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Prime Minister's Diary

PRIME MINISTER
ABE ATTENDS
G7 SUMMIT
Discussions during the session on foreign policy issues

Prime Minister holding the press conference

O

N June 4 and 5, Prime Minister Abe attended
the G7 Summit in Brussels and stated the
following at a press conference:
“ ‘States shall make their claims based on
international law. They shall not use force or
coercion in trying to drive their claims, and they
shall seek to settle disputes by peaceful means.’
These are principles that all countries must
naturally uphold as members of the international
community. On this occasion we successfully
confirmed these principles as the G7. We must
not under any circumstances accept changes to
the status quo with force in the background. The
issues which have their roots in Ukraine are global
issues that also impact Asia. If we fail to address
the rampant use of force or coercion, the world
will be thrown into turmoil. I shared that sense of

crisis with the leaders of the G7 once more. We are
adamant that in neither Ukraine nor Asia can accept
expansionism that challenges the regional order.
The G7 was united in sending out to the world a
message of its clear-cut will on this matter.”
“At the summit one year ago, the attention of the
world was focused on Japan’s new economic policy,
Abenomics. This year it was the results of this policy
that drew attention. Through my ‘three arrows,’ the
ratio of job offers to job seekers in Japan has risen for
17 consecutive months and is now higher than one
offer of employment for every person seeking work.
A large number of companies have taken the
bold decision to raise wages from this spring. At
present, Japan is also an engine for reviving the
global economy. During the session on the economy,
I declared my determination to continue to push
forward with reforms without flinching. ‘Japan has
returned once more to the world’s center stage.’ This
was also a summit where I realized that once again.”

G7 and EU leaders

Photographs and text courtesy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan and the Cabinet Public Relations Office of the Government of Japan.
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Summer in Japan
Because most of the country has a warm, humid climate, it gets
exceptionally hot and muggy during the summer in Japan. Therefore, over
time, many clever ways to make summers feel cooler have appeared.
This issue introduces various ways to spend summers in Japan comfortably,
as well as fun, traditional activities that are found only in the summer and
modern technologies.

july 2014

|

5

Feature

SUMMER IN JAPAN

The Many
Ways to Enjoy

Japan’s
Sizzling
Summers

An Interview with

Isao Kumakura
President of the Shizuoka University of Art
and Culture
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NOAM KATZ

J

APAN ’s summertime sometimes seems
to be the least loved of all the seasons, as
scorching temperatures combined with
high humidity apparently make summer
less than comfortable for many people.
Even well into Japan’s past, Japanese people
regarded summer as a difficult time, says
Isao Kumakura, president of the Shizuoka
University of Art and Culture and an authority
on Japanese cultural history. Kumakura
described the various ways Japanese people
discovered how to spend a sizzling summer in
relative comfort, including building designs,
food, events such as festivals and distinctive
customs.
Perhaps the most obvious impact of steamy
summers can be found in traditional Japanese
architecture. As Kenko Yoshida, one of Japan’s
three greatest essayists, said in his work
“Tsurezuregusa”: “Japanese houses should
be built with the summer season in mind.”
Kumakura notes that Japanese buildings and
homes, particularly those in the southern
part of Japan, were specifically designed
to ventilate summer heat. Japanese houses
tended to be thin-walled wooden structures
that used sliding doors called shoji to partition
the rooms. Removing the shoji permitted air
to circulate freely throughout the structure. In
addition, to allow the breezes in while keeping
the inevitable mosquitoes out, mosquito nets
called kaya made of coarse hemp cloth were
hung up in the rooms.
Outside, people would sprinkle water in
their gardens and on the unpaved roads,
which both reduced dust and prompted
evaporation to cool the air. However,
Kumakura explains, this action also served to
cleanse and purify the surrounding area. This
was often done for religious motives as well as
out of respect for customers, and is a custom
still seen today.

Summer influenced adaptations to diets as well,
involving seasonal fare with lighter, more refreshing
tastes. According to Kumakura, both the light taste
of vinegared dishes as well as rich, flavorful foods
are popular in the summer, the latter partly because
eating rich food helps stave off heat fatigue. He
recounted one example of how Kyoto residents like to
eat fatty hamo. Hamo is a hardy Japanese conger eel
that could survive the long, waterless journey from
the Seto Inland Sea to the ancient capital and be eaten
fresh, even in the summer season. Chefs carefully
chop the hamo’s meat and numerous tiny bones a
mere millimeter apart without breaking through
the skin. The now-edible bones and white flesh are
carefully shaped and served with a dollop of sour red
plum paste, giving the appearance of a beautiful white
peony flower. The white eel flesh looks cool, and the
refreshing bite of the plum paste perks people up.
Naturally summer exacts a physical toll on the
body as well. For that reason, Kumakura says, there
are unique ceremonies such as summer festivals in
which Japanese seek spiritual protection to help them
survive the summer months. For example, in one
ritual held all over Japan on June 30 called nagoshi-noharae, a two-meter-tall circular loop of reeds known as
a chinowa is placed in front of certain Shinto shrines.
Passing through the loop symbolizes a baby’s birth,
and thus people become purified and ‘reborn’ for the
ensuing year to come.
Careful attention to summer’s sights and sounds
also helped transform the stifling months into a delight
for the senses. Japanese gave specific names to the
multitude of summer insects, Kumakura says, allowing
them to distinctly experience the passage of summer
by heeding the changing sounds. The tinkling of wind
chimes, for example, could help one feel cooler just by
recognizing that a breeze was flowing by.
The end result of preparing homes to adapt to
summer, eating seasonal foods and participating in
special rituals and festivals was that “summer itself
became something to look forward to,” Kumakura
notes. True as much for ancient Japan as now,
summer can become an enjoyable season—with the
right attitude.

The paper covering the thin wooden bars of
shoji doors allows light and air to filter through

Kyotoites love hamo, and the city’s chefs have many ways
of preparing it

>> TOPIC

Celebrating
Obon

For Japanese people, summer is a special time
of year because it is the season of obon. During
obon, the spirits of ancestors are said to return
from the afterlife to visit their homes and pass
the time with their families. At the beginning of
obon a small fire is lit to welcome these spirits, and
at obon’s end, people light the fire again to usher
the spirits back to the afterlife. This memorial
celebration for the dead has been conducted since
ancient times. In summer, events that use fire and
fireworks are common because fire represents a
memorial for the deceased. And the Bon dance—
once originally performed to welcome and
express gratitude to the spirits for coming—and
the memorial services to appeal to the spirits of
ancestors to fend off plagues and natural disasters
are now done throughout Japan. The dance spices
up these modern summer festivals.
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Ephemeral Art,
Etched in Memory
The Omagari Fireworks
Festival in Akita
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IREWORKS—the
ephemeral art of colorfully
illuminating the nocturnal
sky—have become a traditional
part of summer in Japan. As
fireworks are set off in crackling
booms and bursts of glittering
light, one can feel the evening
cool and forget the heat. July and
August have become the time for
fireworks, with festivals of great
pyrotechnical prowess held in
communities all over the country.
The Omagari district of
Daisen City in Akita Prefecture
is one such community. Every
year on the fourth Saturday of
August in this part of Tohoku
region, a national fireworks
competition takes place—the
Omagari Fireworks Festival. In
terms of magnitude, the din and
the color, among other things, it
is said to rank as one of the most
spectacular fireworks festivals
in Japan.
People have marveled at
the brilliant forms of fireworks
originally made by packing
gunpowder into the round paper
shells that are launched into the
night sky. According to Tadanobu
Komatsu, the fifth-generation
president of Komatsu Fireworks,
which has been making and
selling them in Omagari since
1885, the history of fireworks in
Omagari goes back to the Edo
Era. As provincial wars gave way
to the more peaceful Edo Era,
soldiers familiar with gunpowder
found new ways to use their

Smoke art—Komatsu debuted the innovative
‘Changing-into-Chrysanthemum’ display at the 2013
Oomagari festival

expertise, becoming pyrotechnicians, and
gunpowder shops specializing in fireworks came
onto the scene.
By and by, fireworks came to be launched
as prayers for bountiful harvests. Setting
off fireworks was not cheap, however, so
wealthy landowners sponsored the displays,
competing with each other to dazzle the crowds.
Pyrotechnicians would incorporate technical
advances in a friendly rivalry to create something
never seen before. Fireworks also became side
attractions at shrine festivals, and developed to
the point that a fireworks competition was held in
1910. Omagari came to be known for its dazzling
aerial displays.
High tech entered the world of fireworks in
recent decades. Whereas in the old days fireworks
were lit by hand, by the 1980s they were being
ignited electrically, and from the 1990s the
displays were even synchronized to music.
Nowadays computers can control the launches
with split-second accuracy.
Komatsu Fireworks has participated in
Omagari fireworks competitions eighty-seven
times running. At the August 2013 festival, its
‘Rising Silver Line Five-Ring Changing-intoChrysanthemum’ offering won the prestigious
Prime Minister’s Award. ‘Five-ring’ refers to the
five concentric rings inserted within the overall
ring of the fireworks display, resulting in a palette
of six colors altogether. Due to its complexity, this
nearly perfect firework is seldom seen. Even at
Komatsu, with its sophisticated technology, the
‘Changing-into-Chrysanthemum’ was eight years
in the making.
Komatsu notes that, “Japanese pyrotechnicians
seek the ultimate circle within the fireworks ring.”
To produce perfect concentric rings, one must
go into the process so deeply that the results are
too fine-grained for onlookers to fully appreciate.
The actual achievement of circles with uniform
density, each perfectly round, lasts for but a brief
instant. But as Komatsu explains: “The fact that
they disappear in a flash is the real greatness of

fireworks, because we still remember them for the
rest of our lives.
“You can see fireworks launched at riverbanks,
along the seashore, and in big cities,” Komatsu
says. “From the heights of Tokyo SkyTree—Tokyo’s
newest landmark—you can watch the displays along
theSumida River. I really hope that people will enjoy
the fantastic variations of fireworks in Japan this
summer.”

1
2

Fireworks master Tadanobu Komatsu
Arranging gunpowder evenly is crucial to making beautiful round
fireworks
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Onward!
Toward I
a New
Tohoku
Coming on Strong
with the Tohoku
Rokkon Festival

One of the Tohoku region’s three major festivals, the Nebuta
Matsuri features huge, breathtaking floats

Morioka's Sansa Odori drew enough participants to make the
Guinness Book of World Records
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RIEKO SUZUKI

T has long been a custom in Japan to have
festivals in the summer. Summer festivals
in farming villages were considered a way
to pray for good harvests in the fall, and in cities
to mitigate natural disasters such as the spread
of infectious diseases that occur as a result of
changes in the seasons.
Each of the six prefectures in the Tohoku
region—Aomori, Iwate, Miyagi, Akita, Yamagata
and Fukushima—is well known for hosting its
own vigorous, large-scale summer festival.
Taking place in the prefectural capitals, they
include the Nebuta Festival in Aomori, the
Sansa Odori Festival in Morioka, the Tanabata
Festival in Sendai, the Kanto Lantern Festival in
Akita, the Hanagasa Festival in Yamagata, and
the Waraji Festival in Fukushima. Now all six
of these celebrations can be enjoyed in a single
mega-event, the Tohoku Rokkon (Six-Soul)
Festival, held this year for the fourth time and
producing more merriment than ever.
Satoshi Aoki, who works in the tourism and
products section of the Commerce and Tourism
Department of the city of Yamagata, was in
charge of this year’s Tohoku Rokkon Festival held
in Yamagata Prefecture.
“The idea of the six prefectures doing
something together had been around for a long
time,” Aoki explains. “The impetus that finally
got us to do it was, ironically, the Great East
Japan Earthquake. A large number of companies
offered assistance to get the recovery started.
A festival, as a way to restore our spirits, came
together as the Tohoku Rokkon Festival, with the
first one taking place in 2011 in Sendai.”
Every year a kanji character is used to express
the festival’s theme. In the first year it was
祈 (inori, prayer), then 希 (ki, wish), 福 ( fuku,
happiness), and 起 (ki, arising) this year. The
theme character for this year—along with a
subtheme, ‘Onward! Toward a New Tohoku’—
were meant to embody the people’s spirit of
getting over the tragedy and determinedly

moving into the future.
“Yamagata is different from the prefectures that
held the first three festivals in that we suffered
almost no damage from the earthquake,” Aoki
explains. “But we did take in more victims than
any other prefecture, and even now we have close
to three thousand of them living here. Although
this was the first time for a largely unaffected
prefecture to host, the parade alone drew 260,000
people over two days. Towels and other souvenirs
sold out instantly. The roadsides were packed, and
people who weren’t able to view the parade instead
enjoyed the Tohoku festival on a big screen outside
the venue. That just blew me away.”
Like last year, the Self-Defense Forces from
Matsushima Air Base sent their Blue Impulse
aerobatic team for an exhibition. The event
reminded people that relief for the victims could
not have happened without the stalwart efforts of
the Self-Defense Forces.
“We have experienced many great benefits
through the six prefectures doing this festival
together,” Aoki says, beaming. “A bond has formed
among us as Tohoku people, and with so many
tourists coming from all over Japan as well as from
overseas, we have come to feel proud of Tohoku
as an attractive place. And it has been a great
promotion for the individual festivals each of our
prefectures will be having in August.”
This year many local volunteers were dispersed
at the festival and in surrounding areas as Englishlanguage interpreters for foreign tourists, who
reported that they were able to enjoy the lively
dancing and floats up close. Upon seeing the
group spirit and energy of the people who hosted
this Tohoku Rokkon Festival, visitors must have
returned home impressed.
It thus appears likely that the number of tourists
visiting Japan for the festival will increase. “The
host prefecture for the Tohoku Rokkon Festival
will continue to rotate every year, but to make sure
that the memory of the earthquake does not fade
I’d like to help keep it successful by deepening
relations between the government and the private
sector,” Aoki says.

The Tanabata Festival in Sendai is among the country’s
most elaborate

Balancing paper lanterns on bamboo poles at Akita City’s Kanto
Matsuri

Thousands of dancers at Yamagata Prefecture’s Hanagasa
Festival

Fukushima’s Waraji Festival features huge traditional
straw sandals
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Edo Furin—Wind Bells
from the Edo Era
SHINPEI ANZAI
3
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T

AITO-KU, situated in the older part of Tokyo
known as shitamachi, is famous as a tourist
area thanks to Asakusa, Kaminarimon and
Ueno Park. During the Edo Era, this area came to
thrive as a center of commerce and culture.
In Taito-ku lives a family that has since the Edo
Era continued the hand fabrication of Edo furin—
wind bells made of glass. Shinohara Maruyoshi
Furin is one of only two Edo furin shops in Japan.
Masayoshi Shinohara, the head of the family, was
trained in the proper art by his father, Yoshiharu
Shinohara, who coined the term Edo furin and was
officially recognized as a Preserver of Intangible
Cultural Assets by Edogawa Ward and made an
honorary citizen of Tokyo.
A visitor to Shinohara Maruyoshi Furin will first
be drawn to the brightly colored Edo furin hanging in
the shop’s front display. A closer look reveals images
painted on the insides of the glass bells. One drawing
might be of a goldfish, often seen at summer festivals
in Japan; another of a dragonfly, appearing at the
end of summer in Japan; still another perhaps of
fireworks, evoking a traditional part of summer
in Japan.
One may think that these are simply images
of summer, but according to Shinohara esoteric
meanings also lie within the drawings. “For
example,” he says, “in feng shui a goldfish symbolizes
prosperity. At the time of its birth, the body of a
goldfish is black, but as it matures it turns red. In feng
shui, this means changing from yin to yang—negative
to positive—a very good omen. A goldfish is thus not
so much a gold-colored fish as it is a gold-laden fish.”
Shinohara currently makes about fourteen
thousand Edo furin a year. Standing immediately
in front of a hot crucible, he forms each object by
blowing glass. To make the same object in large
quantities requires considerable skill and speed, but
then Shinohara has been making wind bells for many
years ever since childhood. “My body knows what to
do,” he says.
As one might expect, wind bells sell well in the
summer, but attempting to make enough of them in
the span of one summer for an entire year would be

impossible. From blowing the glass to painting the
pictures, the entire family is kept busy all year.
Edo furin first came to be in an era that had no air
conditioners or electric fans. There was a craftsman
who made wind bells from glass instead of copper,
which were originally created based on ideas from
feng shui. People thought this suited summer very
well, and the glass wind bells became popular in the
Edo Era.
Shinohara says the allure of Edo furin is that they
“change wind to sound.” Edo furin have a glass tube
suspended within the glass bell so that, when the
wind blows, the glass tube sways and a sound is
emitted. The mouth of a wind bell is left rough so
that each one has its own unique tone.
Edo furin have apparently become quite popular
among foreign customers as well. A chance to blow
glass or to paint a picture is a welcome option.
Edo furin are pretty to look at, and some
customers say they use them as knickknacks without
hanging them. “I guess that’s all right,” Shinohara
says, “but in Japan we have the expression kaze wo
mederu—to enjoy the wind. If you have one, I would
want you to enjoy the wind with it.” And with that,
he rings the one in his hand.

4
1
2
3
4

A wind bell's delicate sound is one of Japanese summer's
best sonic treats
Edo furin—wind bells made of glass
Symbols of good fortune
A wind bell in the making
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Making Comfortable,
Ecological Living a
No-Brainer

1

‘Zero-Energy’ Houses:
The Next Generation
of Energy-Saving
Residences

2
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ISAO NARUSE

W

ARMTH in winter and comfort in summer have
been vital issues for homebuilders in Japan
since ancient times. Thanks to recent advances
in techniques and construction methods, the effective
use of insulation materials and of solar and other natural
energy resources is becoming prevalent as the challenge of
constructing eco-friendly housing that offers winter warmth
and relief in the summer is being taken up all over the nation.
Homebuilder and community developer Sekisui House
became the first company to propose an ‘ecology house’
using insulation to reduce CO2 emissions. Now the company
is pushing to make ‘zero-energy’ (energy-neutral) housing a
standard.
As a result of the nuclear power problem that occurred
after the Great East Japan Earthquake, interest in energy has
intensified, and the need for not only CO2 reduction but also
sustainable energy has increased significantly. This scenario led
to the realization of a ‘zero-energy’ house that recycles energy.
The government has set 2020 as a goal for making such zeroenergy housing the standard for newly constructed homes.

A zero-energy house does not mean a house that
uses no energy at all. The zero-sum idea here is to
make up for energy consumed at home with energy
generated at home. This requires using energy-saving
materials, roof-tile-style solar batteries and other
methods. “It is also important that the zero-energy
house becomes the widely accepted norm as an
‘ordinary’ house,” adds Ken-ichi Ishida, director of
Sekisui House’s Global Warming Prevention R&D
Institute.
Ishida was a doctoral student engaged in research
on housing in Japan when the company invited him
to work with them. Although he continued research
into energy-saving housing there, his ideas did not
find much traction at first. Ishida became a constant
advocate of “making the world a better place by
achieving energy savings with ordinary housing,
which is easy for consumers to accept.” His efforts led
to the widespread use of energy-saving homes.
Sekisui House also insists on making their solar
power generation panels in ‘roof-tile style.’ By using
traditional Japanese roof tiles as a motif to blend in

with the neighborhood, they came up with a design
that would easily work in various plans to match the
lifestyles of residents. According to the company,
this has resulted in 60 percent of the residences they
currently market being zero-energy houses.
“The important thing is that people don’t feel
forced to put up with these changes,” emphasizes
Ishida. “Our houses must enable them to stay
in harmony with nature and save energy in an
uncompromisingly agreeable setting.” The company
is moving this forward under the brand vision
‘SLOW & SMART’ to achieve comfortable living
through advanced technology.
Sekisui House is now expanding the scope of
its zero-energy housing to other countries. House
construction based on Japanese ideas is spreading
through the world. “Japan is the world leader in
getting solar panels onto houses,” says Ishida. “I
think it would be great if people in other countries
learn about Japan’s approach for saving and
producing energy.”

3
1
2
3

Sekisui's first ‘eco-house’ came out in 1982, ahead of the competition
Ken-ichi Ishida runs Sekisui House’s Global Warming Prevention R&D Institute
These solar panels look like traditional roof tiles, blending in well with the tiles on other houses
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Cool Tips to Get
Through the
Hot Summer

COOL

BIZ

TAMI KAWASAKI

S

UMMERS in Japan are very hot
and muggy, and a good part of
traditional culture was born from
the longing to stay cool through everyday
ingenuities. Along with yukata, uchiwa
fans, furin (wind bells) and kakigori
(shaved ice desserts), a recent addition to
the typical sights of a Japanese summer is
‘Cool Biz,’ a campaign intended to tackle
climate change by saving energy in the
workplace.
Not very long ago, men in Japan
were convinced that they had to stay
formal in business venues even in the
summer, which meant walking around
outside under the flaming sun in suits
and ties. Meanwhile, inside the office,
air conditioners would be turned on full
blast, so women had to equip themselves
with woolen sweaters and lap blankets in
midsummer. Nowadays, however, freed
from jackets and ties, wearing shortsleeved shirts, and with air conditioners
set at 28 degrees Celsius, even men can
get through the day comfortably. With
their suits cast aside, they look calm, cool
and collected.

16
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A cool green cover that also yields highly nutritious goya (bitter melon)

What is the story behind the ‘Cool Biz’ movement
taking effect so quickly and so widely? “Shared concerns
about the urgency of the global environment could have
encouraged people to take up Cool Biz,” suggests Nanae
Fujimoto, chief administrator of the Lifestyle Policy Office
in the Climate Change Policy Division of the Ministry of the
Environment’s Global Environment Bureau.
In 2005 the Kyoto Protocol went into force, and
international society reaffirmed its commitment to
combatting climate change. Public awareness climbed in
Japan. Business and government leaders took the lead in
changing their outfits. It didn’t take long for the rest of the
country to follow suit.
This new trend in Japanese business attire spurred
a wave of innovation by the apparel industry. New
materials with various features including moisture and
sweat absorption, quick drying and controlled ventilation
were developed, and ‘Cool Biz’ sections in retail stores
thrived. Trains offered “mildly cooled cars” for passengers
who wished to avoid the standard air-conditioned cars.
Such reactions highlight the delicate receptiveness and

responsiveness of the hearts and technologies of Japan,
says Fujimoto.
Other innovations come from everyday life. Raising
morning glories in the summer, for example, has been a
common practice in Japan for ages. From around 2011,
however, various plants grown along houses and buildings
came to be known as ‘green curtains.’ Growing green vines
at the window such as goya (bitter melons) or cucumbers,
their tendrils extending as they flourish, these curtains
block the strong sunlight and provide nutrition, a perfect
example of killing two birds with one stone. According
to Fujimoto, this originally began as an experiment by
urban engineering researchers and others in a few areas.
The Ministry of the Environment subsequently promoted
‘green curtains’ as one example of ways to cope with power
shortages. Having benefits to the planet as well as to one’s
wallet and health, what was once a unique regional practice
has now become a popular pastime.
Fujimoto stresses that, “our role is merely to help
people realize what they can do.” Overachieving Japan’s
international obligation to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions by 6 percent from 1990 levels, the Ministry
of the Environment launched its next campaign called
‘Fun to share.’ Just like the ‘green curtain’ example, this
campaign calls on individuals to share whatever they’re
doing that makes use of everyday ingenuities or the latest
technologies—in short, anything useful that is climatefriendly. Seeing that changing individual lifestyles leads
to saving the global environment is a realization that is
already a step in the right direction.
Japan’s Cool Biz initiative received praise from
Rajendra Pachauri, chairperson of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change, during a speech at the Global
Environmental Action International Conference 2007.
He stated: “One of the major findings that we have . . . is
the importance of lifestyle changes. . . . There has to be
a change in human behavior, and I think in this regard, I
must say that Japan is setting an outstanding example.”
Subsequently in 2008, temperature settings on air
conditioners in the United Nations were raised under the
rubric ‘Cool UN.’
Companies and researchers are not the only source of
innovations. It is the awareness of each and every one of us
that ultimately will help save the Earth.

‘Vent Cool’ controls the airflow depending on
whether the fabric is wet or dry

New, moisture-wicking materials keep their wearers
dryer more comfortable

The kick-off event celebrating the tenth anniversary
of the start of Cool Biz in 2004
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Preventing Malaria
with Mosquito
Netting
Sumitomo Chemical’s
OlysetTM Net

1
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BIFUE USHIJIMA

M

OSQUITO netting
(kaya) was once so
ubiquitous in Japanese
households as to be considered a
symbol of summer here. Mosquito
nets were used to protect the
inhabitants from mosquitos and
other harmful insects, and in an
age with no air conditioners those
nets were essential for summer
nights. While the younger
generation in Japan may feel
little affinity for them, mosquito
nets developed in Japan are now
saving lives in Africa.
The infectious disease malaria,
contracted via a mosquito known
as Anopheles lesteri, is now seen
in over a hundred countries in
subtropical and tropical regions
around the world. According to
the World Malaria Report 2013 of
the World Health Organization
(WHO), some two hundred
million people contracted it in
2010 alone. About 660,000 people
died of the disease, most of them
children less than five years old in
Sub-Saharan Africa.
Malaria not only takes
the lives of children, it also
destroys opportunities for work
and education, increasing the
socioeconomic burden. This
results in the grim reality of
poverty being exacerbated.
Eradication of malaria is thus
intimately linked to fighting
poverty in Africa.
One researcher at Sumitomo
Chemical took note of the problem
in Africa and asked, “Using the

2
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know-how of this company, can’t
we do something about malaria?”
And what he developed was
OlysetTM Net.
OlysetTM Net is mosquito
netting that incorporates an
insect repellent called pyrethroid
in highly durable polyethylene
fibers. Mosquito netting used
in the past was prepared by
immersing it in a chemical
solution. When washed, however,
the chemical effect wore off,
so it was not suitable for longterm use. In OlysetTM Net, on the
other hand, the chemical leaches
out from the fibers gradually
thanks to a unique ‘controlrelease’ technology, so that
even after repeated washings
the effectiveness of the insect
repellent does not disappear. In
fact, OlysetTM Net can be used for
more than five years.
At the core of this development
was Sumitomo Chemical’s
technology for making insectrepellent screens using a
proprietary method that combines
resin processing and insecticides.
Additionally, considering that
it was also to be used in tropical

regions in Africa, air movement
through the netting had to be
maximized, so a specially designed
weave was required.
In 2001, the WHO recognized
its effectiveness as the world’s first
long-lasting mosquito netting, and
recommended the use of OlysetTM
Net to fight malaria. It is now used
in over eighty countries in Africa
and Southeast Asia afflicted by
the disease.
By using OlysetTM Net in a village
in Kenya, where its effectiveness
was researched, data revealed that
a 50 percent incidence of people
having the malarial protozoan
organism in 2005 was reduced to
8 percent by 2008.
At first, these nets were
donated and distributed through
international organizations
such as UNICEF (United Nations
Children’s Fund), but in 2003 the
manufacturing technology was
given gratis to A to Z Textile Mills,
a manufacturer in Tanzania, and
onsite production started in Africa
itself (in 2007 a joint venture,
Vector Health, was established).
In Tanzania alone production
capacity has reached close to
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A girl on the island of Madagascar
holds a new set of Olyset TM Net
Safe behind the net in Africa
The pellets than are the raw material
used to make Olyset TM Net yarn
Nets treated with insecticide help
stop the spread of malaria

thirty million units, creating
employment for some seven
thousand people.
Sales in supermarkets in Kenya
began in October 2011 under the
brand name OlysetTM CLASSIC.
The objective was not only to
develop a market by increasing
sales channels, but also to raise
prevention awareness among the
people living there. Sumitomo
Chemical uses part of its sales
from the OlysetTM Net project to
support education in Africa, such
as by building schools and more.
Although the aim has been to
exterminate malaria, a longtime
commitment of support is
required for that. The support
provided by mosquito netting
has been useful in its direct
effect of saving lives, and also
in showcasing how to make a
sustained contribution through
education as well as through
developing markets.
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Perfectly Clear
Nippura’s Founder Shapes Our
Views of the World’s Aquariums
ADAM SMITH

1

N

EARLY half a century ago Tetsuhiro
Shikiyama, who’s a chemist by trade, made
what could only be called art, in the form of
handsome lampshades and decorative plates crafted
from thin strips of laminated wood. While it’s unlikely
that many are familiar with those works, millions have
seen his other creations made in the decades since.
In fact, they’ve looked right through them, probably
too busy staring at the sharks, jellyfish, penguins
and other sea creatures within to be aware of their
existence. Shikiyama is the president of Nippura, a
company he founded in 1969 that makes acrylic glass
panels for water tanks in aquariums around the globe,
including the Monterey Bay Aquarium, Copenhagen
Zoo, New England Aquarium and Okinawa Churaumi
Aquarium.
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A lean company of fewer than ninety employees
with its headquarters in southwestern Kagawa
Prefecture, Nippura in many ways exemplifies
Japan’s tradition of combining advanced
technology, design and careful craftsmanship to
make products the world demands. Shikiyama
himself is 81 years old and has the energy and
dynamism of a man decades younger.
“My company was the first in the world to use
big acrylic glass panels for aquarium tanks,” he
says. Before Nippura took a chance with a curved
acrylic glass panel at Yashima Aquarium in Kagawa,
tanks in aquariums were built with rigid glass that
precluded big sizes and fancy curves. Since that
early feat in 1969, the company has developed
stronger and more transparent panels that have

held Guinness World Records because of their size.
One tank created for the Dubai Mall in the United
Arab Emirates, for example, held the title in 2008 at
32.88 meters long and 8.3 meters tall.
Sitting at a conference room table at Nippura’s
headquarters, Shikiyama explains the company’s
technology. He pushes forward a cube about 25
centimeters tall. Despite its thickness, the object
is perfectly clear when viewed head on. It’s like
looking through still water.
Then he turns the cube to the side to show that
it isn’t solid. Instead, there are six layers of acrylic
glass, each about three centimeters thick.
Nippura believes that increasing the thickness
by stacking plates of from three to four centimeters
thick and then heat-treating the result offers the
most stable quality. This layering and bonding
technique—along with the company’s chemical
compound formulas and strict attention to detail—
are what make Nippura’s panels clearer, stronger
and more durable, says Shikiyama.
His customers agree. New England Aquarium in
Boston came to Nippura in the early 2000s when
it needed a super-stretch kreisel tank for jellyfish,
after hearing about the company’s earlier success
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with the Monterey Bay Aquarium, says Steven L.
Bailey, New England Aquarium’s curator of fishes.
Bailey called Nippura’s work “outstanding,” and
praised “the way they work for being top-notch at
following precise instructions, having knowledge
of larger-scale kreisel tanks, and having a record of
delivering on an expensive undertaking on time.”
Nippura is now exploring new ways to use the
acrylic glass that Shikiyama has been experimenting
with since he studied chemistry at Nishiwaki Kogyo
technical school, even after all his successes. Nippura
also began using the panels to make large, flat
projection screens about ten years ago. Applying the
same processing techniques to acrylic panels used for
creating water tanks has made it possible to make the
screens flat as well as various unprecedented shapes.
Shikiyama says he believes the potential also exists
to use the panels for clear, thin barriers to protect
against tsunami waves. That urge to tinker is what
keeps him going to work.
“I don’t even take a day off,” he says, and adds
with a smile: “I’m here 365 days a year.”
In terms of energy and his unending dedication
to the art of invention, Shikiyama is clearly one of
Japan’s master innovators.

4
The main tank at Okinawa Churaumi Aquarium was a Guinness
record holder in 2002
The Guinness Book certified the acrylic panel for this aquarium in
a Dubai shopping mall as the world's largest in 2008
Nippura's acrylic glass offers exceptional clarity even in layered form

Nippura's energetic chief, Tetsuhiro Shikiyama
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The Tale of

UrashimaTaro
O

NCE upon a time there lived a young
fisherman named Urashima Taro. One
day, Taro came upon some children who
were tormenting a sea turtle on the beach. Feeling
pity for the turtle, Taro told the children to let it
go, but they would not stop. Taro finally saved the
turtle and let it return to the sea.
Several days later, the turtle appeared before
Taro once again and called to him. “Thank you
for rescuing me the other day. You saved my life.”
The turtle then extended an invitation. “In return,
please allow me to show you Ryugu-jo, the palace
of the Dragon King. Come, ride on my back.” Taro
thought he would indeed like to see Ryugu-jo, so

22
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he seated himself on the turtle’s back. He and the
turtle dove to the bottom of the ocean.
In a moment, Taro and the turtle had arrived at
the magnificent gates of Ryugu-jo. At the palace, the
princess Otohime gave Taro a warm welcome. Taro
watched the sea bream and flounders dance, took
part in many feasts, and had a wonderful time.
After a few days had passed, though, Taro
grew homesick for his village and his mother.
He told Otohime that he wished to go back
home. The princess was greatly distressed at his
words, but gave him a gift—a special box called
a tamatebako—with strict instructions to never
open it.

Taro rode a turtle back to shore.
When he arrived, however, the
beach seemed completely different.
Taro’s home was gone—and so was
his mother. Everyone that Taro
knew was gone. When he asked
the people nearby if they knew an
Urashima Taro, they replied that
they had indeed heard stories about
someone by that name, who long,
long ago sank beneath the ocean
waves and disappeared. It was then
that Taro learned that three hundred
years had passed since he had gone
to Ryugu-jo.
Thinking that all might return
to the way it had been if he opened
the tamatebako, Taro lifted the lid
despite what the princess had told
him. When he did so, however, a
puff of white smoke came out of the
box. The white smoke engulfed Taro
and left him an old man, with white
hair and beard.

The Sightseeing Limited
Express Train “Ibusuki no
Tamatebako”:
Based on Urashima Taro’s
Legendary Tamatebako

The Kyushu Railway Company (JR Kyushu) operates the
“Ibusuki no Tamatebako,” a limited express sightseeing
train that takes its name from the legend of Urashima Taro of
Kyushu’s Satsuma Peninsula. The train’s bold color scheme—
the cars are painted half-white and half-black—and the white
mist that sees you off when the doors open and you arrive at
the station make it just like a tamatebako on rails.

july 2014

|

23

Series

SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY

Outer Space
Connection

The dream of building a
space elevator
BIFUE USHIJIMA

A

Shuichi Ohno
Japan Space
Elevator
Association
Chairman

24

space elevator is just what it sounds
like—a vehicle that travels up
and down a cable connecting the
Earth’s surface to space. Space elevators
are well known in the science fiction
world, having appeared, for example, in
Arthur C. Clarke’s novel The Fountains of
Paradise. While building a space elevator
is a theoretical possibility, it has long been
considered far beyond our capabilities.
The discovery of carbon nanotubes
(CNTs) by Dr. Sumio Iijima in 1991,
however, had some people beginning to
ask whether space elevators might now
be feasible on a technical level. With
CNTs that are strong and light enough,
we could build the Earth-to-space tether
viewed as the biggest obstacle to making
space elevators a reality. Moves toward
implementation have accelerated since
then, including the 2007 founding of
the Japan Space Elevator Association
(JSEA), which promotes technologies for
space elevators and conducts activities to
educate the public about them.
“Japan specializes in many of the
key component technologies of space

| highlighting japan

elevators, from the CNTs that were
discovered in Japan to safety and control
technologies developed for elevators, bullet
trains and the like,” says JSEA Chairman
Shuichi Ohno, one of the space elevator’s
proponents. “We would love to move this
technology forward with Japan at the
center.”
The actual mechanism of the space
elevator is simple: just connect the Earth
to a space station with a cable and a
counterweight. The key issue is adjusting
the balance between gravity—which pulls
things toward the Earth—and centrifugal
force, which pushes them away. Gravity
grows stronger as objects get closer to the
Earth, while centrifugal force increases
when they are farther away. These forces
balance out in a geostationary orbit at
an altitude of around 36,000 km. At this
orbiting level, one revolution around
the Earth is 24 hours, just like the
Earth’s rotation. Since stations placed in
geostationary orbit move with the Earth’s
rotation, they remain fixed in relation to the
planet and would be able to keep the cable
pulled taut.
During construction, the cable would
be lowered toward the Earth from a

(High Earth orbit station)

(The best place to start
journeys to Mars)
(The geostationary Earth
orbit station)

(Low Earth orbit station)

Competitors at a space elevator technology contest

satellite in geostationary orbit. If nothing
more is done, however, the weight of the cable
itself would pull it Earthward as the center
of gravity approaches the planet. The cable
would therefore have to be balanced by also
extending it away from the Earth and with
the counterweight. One approach would
be to extend the cable little by little while
maintaining that balance until it eventually
reaches the base station on Earth, with both
stationary land-based platforms and mobile
seagoing platforms possible.
A space elevator constructed in this way
could transport large numbers of people and
stocks of material using far less fuel than a
rocket. Moreover, although astronauts require
specialized training, space elevators would
make it easier for even ordinary people to go
to space because the training needed would be
much more basic. Since transporting people
and goods would be inexpensive, it would also
help lower the barriers to space development

A conceptual diagram for a space elevator

itself, like space solar-power generation projects that
efficiently collect sunlight in outer space and produce
energy, as well as zero-gravity experiments and the
like. Many commentators even expect the technology
to trigger growth in space exploration.
There are innumerable challenges, such as how to
protect space elevators from electromagnetic waves,
radiation from the sun, meteorites and space debris. But
some researchers and engineers are infatuated with the
idea due to the sheer potential it has to revolutionize
space development and exploration. Various contests
both in Japan and abroad—to climb the highest or build
the best tether—have generated great interest.
In the new Mobile Suit Gundam: Reconguista in G
coming out this fall—the latest in a Japanese robot
animation series that takes place in outer space and is
popular worldwide—the story will apparently revolve
around an organization that operates a space elevator.
The real thing will someday be constructed, leading to a
world where everyone can easily go to space, propelled
by those who dream of such an adventure. Japan hopes
to lead that quest.
ALL PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE JAPAN SPACE ELEVATOR ASSOCIATION
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From Race Queen to

Queen of Racing
FIA World Endurance
Championship Race driver
Keiko Ihara
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S a student in 1998, Keiko Ihara got
her introduction to motorsport while
working as a race queen—a promotional
model who is part of a racing pit crew.
The dedication, the passion, the drive and the
teamwork left such a lasting impression on her
that she got her driver’s license right away. She
also took a part-time job as a driving school
instructor, where she learned the finer aspects of
controlling a motor vehicle.
At the age of twenty-five, Ihara debuted in the
FIA-licensed Ferrari Challenge, where she took
the Japan series by storm, being named MVP of
the year and culminating the year with a secondplace finish at the World Finals. Her experiences
bolstered her confidence and earned her the
chance to participle in the British Formula
Renault 2.0 series.
“I thought being a race driver wasn’t all that
difficult from my experiences in the Ferrari
Challenge,” she recalls. “When I went to England
and found myself behind names like Kimi
Raikkonen and Felipe Massa, though, I realized
how hard racing could be.”
This only pushed Ihara to drive harder, and
through the years she persevered to race in
a number of series, including Formula races.
That gave her the experience she needed in
her current position as a co-driver of the OAK
Racing Morgan-Judd LMP2 racing team and as
the only female driver in the World Endurance
Championship (WEC) 2014 series. In her latest
race, the 24 Hours of Le Mans, Ihara was the
first Japanese female racer ever to complete the

challenge and placed ninth in her class. Ihara is also
the only female driver to compete in professional
endurance races, and in 2013 she was 22nd among
WEC drivers, the world’s top rank for a woman.
In a world dominated by men who in some
cases have almost twenty years more experience
than her and superior stamina and strength, Ihara
works relentlessly hard to stay competitive. She
emphasizes teamwork and communication to get
the most out of her car, team and co-drivers. She
also keeps her mind in top shape to handle the splitsecond reactions, strategies and mental endurance
that 24-hour races require.
She also needs to stay physically fit. Taking up
her training time, however, are her many other
activities. “Ideally I like to run twenty kilometers,
swim a hundred lengths and do some gym training
every day,” she says, “but sadly I don’t always have
enough time.”
She is the Asian representative on the FIA’s
Women in Motorsport Commission. The group
strives to inspire women to see motorsport as a
field that they can be a part of, whether as drivers,
engineers or officials, not for the sake of diversity,
but as equals based on the merit of their skills and
qualifications.
Ihara is also a licensed teacher who teaches
English part time at an elementary school in
Nagoya. “Being able to communicate with each
other in English or any other international language
will bring countries closer together, and give
Japanese people the opportunity to learn and open
their minds to other cultures and experiences,”
Ihara says. “I think it would be nice if we could see
more globally minded people coming from Japan.”
Recently she has expanded her work in
education, giving seminars at universities and high
schools in Japan whose students are considering
careers in the automotive and motorsports field,
usually through her Keiko Ihara Diversity Program.
Ihara is also interested in improving Japan’s
road traffic environment and its educational
environment, and is working with the Ministry
of Economy, Trade and Industry to spread the use
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First Japanese female driver to finish Le Mans: Keiko Ihara
Keiko Ihara in the chase at Le Mans
Ihara at the track with her English-language pupils

of electric vehicles (EVs) because she believes that
EVs and Japanese technology can do much to solve
environmental problems.
“Education is a field I have a great deal of interest
in,” Ihara states. “As a racer I’ve also become passionate
about the automotive industry, including the
technological developments and safety aspects. I would
like to share my experiences and do more educational
work. But I’m not ready to quit racing just yet.”
And she shouldn’t be. In fact, Keiko Ihara is
currently at the highest level of global motorsport
among all Japanese drivers, regardless of gender. She
is an inspiration to both men and women in all nations
that hard work, dedication and willpower can turn even
seemingly impossible goals into reality—just like her
achievement of becoming the global queen of racing.
The example Ihara sets should indeed spur many of
her students to accomplish more than they believed
possible.
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Niigata

Sado—An Isle of Gold, Sake and
Natural Wonders
NOAM KATZ

T

HE S-shaped island
in the Sea of Japan,
Niigata Prefecture’s
Sado is Japan’s
sixth largest island after
its four main islands and
Okinawa. Since the eighth
century, Sado’s remoteness
from the mainland made
it an appropriate place for
exiles. Now, however, the
island is easily reachable
by ferry from Niigata Port.
With a population of about
sixty thousand people, Sado
abounds with nature and
hosts a sanctuary for the
endangered crested ibis, or
toki in Japanese.

Upon arriving at Sado’s
Ryotsu Port, we rented a
car and headed off to our
first destination, Sado
Nishimikawa Gold Park. Sado
has a long history of gold in
its mountains and rivers that
spans more than a thousand
years. Visitors can learn
about that history before
panning for the precious
metal itself. Gold panning is
a popular activity for wouldbe miners of all ages because
they can take home whatever
gold they find during the
allotted time in a souvenir
keepsake bottle.
The Gold Park offers
three levels of difficulty:
the beginner level is a

A rare bird: the toki

waist-high trough, while
the intermediate level has
visitors crouching down at a
small artificial stream. The
third and most challenging
option is to pan directly in
the river below the facility.
Hidekazu Chuzenji, the
Gold Park’s head of sales,
assured us that visitors will
usually turn up gold at the
first two levels as long as
they perform the technique
properly. Sure enough, sifting
out the sediment in our pans
revealed small flakes of the
glimmering yellow metal.
Next we headed down to
Ogi Port, which is famous
for tarai-bune—unique
tub-shaped wooden boats

Tarai-bune boatwomen in traditional garb

An aerial view of Sado

Niigata

Casks of Manotsuru sake at Obata Shuzo

Kids pan for gold at the second level

traditionally propelled by a
single paddle. Reportedly first
used in the Meiji Era to help
fishermen gather shellfish and
seaweed near rocky areas, local
fishermen still use them today,
albeit with the convenient
addition of outboard motors.
Visitors can experience
a ride in a traditional taraibune steered by a colorfully
dressed local woman. Each
boat accommodates up to three
passengers, and depending on
the weather and condition of the
waves around the port, visitors
may also try their hand at the
helm.
Finally, no visit to Niigata
Prefecture would be complete
without trying the local sake.

The prefecture is renowned
for its clean mountain water
and delicious rice, crucial
ingredients to sake production.
Sado’s very own Manotsuru
brand, produced by Obata Shuzo
Co., Ltd., is making a name for
itself even outside of Japan. The
company has earned gold medal
awards such as one from the
International Wine Challenge
held in England in 2007, and
Rumiko Obata, the company’s
executive vice president, says
that Air France serves its sake
in first and business class on
select flights. Obata Shuzo offers
free sake tastings and samples
of other nonalcoholic products
at their brewery, which is open
daily and year-round.

Riding around in tarai-bune

As we toured the island, the
atmosphere of the Edo Era was
easy to sense; the modern age
seemed far away. Sado’s evocative
scenery and the unaffected
hospitality of its residents are
bound to leave an impression on
the soul of any visitor.

Panning produces a few precious flakes of
gold
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Kitsuki City—Edo Era Ambience
SELENA HOY

T

HERE’s a salty tang
in the air in Kitsuki,
situated on the
southern coast of
Kunisaki Peninsula in Oita
Prefecture, Kyushu. Kitsuki
Castle overlooks both the
town and Morie Bay below.
The sun warms the stonepaved streets and traditional
clay-tiled roofs of the wellpreserved nineteenth-century
Edo Period town, where
citizens can purchase miso
and ceramics in shops over
a century old and watch
popular dramatic plays and
dance performances, just as
they did in bygone ages.

To immerse yourself in the
experience, rent a kimono for
the day and walk the streets in
traditional style. At Warakuan, for example, customers
can choose from hundreds
of styles and accessories and
don their finery with the help
of a kimono professional.
Although most of the patrons
are domestic tourists, Mitsuko
Aoki, Waraku-an’s kimono
expert, says her shop is also
popular among tourists from
many different countries
and regions. “Depending on
the country, tourists choose
different kimono, patterns
and colors. For example, a
seventy-year-old Japanese
woman would never choose a

A samurai residence
with a thatched roof

red kimono, but someone from
Thailand will.”
Properly outfitted, we
stroll down the main business
thoroughfare, past shops
selling tea and sweets. A pair
of kindergartners playing in a
front garden call out “Ohayo
gozaimasu!” (Good morning!)
as we pass. Shinichirou
Kimoto, who works for
the Kitsuki City Tourism
Organization says, “Something
that surprised me when I first
came here is that all the kids,
from preschool to high school,
greet you in the street. It’s that
kind of place.”
Soon we are in the old
samurai residential districts
perched on hills to the north

Strolling in Kitsuki wearing a rental kimono

Kitsuki Castle

Morie Bay, with Kitsuki Castle perched above at left

and south. We enter a tatamimatted tearoom. A picture-perfect
garden scene is visible, and a bush
warbler calls from a maple tree.
Brilliantly colored koi (carp) swim
figure eights in the pond under
the lily pads, and a gnarled pine
tree stands beside a rough-hewn
lantern made from stones brought
in from the sea.
For lunch we sample taichazuke, a traditional delicacy
that is a specialty of the region
at Wakae-ya, a restaurant near
the castle that has been serving
the dish to shoguns, emperors
and other diners for over three
centuries. Wakae-ya layers thin
slices of freshly marinated sea
bream over a bed of rice, followed
with its signature sesame soy

Tai-chazuke, a traditional regional delicacy

Oita

sauce. Piping hot green tea is
poured on top, and the dish is
covered to steam for just three
seconds before being eaten.
Known for its simple, clean, fresh
flavors, tai-chazuke is said to have
made a Kitsuki feudal lord in the
Edo Era exclaim “Ureshino!” (I’m
happy!)
The roar of laughter can
be heard coming from the old
playhouse, Shurakukan, even
from a few hundred meters away.
Theater fans here express delight
as acting troupes perform popular
dramas and traditional dancing,
at times mixing old plays and
costumes with modern music.
Artfully made-up men in gilded
kimono flash sultry looks at the
crowd as they perform fan dances,

The oyama struts across the stage

and fierce warriors with topknots
put on a dazzling display of
swordplay. The sixty-year-old man
sitting next to us gives a nudge as
a nineteen-year-old actor playing
the oyama (female role) preens and
pouts on the stage in a white and
silver kimono. “This young guy is
so cool,” he murmurs.
After their performance the
actors line up outside the entrance
to thank the audience. As the
happy theatergoers begin trickling
down the street, some linger
to chat while others turn into
teahouses. The actors, still clad in
their sumptuous robes and heavy
stage makeup, bow and send the
guests on their way. “Thank you
very much!” they shout. “Come
again soon!”
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Unaju

nagi (Japanese freshwater eel) is rich,
flavorful and full of vitamins and
minerals. The eel is filleted, skewered and
grilled—and in some areas steamed as well—
and dipped in a mixture of soy sauce and
mirin (sweet rice wine). Placed atop rice, it
becomes a delectable dish called unaju.

Unaju is eaten year-round in Japan, but on the
Midsummer Day of the Ox—July 29 this year—
it’s customary to eat eel to defeat the fatigue
summer heat brings. This practice dates back
to the eighth century and is praised in Japan’s
oldest poetry anthology, the Manyoshu, as a
delicious way to survive the hot summer.
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