Utsunomiya. Because of the flat terrain, two-wheeled 
transport has been a natural choice for people 
commuting within the city; 80 percent of high school 
students, for example, commute to school by bicycle. 
As the host of the 1990 World Cycling Championships 
and Japan Cup, the city stokes the passions of Japan’s 
cycling fans for cycling races. In 2008, it even gave 
birth to the Utsunomiya Blitzen, a pro cycling road race 
team that calls Utsunomiya home. 

In this way the city has succeeded at creating 
a safe, comfortable and fun place for people of all 
ages to enjoy cycling. Citywide efforts have rallied 
residents and firms to the cause, bringing everyone in 
the community together to push a range of initiatives 
forward. These have included the installation of 
dedicated facilities such as bicycle lanes, parking and 
rest spots, the creation of road bike rental services, 
and the Utsunomiya Blitzen giving cycling instruction 
at schools. As a result of the city’s initiatives and the 
support from residents and businesses, the city is now 
a real-world example of a healthy, environmentally 
friendly and thriving “bicycle town.”

Hajime Shimada of Utsunomiya’s tourism and 
exchange section suggests a further goal: “We’d like 
people to make Utsunomiya a focal point of their 
travels, using bikes to tour nearby points of interest.” By 
looking at issues of the environment, tourism and sports 
in a new light, Shimada and his section are aiming to 
make the city even more attractive for residents and 
visitors alike, using bicycles as a catalyst: good for the 
body, good for the environment. This positive cycle is 
enabling the city and its people to grow in tandem, and 
the process shows no sign of stopping.  
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FillingOld 
Homes with 

New Life
Onomichi City

NOAM KATZ

HIROSHIMA Prefecture’s Onomichi City is 
well known to Japanese as the home of 
famous writers and as a setting for various 

movies and dramas. Narrow footpaths meander 
between the houses and old temples scattered over 
the leafy hillside above the town’s Seto Inland 
Sea waterfront. Yet despite its many charms, 
Onomichi—like many regions outside of Japan’s 
large metropolitan areas—bears the signs of lower 
birth rates and a graying society: approximately five 
hundred houses there are abandoned and falling 
prey to the effects of nature.

Onomichi local Masako Toyota, a former tour 
conductor for eight years with over a hundred 
trips abroad, remembered being impressed by the 

well-preserved old towns and buildings of Europe. 
After leaving her job and returning home around 
the start of the millennium, she wanted to do 
something to help revive the town. She wondered in 
particular about how to save Onomichi’s abandoned 
houses—or akiya as they are known in Japanese.
Toyota began searching for akiya to renovate—a 
tedious task that involved scouring neighborhoods, 
checking neighborhood maps for places with no 
known resident, and inquiring with neighbors as to 
occupants and landlords—all while being a mother 
to young twins. “It took six years to find my first 
house,” Toyota says, referring to an unusual wooden 
structure clinging to a steep hillside near Onomichi 
Station that she later named Gaudi House. She began 
restoring the place with the help of her carpenter 
husband in 2007.

The café at budget guesthouse Anago no Nedoko
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Media attention and Toyota’s 
own blog about the restoration led 
to inquiries from people all over 
Japan interested in Onomichi’s 
akiya. She soon launched the NPO 
Onomichi Akiya Saisei* Project, 
which aims to use renovated 
akiya to promote community, 
architecture, the environment, 
tourism and art. Toyota’s NPO 
also collaborated with the 
Onomichi City government to 
create a matching service known 
as an “akiya bank.” 

“I thought if we could provide 
a matching service, more akiya 
could be saved,” she recalls.

Her NPO now supports 
sixteen different houses, with 
renovation work ongoing at many. 
Venturing into an akiya is like 
entering a time capsule. Toyota 
recounts opening a refrigerator 

and “finding eggs that were 
twenty years old,” as well as the 
“mummified remains of a mouse, 
and three consecutive years of 
daily newspapers.” There have 
also been welcome discoveries, 
however, such as antique 
furniture and elegant glassware, 
which the NPO resells or recycles 
whenever possible. The efforts of 
Toyota and the over 160 people 
that have worked with her 
organization have transformed 
derelict old buildings into shops, 
cafés, and even art galleries and 
spaces used by the Onomichi 
Artist in Residence program.

Toyota also opened a budget 
guesthouse called Anago no 
Nedoko, loosely translated as 
“Where the Eel Sleeps.” The 
guesthouse has been gaining 
popularity with Japanese and 
foreigners alike since it opened in 
2012, and Toyota notes that those 
who stay once often come back. 
One such visitor, a musician from 
Switzerland, liked it so much that 

he returned for two weeks to hold 
a live concert at the facility.

Toyota knows firsthand about 
the problem of young people 
leaving the countryside to go to 
big cities, reducing the population 
and energy levels in these regions, 
which is a trend affecting not only 
Japan but countries all over the 
world. While that may not change 
anytime soon, Toyota believes 
that bringing visitors to Onomichi 
can play a vital role in preserving 
its character. “Travelers’ positive 
comments help people here take 
pride in Onomichi.”  
*Note: saisei means recycle in Japanese.

Gaudi House—the first renovation
Project organizer 
Masako Toyota

The Onomichi townscape
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The Syougakumai
Project

A new way to 
connect Japan’s farm 

villages and urban 
residents

RIE ISHIZAKI

THE goal of the Syougakumai Project is to 
use rice to connect urban youth with farm 
villages and bring the wonders of agriculture 

to a wide audience. As implied by the project’s 
name—which means “scholarship rice”—university 
“rice scholars” receive rice instead of scholarship 
funds in exchange for helping farm families. 

Keisuke Kasagi, then a university student in 
Tokyo, started the project in 2009 from a simple 
idea. “I want to make better use of the crops,” Kasagi 
says. “I’d like to close the gap just a little bit between 
farmers and consumers, and get more people—even 
if it’s just one more—involved in agriculture.”

The Syougakumai Project began in Tomioka, 
Fukushima Prefecture, and has now spread to 
Niigata City and the Fukushima town of Tadami. 
The students involved have various motives for 
participating: some are simply in it for the rice, 
others are hoping to become nutritionists, and 
still others are seeking employment with firms 
that deal in farm equipment. There have been over 
three hundred participants so far. Three times a 
year—primarily on weekends—the students go to 
farms and help out with farm work. In return, they 
each receive thirty kilograms of rice. In the typical 
farm experience, participants usually help out only 
with the more enjoyable aspects, such as planting 
and harvesting the rice. The Syougakumai Project, 
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Beyond just being able to obtain 
rice, students gain emotional 
benefits from participating in 
the program. “I had so many 
experiences, like entering the 
rice paddies barefoot, picking the 
weeds, feeding the chickens and 
participating in local events,” 
explains Kazuki Matsumoto, who 
has joined in the Syougakumai 
Project for four years running. 
“For those of us raised in an 
environment where we can simply 
pay money and eat anything 
we want, earning rice with our 
own sweat is a deeply moving 
experience. By participating in 
this project, my attitude toward 
and awareness of food changed.” 
Matsumoto says he looks forward 
to the day he can use his own 
money to buy the rice grown by the 
farmers he has helped.

The Syougakumai Project 
is expanding into a “global 

syougakumai” focused on 
foreign exchange students. 
Exchange students frequently 
choose schools in urban areas, 
so working and experiencing 
daily life in the countryside 
enables them to gain a precious 
taste of grassroots Japan. With 
exchange students photographing 
the rural Japanese countryside 
and uploading their pictures to 
social networks, as well as telling 
their friends back home about 
their lives with farm families, 
the program will show the world 
a side of Japan different from 
its urban landscape, and the 
relationships forged here will give 
students reasons to come back to 
Japan again.

“To be honest, this project 
isn’t just a revitalization of rural 
communities,” says Kasagi. “I 
feel that it might be better cast 
as an activity designed to lift the 
spirits of city people through 
the countryside. It’d be nice if 
we could increase the number 
of fans of Japanese agriculture 
throughout the country—and 
throughout the world!” The power 
of young people will invigorate 
local farming and help pass the 
baton to the future. There are 
high hopes for this new form of 
communication.  

however, focuses on a more 
realistic farm experience that 
includes more rigorous manual 
labor.

Farmers don’t usually come 
into contact with urban college 
students, so they find the 
opportunity to interact with them 
an invigorating experience that 
instills them with a greater will 
to work. As one farmer states, 
“Our town’s population continues 
to decline, so it’s a very happy 
event to have young people 
come. They’re also the future 
of consumption, making their 
impressions and opinions very 
valuable to us producers.” Some 
of the youths even continue to 
visit the farmers they befriended 
through the Syougakumai Project 
on their own once they become 
working adults. The bonds created 
between these farm families and 
young people could last a lifetime.

1 3

1 Students look out over the rice paddy field
2 A farm family with a student
3 Getting paid in rice
4 Planting time

2

4
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RIEKO SUZUKI

EKI-BEN, literally “train 
stations’ bento boxed 
meals,” are sold at 

railway stations across Japan. 
Travelers pick them up en route 
as a portable meal. The compact 
boxed meals are cleverly designed 
to make eating on the go easy, and 
they are chock-full of local flavors 
and ingredients. Small wonder, 
then, that they are so beloved by 
Japanese people.

 On sale at Nagano’s 
Matsumoto Station since 2013, the 
“Jokamachi no Ogottso” (Castle 
Town Feast—in Matsumoto’s 

regional dialect, ogottso means 
“feast”) bentos are unique eki-ben 
born of a collaboration between 
the local agricultural cooperative, 
students and a Matsumoto bento 
maker. Taro Ohara of the JA 
(Japan Agricultural Cooperatives) 
Matsumoto Highland cooperative 
sat down with us to talk about how 
young people came on board for 
this project to help revitalize and 
promote Matsumoto’s cuisine.

“Both the farmers and we at 
the cooperative had long wanted 
to bring local products to a wider 
audience. This was nothing 
but a vague concept until we 
got the help and suggestions 

1

of Matsumoto City and Nagano 
Prefecture, which led to the 
concrete idea of using bentos 
to bring our food to diners 
everywhere.” 

The eki-ben project was launched 
as an outgrowth of the Matsumoto 
Region Committee’s larger “Oishii 
Shinshu Food” initiative. The 
project group consisted of the JA 
cooperative, Iidaya-Ken—a veteran 
bento shop with over one hundred 
years of history; Midori—the station 
building which sells eki-ben; as well 
as the packaging material vendor 
Orikyo-ichiba-ten, and a team 
of twelve Matsumoto University 
students selected from an open 

Young people 
creatively promote 
local cuisine

Matsumoto City
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call for participants. Together 
they sought the best products, 
flavors and packaging that would 
promote Matsumoto and its food 
to maximum effect.

“Young people are very flexible 
in their mindset and fear nothing. 
For those of us working in an 
organization, or for long-time 
bento vendors, bold ideas prove 
difficult, because we already 
start calculating the risks. We 
had had lots of ideas that were 
nothing but pipe dreams when 
we actually considered budgetary 
and technical constraints. But 
the ideas for eki-ben the students 
from Matsumoto University 
proposed were unique and 
overflowing with local love for 
our town.” 

Through workshops, surveys 
of Matsumoto Station patrons 
and a series of product samples, 
the boxed meals finally took 
form. The “Castle Town Feast” 
is a two-tiered octagonal box 
containing fourteen varieties of 

delicious local items arranged in 
an eye-catching fashion. Though 
the price of 1200 yen puts it a bit 
higher than other bentos, it has 
proven a wild success, selling 
out within a few hours of being 
stocked each day.

“The students themselves 
worked at the shop selling 
eki-ben, calling out to travelers 
and giving their all to get the 
product recognized. When we 
see youngsters working hard, we 
empathize and want to support 
them. Even the bento makers 
listened intently and went along 
with the ingredients and layout 
of the boxes, challenging though 
they seemed, because they could 
see how earnestly the students 
backed the idea. We’re really 
grateful to the shop for having 
faith in them.” 

The bentos were originally 
slated for sale until the end of 
2013, but they proved so popular 
that the date continued to be 
pushed back. They are now a year-

1 Popular two-tiered bento: Jokamachi no Ogottso
2 Testing the potential ingredients
3 Matsumoto University’s idea team

2

round item for sale at Matsumoto 
Station.

According to Ohara, minor 
changes will have to be made to 
keep the bentos perennially on 
sale. “Because we’ve designed 
them around the idea of using the 
most seasonal ingredients, which 
is a bit out of the ordinary for 
train station bentos, we’ll have to 
put our heads together to decide 
what will appear in the boxes at 
each seasonal juncture,” he says. 
“If that means people learn more 
about our local produce, though, I 
think that’s a good thing.” 

Japanese have long been fond 
of eki-ben, and this successful 
project out of Matsumoto 
incorporating student ideas 
has shown how collaboration 
between industry, government 
and consumers can produce 
hit products. As they pursue 
local efforts of their own, other 
provinces around Japan will 
surely want to stand up and take 
notice. 

3
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   Udon 
Total  
    Recycling 
Project

Powering an 
environmental 
program with local 
products

RIEKO SUZUKI

KAGAWA Prefecture is so renowned for its 
udon noodles that it calls itself “the Udon 
Prefecture.” Several years ago a local 

revitalization project found great success marketing 
udon, and many people from all over Japan came to 
Kagawa Prefecture to enjoy its noodles.

Now they not only eat udon in Kagawa, they’ve 
started recycling it. Kagawa’s groundbreaking 
recycling system, which functions at a level where 
absolutely no udon is wasted, is drawing attention 
as a model for future food waste processing. We 
spoke about the project with Chiyoda Manufacturing 
CEO Eiji Iketsu, who single-handedly undertook the 
development of the hardware portion of what came 
to be known as the “Udon Total Recycling Project,” 
and Tomio Sumada, president of the Udon Total 
Recycling Consortium.

“Before we started this project, the issue of 
disposable chopsticks came to our attention,” 

Sumada says. “The chopsticks customers used in 
udon shops were all thrown away. An initiative was 
launched to collect the chopsticks and recycle them 
into wood pulp. Through that initiative, it came to 
light that there was also a large quantity of udon 
being thrown away.”

To give an example, one company in Kagawa 
Prefecture that manufactures a great deal of frozen 
udon was disposing of approximately fifteen 
hundred tons of noodles per year at peak production, 
primarily because of defects in production. Under 
the recycling project, discarded udon is shredded 
and combined with enzymes, yeast and water to 
produce ethanol.

According to Iketsu and Sumada, there have been 
many attempts all over Japan to extract ethanol from 
various raw materials, but the amount collected has 
been small, so when factoring in labor and equipment 
costs it is rather difficult to continue. Udon is a 
starch, however, so it has the advantages of simple 
fermentation and the equipment needed being 

1
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store, so we’re currently perfecting 
a process that will use special 
technology to make it solid.”

Under this recycling system, 
nothing goes to waste. Sumada 
and Iketsu are eager to expand the 
program to food waste disposal in 
general.

“It’s a paradigm shift: to go 
from using energy to dispose of 
waste to harvesting energy from 
waste. We’re convinced that this 
system will play a useful role in 
ensuring a stable energy supply, 
but at present, when we consider 
the cost and risk involved in 
businesses starting these initiatives 
individually, there’s a high 
threshold to overcome. We’ve been 
able to make it this far because 
of the cooperation we’ve gotten 

from the prefecture and the city. 
We believe that it’s necessary to 
undertake this balancing act of 
gaining administrative support 
on both the soft and hard fronts, 
fostering business support, and 
changing popular attitudes to 
create an eco-friendly society that 
recycles its energy.”

It is hoped that Kagawa’s 
environmental program, which 
makes exhaustive use of local 
resources, will be promoted 
throughout Japan as an example 
of a cutting-edge success. 

1 High-quality wheat
2 A bowl of Kagawa’s udon
3 Liquid fertilizer made from udon dregs
4 Starting to process leftover noodles
5 Making bioethanol

inexpensive. The ethanol extracted 
can then be used to boil udon.

The dregs remaining after 
ethanol extraction don’t go to 
waste; they are processed in 
methane fermentation equipment 
to create methane gas. The 
methane gas is used as boiler 
fuel to keep the temperature 
of the aforementioned ethanol 
fermentation equipment stable.

“Even after we extract the 
ethanol and methane gas, we still 
have some dregs left over. These are 
made into liquid organic fertilizer 
using specialized equipment, and 
the fertilizer is scattered over the 
fields that grow the wheat used to 
produce the udon and the green 
onions eaten with the udon. Liquid 
fertilizer is bulky and difficult to 

2

4

3

5
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Crayons  
 Made of  
   Vegetables

Portraying 
Aomori’s Charms 
with Vegetabo

RIE  ISHIZAKI

“Ifelt that even though Aomori had lots of great 
agricultural products, we were having trouble 
promoting them outside the prefecture. This project 

came about through my desire to contribute to my hometown in 
my own way, as someone pursuing a career in design who has 
enjoyed drawing pictures from an early age,” explains Naoko 
Kimura, head of a design firm in Aomori City called Design 
Works STmind. That is why last year, to convey the appeal of 
the leading Japanese agricultural region of Aomori to a wider 
audience, she began developing and marketing Vegetabo 
(vegetable crayons), which incorporate the colors of actual 
vegetables.

Moving away from the concept of traditional crayon colors, 
Kimura emphasizes the natural coloring displayed by vegetables 
and has named each crayon after a vegetable, such as Pumpkin, 
Spinach and Apple. 

“Even the same vegetable varies in color individually,” notes 
Kimura. “Vegetabo crayons enable you to enjoy the actual colors 

1

2
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leftovers after squeezing grapes 
for juice. Green Onion is produced 
from the top of the plant that 
is cut off at shipping time, and 
Chinese Yam comes from the skin 
and other discarded parts in the 
making of grated yam. The reason 
the Chinese yam-colored crayons 
have a light brown tinge instead 
of pure white is because that is 
the natural color of Chinese yams.

 “I’d like to create an event 
where children can get to know 
local farmers and vegetables 
through these crayons,” Kimura 
says of the future. “By sending 
Vegetabo out across Japan, I hope 
to create a new business model 
for my beloved town of Aomori, 
where I was born and raised, and 

contribute to the creation of jobs 
and promotion of agriculture, 
industry and tourism.”

“Eventually, I want to make 
crayons using vegetables from all 
over Japan. Since vegetable colors 
vary by growing region, there are 
some vegetables that can only be 
harvested in certain places. If we 
gather them all together, we will 
be able to familiarize children 
around the world with the ‘colors 
of Japan’,” she adds, further 
elaborating on her dreams for the 
future.  

1 The colors of nature
2 Manufacturing process of crayons
3 Farmers gather material destined for 

Vegetabo
4 Crayons in the color of Pumpkin

of the vegetables harvested at 
the time. The lack of a blue color 
is another aspect of Vegetabo 
crayons, although I hope that 
people will enjoy them even 
without a blue one.”

The ingredients of Vegetabo 
crayons are practically the same 
as in food. In place of wax, 
rice bran oil extracted during 
rice polishing is used, and the 
pigments are the same used in 
food additives, so the crayons 
are safe even if a child eats one 
by accident. Kimura says she has 
received plenty of comments from 
families who have used Vegetabo, 
and they say the crayons have 
given them the chance to enjoy 
talking about vegetables as a 
family.

 Whenever possible, the 
crayons are made from the 
portions of vegetables destined 
for disposal. “As much as forty 
percent of vegetables reportedly 
end up as waste after production.  
Some of the vegetables are 
excluded from distribution as 
substandard because they are 
misshapen, bruised or the like. 
And some parts, such as the 
skin, are removed in processing, 
so farmers spend a lot of 
money on disposal. By making 
good use of these discarded 
vegetables, we hope to make 
the product resource-efficient 
and environmentally friendly as 
well,” Kimura says.

She explains that the Chestnut 
color, for example, is made from 
the skins discarded during the 
manufacture of chestnut paste, 
while Grape comes from the 

3

4
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TOKUSHIMA Prefecture’s Kamikatsu 
is famous in Japan as a town that has 
found a successful formula for regional 

revitalization by creating employment for the 
elderly and giving them a new purpose in life. 
We spoke to Tomoji Yokoishi, the driving force 
behind the business, about how the idea came 
about and about the road to success.

When Yokoishi came to Kamikatsu in 1979, 
he found a town suffering from depopulation 
and a growing percentage of elderly residents. 
Then a severe cold spell in 1981 dramatically 
diminished the harvest of Kamikatsu’s 
main crop of mandarin oranges—something 

particularly troubling to Yokoishi, since he was 
working for Japan Agriculture to support the 
town’s agricultural business.

In 1986, Yokoishi was sitting in a Japanese 
restaurant when he spotted customers taking 
home the decorative leaves that garnished their 
food. As a mountain town, Kamikatsu was 
certainly not short of leaves, and he wondered if 
they could become a new product.

Yokoishi’s radical proposal to harvest and sell 
foliage met intense opposition, however, and 
in the first year only four households agreed to 
participate. Sales were minimal. “We just didn’t 
know what our buyers wanted,” he admits.

To find out what buyers did want, Yokoishi 
studied and traveled to nearby Osaka and Kyoto 
and then throughout Japan at his own expense, 

1

Turning Over  
         A New Leaf

Kamikatsu town
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refining product quality, presentation and his 
understanding of just when to pick what.

Along with better marketing campaigns and 
proper packaging, Yokoishi was equally eager to 
improve rapport with his team. Along with business 
orders, he began sending faxes to Kamikatsu’s 
farmers, sometimes attaching handwritten, 
personalized notes to encourage and motivate them.

Yokoishi also took customer feedback to heart 
and began operating with the seriousness of a well-
planned production. Promotional efforts paid off 
as well, and sales had jumped 18 times as of 1988. 
Crucially, more of the town’s farming households 
came on board, with 44 households participating, 
most of them elderly.

Yokoishi later began using IT for faster order 
processing through a point of sale (POS) system. 
Surprisingly, the elderly farmers—whose average 
age is seventy—adjusted to using PCs and now tablet 
computers to track orders, manage inventory and 
monitor sales.

That’s impressive enough as a business story. 
Yokoishi, however, observes benefits far greater 
than sales. Medical costs are much lower, he 
says, and Kamikatsu’s elderly visit doctors less 
frequently than in comparable towns with aging 
populations. This is both because they are healthier 
and because the time they once spent at clinics has 
been filled with lots of productive activities at work. 

In 1999, Yokoishi founded a company called 
Irodori to manage the leaf business. Five years ago 
Irodori set up an internship to attract people from 
outside Kamikatsu, particularly young people, 
since the town now has fewer than two thousand 
residents. One aim is for elderly residents to learn 
new ideas from young people. Yokoishi notes that 
country life can sometimes limit access to the 
latest news, so “old people can receive valuable 
information from young people” through the 
internship. Similarly, young people can learn 
from their elders, who not only have significant 
agricultural know-how but life experience to impart 
as well. “Being able to share one’s knowledge and 
experience does wonders for keeping people in good 
spirits,” he points out.

1 Interns and Kamikatsu 
locals making lifelong 
friends

2 Irodori's leaf decoration 
on Japanese dish

3 The vibrant raw 
product

4 Irodori founder Tomoji 
Yokoishi

Yokoishi says the most valuable benefit of the 
Irodori project has been to give residents a reason to 
wake up early in the morning: a sense of purpose. 
“I think it’s incredibly important for people to have 
a purpose and know what their place is in society 
. . . and that’s especially true for the elderly,” he 
concludes. 

2

3

4
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The Legend of  
Momotaro
ONCE upon a time there lived 

an old man and woman. The 
old man went up into the 

mountains to gather firewood, while 
the old woman went down to the river 
to wash their clothes. One day, as the 
woman was doing the wash, a giant 
peach came bobbing along in the 
current.

She pulled the giant peach out and 
carried it back home. When her husband 
came back, they began to cut the peach 
open for dinner. To their surprise, there 
was a healthy young baby boy inside!

The couple had no children, so they 
were overjoyed to have a baby to call 
their own. They named him Momotaro, 
which means “Peach Boy.” Momotaro 
quickly grew up into a strong young lad.

Around that time, some nasty ogres 
started harassing the village. One day, 

Momotaro told his parents he would go to the ogres’ island and 
get rid of them for good. His mother fixed him some tasty millet 
dumplings, called kibi-dango, for his journey.

Along the way, Momotaro met a dog.
“Momotaro, where are you going?”
“I’m going to the ogres’ island, to stop them for good.”
“What’s that tied to your belt?”
“It’s a pouch full of the finest dumplings in Japan.”
“Please give me one. I’ll help you on your quest.”
The dog received a dumpling and accompanied Momotaro.
Before long, the pair met a monkey.
“Momotaro, where are you going?”
“I’m going to the ogres’ island, to stop them for good.”
“What’s that tied to your belt?”
“It’s a pouch full of the finest dumplings in Japan.”
“Please give me one. I’ll help you on your quest.”
And so he did.
Then they met a pheasant.
“Momotaro, where are you going?”
“I’m going to the ogres’ island, to stop them for good.”
“What’s that tied to your belt?”
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The Legend of  
Momotaro

“It’s a pouch full of the finest dumplings in Japan.”
“Please give me one. I’ll help you on your quest.”
The pheasant gratefully received a dumpling and joined 

the group.
With dog, monkey and pheasant companions at his side, 

Momotaro finally reached the ogres’ island.
The ogres were in the middle of merrymaking. They 

had piled up the food and treasures they stole from nearby 
villages and were having a party.

“Attack the fiends!” Momotaro shouted.
The dog bit the ogres’ bottoms, the monkey jumped 

onto their backs and scratched, and the pheasant pecked 
at their eyes. Momotaro, brandishing his sword, charged 
into the lot. Finally the ogre chief threw up his hands and 
said, “Enough, enough! We give up!” 

Momotaro, the dog, the monkey and the pheasant 
collected the treasures and returned triumphantly to the 
village. 

His mother and father were delighted to see that 
Momotaro had returned safely. The three lived happily 
ever after. 

The home of 
the Momotaro 
legend 
Okayama Prefecture in western 
Honshu is well known as the 
birthplace of the Momotaro legend. 
Kibitsuhiko Shrine and Kibitsu 
Shrine are dedicated to Kibitsu-
hiko-no-mikoto, a legendary prince 
on whom Momotaro is supposedly 
based. The millet dumplings (kibi-
dango) that Momotaro brought on 
his quest are sold everywhere in 
Okayama as a regional specialty. 
A statue of Momotaro and his 
companions stands proudly in front 
of Okayama Station, so why not 
pretend you’re one of his traveling 
companions and snap a photo with 
them?
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BIFUE USHIJIMA

AMID claims that fossil fuels 
like petroleum will run out in 
the next few decades, biomass 

resources are drawing attention as a 
form of renewable energy. Scientists 
led by Professor Makoto Watanabe of 
the University of Tsukuba Faculty of 
Life and Environmental Sciences are 
researching the practical development 
of algal biomass as a solution to the 
energy problem.

The term “renewable energy” tends to 
make us think of electric power usage, 
but that represents no more than 20 
percent of the forms of energy used in 
Japan. More than 50 percent consists 
of fuels like gasoline for transport and 
raw materials for petroleum products 
like plastic. In other words, we need 
alternatives to petroleum that do more 
than generate electricity. 

In that regard, algae are capable of 
producing oil as one of the metabolites of 
photosynthesis. Using oil crops such as 
various grains as biofuel creates the risk 
of steep price rises for food and animal 
feed. Algae have no such issues.

 Some species of algae contain large 
amounts of lipids within their cells. There 
are around forty thousand identified species 
of algae, and it is estimated that there are 
from three hundred thousand to over ten 
million species including unidentified 
ones. The selection of algae for stable fuel 
production with high efficiency and low 
cost is of critical significance. Professor 
Watanabe thus focused his attention 
on two types of algae, Botryococcus and 
Aurantiochytrium, as biomass resources.

Botryococcus uses photosynthesis to 
produce a hydrocarbon close to petroleum 
that can be used to produce transportation 
fuels. However, climate conditions in 
Japan—which include a long period of 
low temperatures as well as relatively 
short annual sun exposure — are an 
impediment to the mass cultivation of 
Botryococcus. 

Aurantiochytrium, discovered by 
Professor Watanabe’s team, grows 
not through photosynthesis but by 
feeding on organic matter. Although its 
hydrocarbon content is a little lower than 
that of Botryococcus, it greatly exceeds 
Botryococcus in hydrocarbon productivity 
and has a much higher growth rate. Since 

Algae Power
Developing algal biomass 
as a practical energy 
source

Professor Makoto 
Watanabe
University of 
Tsukuba Faculty 
of Life and 
Environmental 
Sciences
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it does not need light, Aurantiochytrium can 
be cultivated in deep tanks, making it well 
suited to the limited space of Japan. Using 
organic wastewater and excess activated 
sludge from sewage treatment as the food 
for Aurantiochytrium makes it possible to 
produce energy efficiently at the lowest 
possible cost.

 Professor Watanabe’s concept is a hybrid 
system in which characteristics of the two 
algae species complement each other in a 
positive way. The organic wastewater can be 
used for Aurantiochytrium culture, and the 
wastewater from Aurantiochytrium culture 
still containing an amount of nitrogen 
and phosphorus sources can be utilized as 
inorganic nutrients for Botryococcus culture. 
He also says it is important to make the 
entire process into a recycling system by, 
for example, utilizing the residues after 
extracting oil from Aurantiochytrium and 
Botryococcus as livestock feed.

 The researchers are developing technologies 
including genetic improvement of algae to 
further enhance productivity, but beyond 

Left: Botryococcus can produce a fuel oil equivalent
Above: Aurantiochytrium grows without 
photosynthesis
Below: Professor Watanabe discovered 
Aurantiochytrium, a new species of algae

the technical issues, it is becoming necessary to 
systematize cooperation on a large scale with sewage 
treatment systems, farmers and other key elements. 
“Establishing a nationwide system of cooperation in 
Japan is essential,” says Professor Watanabe. We are 
slowly but steadily approaching the day when algae will 
make Japan an oil-producing nation. 
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H
IROYUKI Hayashida 
wanted to be a professional 
drummer from an early 
age. The Nagasaki-born 

Hayashida recalls tapping out rhythms 
on his junior high school desk, once 
amazing his classmates with an entire 
drum solo originally performed by Kiss 
drummer Peter Criss. He eventually 
traded school desks for a drum kit, 
playing with rock and jazz bands 
during high school and college.

Although he was intent on playing 
foreign music, a chance visit to a 
concert by the famed Japanese taiko 
drum group Kodo in 1985 proved 
pivotal. The very idea of a taiko 
concert was new to Hayashida, since 
he thought taiko were only played at 
festivals. And since Kodo members 
train on far-off Sado Island—which is 
part of Niigata Prefecture—he admits, 
“To be honest, I thought of these guys 
as fishermen.”

Yet Kodo’s performance 
reverberated throughout his soul. He 
had considered taiko simplistic, almost 
monotonic, compared to a drum kit’s 
spectrum of sounds. “It was culture 
shock,” Hayashida recalls. Impressed 
with this potent element of Japanese 

A New Take on 

Taiko

Pioneering drum master Hiroyuki Hayashida

HIROYUKI HAYASHIDA
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culture, he realized that taiko could be like 
black-and-white photography, possessing 
their own beauty and depth.

 Spotting an advertisement at the concert 
for Kodo apprentices, he signed up. One year 
later at a Kodo performance in London, the 
audience gave the group a standing ovation, a 
thunderous response that Hayashida believed 
drummers playing alone would never receive. 
He was hooked.

Seven intense years and some eight 
hundred concerts later, Hayashida saw 
the time was right for a break from Kodo’s 
rigorous schedule. Moreover, he sensed the 
need to develop his own interpretation of 
taiko. He stepped away from music and spent 
several years assisting an art professor with 
metal sculpting and other design-related 
projects in Tokyo.

During this interlude famed folk singer 
Takio Ito invited Hayashida to collaborate on 
a concert with him. Thinking it could be his 
last performance, he dedicated himself to 
practicing the song, and did so well that the 
organizer asked him to prepare several more. 
“I ended up performing nearly half of the 
show’s songs,” he says. “And I was so happy.”

That was Hayashida’s debut as a solo taiko 
artist. He later became a pioneer proponent of 
the katsugi okedaiko, a unique taiko drum that 
is hung from the shoulder while played, and 
started his own performing group, Zi-Pang.

Hayashida has since performed in over 
thirty-two countries at a variety of venues, 
including the closing ceremony at the 1998 
FIFA World Cup in France. He also performed 
the taiko during the tap dance scenes in 
Takeshi Kitano’s movie Zatoichi, and was the 
lead taiko drummer in Coldplay and Rihanna’s 
“Princess of China” music video collaboration, 
playing alongside members of the Taiko 
Center of Los Angeles.

Hayashida notes, “People in European 
countries appreciate this music for its rhythm 
and unique sound, and audiences in Asian 

Hitting the katsugi okedaiko

countries with a tradition of using large drums, like 
Indonesia, relate well to taiko.” Among all the concerts he 
has played all over the world, he remembers one in Africa 
where he performed for an audience of local children best, 
because they simply stared at him after the music finished. 
Puzzled by the lack of applause, he found out later that 
it was their first concert and they didn’t know about 
clapping.

Hayashida also puts his energies into developing new 
taiko. In 2003, he developed an electronic katsugi okedaiko 
with an international electronic musical instrument 
manufacturer, and a model he created jointly with taiko 
manufacturer Asano Taiko won a Good Design Award in 
2004. One he devised with famed American drumhead 
company Remo in 2011 is being marketed all over the 
globe. He believes there is still enormous potential to 
transform taiko’s techniques, sounds and materials. 

“Taiko is not just about making sound but visual 
performance as well,” he adds. “The current style of taiko 
is only one part of what’s possible.” 

Hayashida will continue to pound out the rhythms that 
are loved by fans all over the planet, and teach the world 
the wonders of taiko. 
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T HE capital of Nagasaki 
Prefecture on the 
island of Kyushu, 
Nagasaki City has long 

been a bridge for foreign trade 
and relations with both Asia and 
Europe. The city’s architecture 
reflects its colorful past, notably 
Oura Catholic Church, built 
at the end of the Edo Period 
for the city’s burgeoning 
community of foreign traders 
who had gravitated to the city 
during Japan’s era of isolation. 
Oura and Nagasaki’s other 
elegant churches are juxtaposed 
with wonderfully preserved 
examples of classical Chinese 
architecture, such as the 

Buddhist temples Sofukuji 
and Kofukuji, creating an 
exotic atmosphere. 

Visitors to Nagasaki will 
enjoy an afternoon strolling 
through Oranda-Zaka (“Dutch 
Slope”) where Western 
merchants once resided, 
taking in the greenery of 
Nagasaki Peace Park and later 
sampling authentic delights 
while exploring bustling 
Chinatown. After dark, find 
a spot to view Nagasaki’s 
nightscape, which is said to 
equal those of Monaco and 
Hong Kong.   

Just a short distance 
away from the city itself, 
19 kilometers away from 
Nagasaki Port, is the 

Nagasaki City and Battleship Island

abandoned island of Hashima. 
Also known as Gunkanjima, 
meaning “Battleship Island,” 
Hashima has drawn tourists in 
large numbers in recent years. 
It earned its nickname from 
the protective embankment 
around the island’s 1,200-meter 
perimeter, reinforced concrete 
tower blocks and lofty chimneys.

The tiny island has a surface 
area of only around 63,000 
square meters, and originally 
became famous as a coalmine 
producing high-quality coal. The 
mine remained in operation for 
85 years until its closure in 1974. 

Hashima was a small, steep 
sandstone rock, thought to have 
been just 320 meters from north 
to south and 100 meters from 

Nagasaki
An aerial view of the 

abandoned isle
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east to west. As coal extraction 
intensified, however, Hashima 
underwent landfill construction 
on six occasions to cope with 
the increasing demand for living 
space, reaching its current size 
in 1931. 

Dwellings had to expand 
upward as more and more workers 
flocked from far and wide to 
take advantage of the favorable 
wages. Like a huge, crowded 
passenger vessel moored off 
the Nagasaki coast, Hashima 
boasted sophisticated tunnels and 
walkways, cutting-edge concrete 
dwellings, a dance hall and bar, 
and a school, temple, market and 
vegetable garden. Workers and 
their families, were living in an 
area nine times more densely 

populated than modern-day 
Tokyo.

The miners toiled in 30-degree 
heat and 95 percent humidity 
to mine millions of tons of coal, 
extracting 411,100 tons in 1941 
alone. Most of that output was 
sent to the Yahata Ironworks 
in Kyushu. Hashima’s coal 
was of the highest quality, low 
in ash and sulfur, and it was 
also easily pulverized. As coal 
was abandoned for other more 
economical forms of energy, the 
mine was eventually closed. 
Although long since deserted, 
Hashima’s desolation and visible 
decrepitude lure hundreds of 
thousands of tourists each year. 
Japan has recently proposed 
that the island be designated 

a UNESCO World Heritage site 
in recognition of the crucial role 
it played in the country’s drive 
to industrialization. Besides 
symbolizing a key era in Japan’s 
modern history, Hashima was a 
dynamo that presaged the global 
economic power the small island 
nation would one day become. 

Nagasaki

Nagasaki Peace Park

Nagasaki’s nightscape

Battleship Island’s imposing skyline

Nagasaki’s chinatown

Oura Catholic Church
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T HE road to Nara 
Prefecture’s 
Totsukawa Village 
winds through a 

deep green cleft in the earth, 
with hairpin turns. Totsukawa 
Village, the biggest village in 
Japan, takes up more than a 
fifth of Nara Prefecture, and 
yet has a population of only 
about 3,700 people. The area is 
remote — there are no trains, 
only buses. It is so large that 
the climate varies considerably 
from its north end to its south. 
In this 96 percent mountainous 
village, the roads meander along 
the mountain, the crops are 
terraced, and villagers of yore 

got around by yaen — human-
powered rope gondolas strung 
precariously over rivers.

At Totsukawa’s Hatenashi 
Settlement, the majestic 
view and the region’s storied 
past come together. The 
settlement, population 
around twenty, sits in the 
middle of a mountain with 
stunning vistas all around. In 
fact, the name “Hatenashi” 
means “neverending,” and 
indeed the eye is drawn 
over the pocket rice fields 
to crown after crown of 
mountain, receding into the 
misty distance. Winding right 
through the settlement is 
the World Heritage Kumano 
Kodo, or Old Kumano Road, 

A World of Myth

a pilgrimage road dating 
more than a thousand years 
back. This stone-paved 
path is part of a network 
stretching over seventy 
kilometers from the sacred 
Buddhist site of Mount Koya 
in Wakayama Prefecture, 
through Totsukawa Village, 
and back to Wakayama at 
Shinto’s Hongu Taisha. At 
Hatenashi, the journeyer can 
stand, armed with a sturdy 
walking stick, and take in 
the views that other pilgrims 
have admired for over a 
millennium. 

Totsukawa Village is a 
stronghold for Shintoism, 
according to Akinari Kamiya, 
a representative from 

NaRA
Totsukawa Village
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Totsukawa Village’s Tourism 
Division. As we head up Mount 
Tamaki to visit the village’s most 
venerable shrine, wild monkeys 
dart across the road in front of 
us. There are deer and wild boar 
here, too, greatly outnumbering 
the human population. A 
susurrus moves through the 
trees, pierced by the call of a bird. 

Tamaki Shrine is at an 
altitude of more than a thousand 
meters and was built more than 
a thousand years ago. This 
shrine, whose name “Tamaki” 
means “where the treasure lies.” 
Here stands a grand, gnarled 
Japanese cedar tree, or sugi, 
which according to the shinwa no 
sekai, or world of myth, is three 
thousand years old. The tree is 

banded with a shimenawa, a rope 
made from rice straw by local 
villagers. 

Taro Kuroiwa, a Shinto acolyte 
studying and training here, 
talks about what inspired him 
to come here. “I love talking 
with everyone, and hearing their 
different ways of thinking. And 
of course I’m interested in Shinto. 
But I think this kind of fantastic 
nature can’t easily be found 
elsewhere.”

Weary travelers can find solace 
at day’s end at one of the region’s 
abundant hot springs. At Taki no 
Yu, one of the area’s most popular 
baths, an open-air hot spring runs 
alongside a waterfall. Here the 
hot water springs eternal, being 
neither recycled nor reheated but 

keeping a natural 50ºC flow. A 
soak in these restorative waters is 
a balm for both the body and soul.

“The air is delicious, the food 
is delicious, there is peace and 
quiet, and nature is abundant,” 
says Kamiya, a transplant from 
Kanagawa Prefecture who prefers 
to make his home in Totsukawa. 
“The people here are friendly and 
helpful. In Totsukawa everyone 
helps each other. Everyone knows 
you.” 

Totsukawa Village offers a 
look at a traditional way of life, a 
glimpse of a close-knit community 
firmly connected to its history. 
Though there are no high-speed 
trains and no convenience stores 
here, there are other treasures to 
be found.  

Tamaki Shrine

Flowers in Hatenashi Village A Hatenashi home’s rice paddy and petsNara
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Edamame
Edamame, or green soybeans, are in 

season starting in June. The most 
popular way to prepare them in Japan is to 
boil them in salted water, after which they 
are placed in a zaru (bamboo basket) to 
drain and sprinkled with a dash of salt.  

For folks in Japan, edamame rank among the 
top dishes to pair with alcoholic beverages. 
Serve them up in a small bowl and enjoy 
them with a glass of beer! Their vivid green 
color and fresh flavor make edamame the 
perfect dish for a hot and humid season.

SEARCH our database for 
keywords that interest you 

ALL PAST ISSUES 
available online

www.gov-online.go.jp/eng/publicity/book/hlj/

HIGHLIGHTING JAPAN


	01_cover
	02-03_Contents 12.39.53 PM
	04_-5_PM_diary
	06-07_features_interview
	08-09_utsunomiya
	10-11_onomichi
	12-13_shougakumai_2
	14-15_matsumoto_3
	16-17_UDON
	18-19_vegetable crayons
	20-21_kamikatsu_2
	22-23_students_fix_new
	24-25_Science&Tech
	26-27_hayashida_2
	28_29_nagasaki
	30-31_nara
	32_back_cover

