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residents are essential 
to boosting Japan’s 
competitiveness globally. 
We introduce several 
foreigners living and 
working here and how 
Japan is striving to offer 
them a more welcoming 
environment.

T

Theme for october:

Foreign residents at 

work in Japan



PRIME MINISTER ATTENDS 69TH 

UN GENERAL ASSEMBLY

FROM September 21 to 26 (local time), 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe visited New 
York in the United States of America 

to attend the 69th General Assembly of the 
United Nations (UN).

On the third evening, Prime Minister Abe 
and the First Lady enjoyed Japanese cuisine at 
a reception at the official residence of Japan's 
ambassador to the UN.

On the fourth day of the 69th General 
Assembly of the UN, the Prime Minister 
delivered an address during the General 
Debate, saying: “Japan has been among the 
biggest beneficiaries of the United Nations. 
Going forward, we will work even harder 
than ever to bring about the realization of the 
principles that the UN has set forth. Japan is 
a nation that implements its pledges without 
fail.”

On the fifth day, the Prime Minister met 
with U.S. Vice President Joe Biden at a hotel in 
New York.

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

Attending a reception with the First Lady

Meeting with Vice President Joe BidenDelivering an address during the UN General Debate
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For Japan to become more 
competitive on the global stage, it 
is essential to encourage talented 

individuals from around the world to 
work and settle in Japan.

As a nation, we are in the process 
of establishing a system to provide a 

better, more welcoming environment 
in which foreign residents can work 
and thrive. We must first consider, 
however, how expats in Japan are 

actually living.
In this issue, we examine the 

working lives and lifestyles of 
several foreign residents. Some have 

established companies here, while 
others are employed by Japanese 

businesses, international firms and 
other organizations that have sought 
out foreign talent. Their impressions 

and experiences will help us build 
that more appealing environment and 

make Japan stronger. 

Feature FOREIGN RESIDENTS AT WORK IN JAPAN

FOREIGN 
RESIDENTS 
AT WORK IN 

JAPAN

october 2014 | 5



| highlighting japan6

Feature FOREIGN RESIDENTS AT WORK IN JAPAN

Tell us how foreign talent is currently used in Japan.
The restrictions on finding employment in Japan 

are usually considered harsh, but compared to other 
countries Japan is very welcoming of foreigners. In 
particular, superior foreign talent with university or 
graduate-level educations who work in professional 
fields or have been in management-level positions 
are handed visas virtually outright. On a global level, 

it’s not unusual for countries to have restrictions 
to ensure that workers from abroad do not take 
jobs from their own citizens. In Japan, however, 
the unemployment rate is relatively low compared 
to other countries, and due to the declining birth 
rate it is predicted that Japanese workers alone will 
not be able to fulfill all vacancies available in fields 
expected to attract superior foreign talent. Japan’s 
restrictions involving employing exceptional foreign 
talent are therefore notable for being considerably 
less stringent than those of other countries.

What’s the situation in terms of Japan’s businesses?
Employment in the West and in other Asian 

countries is typically conducted according to a job-
based model in which one’s professional duties are 
clearly stated and described in detail, and foreigners 
seeking employment at Japanese businesses come 
with this model in mind. However, in Japan we 
follow a member-based model. Individual job 
performance is of course valued, but it is expected 
that members will work together in a way that would 
enhance overall output in the organization. In 

RIEKO SUZUKI

AS economic globalization spreads 
and Japan’s birth rate continues to 
decline, employing foreign talent with 

advanced specialized and technical knowledge 
is becoming vital for Japanese businesses. We 
spoke with Prof. Hiroyuki Fujimura of Hosei 
University’s Graduate School of Business 
Administration about how talented foreign 
workers are being used in Japan and their 
potential. 

Capitalizing 
on the 

Power of 
Overseas 

Talent 
Interview with  

Prof. Hiroyuki 
Fujimura
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Number of foreign workers by  
nationality and their percentage 

of the total
Total number of foreign workers: 717,504

Breakdown of foreign workers 
based on business sector

Total number of enterprises surveyed: 126,729

Foreign workers according to size of 
their employers

Scale of enterprises in which foreigners are working
Total number of enterprises in survey: 126,729

42.4%
China (and 
Hong Kong, 

etc.)
303,886

27.6%
Manufacturing
35,016 locations

53.9%
30 or fewer 
employees

68,245 locations

4.5%
Over 500 employees

5,733 locations

20.1%
30-99 employees
25,483 locations

13.5%
100-499 

employees
17,059 locations

8.1%
Size unknown

10,209 locations

4.7%
Data and 

communications
5,988 locations

16.5%
Wholesale and 

retail
20,873 

locations

13.8%
Hotel and food/

beverage
17,507 locations

3.6%
Education and 
study support
4,603 locations

7.7%
Service (not 

specified 
in other 

categories)
9,753 locations

26%
Other

32,989 locations

4.8%
Korea 
34,100

11.2%
Philippines 

80,170

5.2%
Viet Nam 

37,537

13.3%
Brazil 
95,505

3.2%
Peru

23,189

7.5%
G8 nations, 

Australia and  
New Zealand

53,584

12.5%
Other 89,533

Source: Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare—the status of 
report of employment applications for foreign workers (2013/10/31)

These statistics are based on the number of applications submitted 
by employers for foreign employees at the end of October 2013, so 
they may not always be consistent with the current numbers.

particular, it’s a typical practice for newly hired 
graduates to be assigned a variety of different 
jobs for several years before they take on a 
specialized role. Customs such as helping out 
your coworkers once your own tasks are done 
are also perfectly normal for Japanese, but that 
is a difficult concept for foreign workers who 
envision a job-based environment to grasp. 
In response, the Ministry of Health, Labour 
and Welfare has created the “Manual of Best 
Practices for Using Superior Foreign Talent.” In 
addition to using this manual, employers must 
clearly explain their employment objectives 
and company structure in a manner that is 
compatible with the thought processes of their 
foreign employees.

What steps should Japan take to make the most 
of foreign talent?

So far, Japanese businesses haven’t optimized 
the strategic potential of foreign talent. Even 
when they do employ superior foreign talent, 
they usually pigeonhole these people in the 
traditional Japanese way of doing things, 
so foreign recruits ultimately give up after a 
short period of time. The number of potential 
employees in the world with outstanding skills 
is limited. If you’re hiring foreign employees 
to secure superior talent, you need a human 
resources policy that supports them. The life 
plans of foreign workers and their goals in 
working for a Japanese company vary from 
person to person, and firms also have many 
reasons for seeking out foreign talent. For 
foreign talent and businesses to understand each 
other’s needs, both sides must abandon this idea 
of “I don’t need to say what I’m thinking; they’ll 
just know,” and have a clear dialogue about their 
needs on an individual basis. In all probability, 
the majority of issues that arise can be resolved 
by simply taking the time to explain. If an effort 
is made to hold such discussions regularly, I 
believe Japanese businesses will make even 
better use of the power of foreign talent. 
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Core Values
Taking Uniqlo’s corporate 
culture global 

BIFUE USHIJIMA

UNIQLO has created numerous hit 
products, such as HEATTECH and Ultra 
Light Down since its establishment in 

Japan in 1984, and it is now one of the country’s 
flagship apparel brands. Beginning with the 2001 
launch of the company’s first overseas store in 
London, UNIQLO has quickly expanded globally, 
opening stores in sixteen countries and regions 
including the United States, Europe and Asia. 

The Fast Retailing Group, which operates 
UNIQLO, has been proactive in developing its 
global strategy for the group as a whole. It is far 
and away Japan’s top-selling brand in the apparel 
retail industry, and is also ranked fourth on 
the list of the world’s top five apparel retailers 
for sales. The group boasts around 90,000 
employees in total, of which 50,000 are Japanese 
while 40,000—or close to half—are non-Japanese.

Most of the group’s non-Japanese employees 
work at stores outside Japan, and were hired 
locally. However, about two thousand non-
Japanese employees are currently working 
in UNIQLO stores in Japan, and more than a 
hundred at the group’s global headquarters 
in Tokyo. Many non-Japanese personnel also 
hold management positions at Fast Retailing, 
including the leader of the UNIQLO design 
center in New York City, the director of 
the management training center, and the 
head of global marketing. The growing 
prominence of UNIQLO’s brand globally is 
attracting superior international  talent to 
the company from all over the world.

1



1 Many foreigners work at UNIQLO stores in 
Japan such as this one in Osaka

2 UNIQLO’s first overseas branch, in London
3 Global staff members at a planning session
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Jun Yokohama, executive vice president in charge 
of human resources at Fast Retailing, speaks of the 
challenges of nurturing a diverse workforce. “It’s 
only natural to globalize to communicate the quality 
of the UNIQLO brand worldwide. And we have high 
expectations of our staff at UNIQLO stores—they’re 
responsible for implementing the high standards set 
for the beauty of the interior, the selection of items 
available, and the accessibility of the displays.” 

He adds that many non-Japanese are surprised 
at the company’s expectations. “Some struggle 
to understand the value of our attention to detail 
in customer service, which is underpinned by 
Japanese cultural traditions. This is where training 
and communication become important to maintain 
consistent standards worldwide, while effectively 
localizing our business.”

Another issue that non-Japanese staff find difficult 
to comprehend is the Japanese way of working. 
“As one example, employees from overseas tend 
to feel that their job responsibilities are unclear, 
and it is true that in many Japanese organizations 
roles are not as defined as they would be in Western 
organizations,” says Yokohama. “We place a strong 
emphasis on teamwork in Japan, and all of our 
employees are constantly improving themselves and 

striving for smoother communication with staff 
with different cultural backgrounds.”

Communicating with people from different 
backgrounds can lead to misunderstandings for 
those not accustomed to it, Yokohama notes. 
“Patience, perseverance and clarity on both sides 
are essential.” Using Japanese is of course fine 
between Japanese employees, but many staff 
are studying English, showing their focus on the 
larger global picture.

When globalizing a business, there is a tendency 
to think only of adapting to global standards. 
However, in the case of Fast Retailing, a brand 
originating in Japan, their efforts to promote 
understanding of Japanese culture and values 
abroad while taking on aspects of established 
global business practices may offer another path 
to globalization. To communicate the advantages 
of Japan to non-Japanese employees working 
here, it is imperative that Japanese people 
converse effectively with non-Japanese workers. 
To accomplish this, Japanese should strive to 
deepen their understanding of their own culture 
and acknowledge the cultural differences between 
themselves and non-Japanese employees. 

2

3
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Aiming
High 

RIEKO SUZUKI

BILLING itself as “a truly international 
university,” Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific 
University (APU)—located in Beppu on the 

east coast of Kyushu—aims to produce graduates 
with job skills and a high capacity for independent 
thought. Of the university’s 5,745 students, 2500—or 
almost half of the student body—were international 
students (exchange students studying under the 
same conditions as their Japanese peers) as of May 
1, 2014. In 2013, firms in Japan recruited 187 of APU’s 
international students upon graduation. APU’s high 
percentage of international students provides a 
cosmopolitan study and living environment that 
has no equal anywhere else in Japan. Kei Suzuki of 
APU’s career office—which fashions this hospitable 
environment—spoke about employment prospects for 
young foreign talent at Japanese firms.

“We’ve gathered a body of international students 
capable of entering top-level universities not only 
in their own countries but in the West as well,” 
Suzuki says. “Japan is relatively stable politically and 
economically, and our graduates have the possibility 
of working at large companies that are household 
names globally. In the West, foreigners with no 
working experience have almost no chance of being 
employed there full-time, even if they graduate 

university with excellent grades. In Japan, 
however, they can obtain a working visa without 
much difficultly, have a chance of being employed 
at a major company, and advance their careers in 
Japan and elsewhere. It is reasonable to say that 
Japan is an ideal environment for young people 
from around the world looking to start a career.” 

APU is attracting attention not only from 
the world’s brightest young people but global 
corporations, businesses and research facilities 
as well. In a single year over 350 companies visit 
the APU campus to hold information sessions and 
initial recruitment screenings. 

The university offers the same career counseling 
to domestic and international students alike. First-
year students get one-on-one counseling with a 
view to their long-term careers, and a curriculum 
is constructed to meet those goals. Internship 
destinations for second- and third-year students 

An international 
university in Japan is 
producing a flood 
of global talent



1 Campus life at APU is culturally and linguistically diverse
2 Students at an APU graduation ceremony
3 Students receiving career advice from APU guidance counselors
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include employers and companies, government 
organs, and NGOs overseas, allowing students to 
gain practical experience before commencing their 
careers. Since the program started, 1,500 students 
have taken part. 

“International students at APU tend to come to 
Japan with a different mentality than exchange 
students at other universities,” Suzuki states. 
“Their motives are more goal-oriented—to study 
globally, with other students from a diverse range 
of cultures—and APU was the university that 
offered that environment. And through dormitory 
life, they gain both knowledge and an intuitive 
grasp of Japanese culture. This makes them highly 
appealing to corporations.”

Approximately 60 percent of exchange students 
across Japan reportedly opt to work here after 
graduation. Nationwide, however, only about 20 
percent succeed. In stark contrast, the employment 

success rate for APU grads is around 90 percent.
“As the globalization of society accelerates, the 

skills and attributes that businesses will demand 
when recruiting new graduates also changes,” 
Suzuki notes. “Though study-abroad and language 
proficiency experiences are still highly valued, 
those assets alone will not net employment offers 
from leading firms.”

Suzuki does believe that true global talents are 
“those capable of responding quickly to societal 
conditions in a world that is rapidly changing, and 
who are equipped with an open-mindedness that 
allows them to accommodate differing viewpoints. 
It doesn’t matter if you’re from Japan or overseas.” 

For its part, APU will continue to offer 
employment support that makes absolutely no 
distinction between Japanese and international 
students and produce global talent capable of 
working anywhere in the world. 

3

2

1
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Capitalizing on diversity 
to create livable 
multicultural towns

IN the city of Hamamatsu in 
Shizuoka Prefecture, 2.61 percent 
of the population comes from 

abroad—significantly more than 
Japan’s 1.56 percent national average. 
Hamamatsu has chosen to prioritize 
interculturalism in its policies and 
aims to make itself a place in which 
everyone can live comfortably and 
peacefully. 

“The 1990 revisions to the 
Immigration Control and Refugee 
Recognition Act extended domestic 
employment privileges to second- and 
third-generation Japanese,” says Hiroki 
Furuhashi of the Hamamatsu City 
Planning & Coordination Department’s 
International Division. “As a result, 
Brazilians and Peruvians of Japanese 
descent and other foreigners came to 
Hamamatsu to work in the city’s many 
factories, which handle production 
for major transport equipment firms 
and others. This surge in foreign 
citizens has given rise to a number 
of issues in the regional community 
due to linguistic, cultural and lifestyle 
differences. We took this as an 
opportunity to launch an initiative to 
promote interculturalism.” 

Hamamatsu currently operates two 
centers: the Intercultural Center and 
the Foreign Resident Study Support 
Center. The former provides lifestyle 
advice and information to foreign 
residents in a variety of languages, 
and also offers services useful in 
daily life, such as disaster prevention 
and employment support. The latter 
focuses on language-based support, 
such as Japanese-language courses for 
foreign residents as well as foreign-
language courses and development 
courses for volunteers that are 

Welcome
Mat RIEKO SUZUKI

1

2



1 Hamamatsu foreign residents participating in the annual Samba Carnival
2 A cultural exchange event in the city
3 Planning a disaster drill with a foreign community representative
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providing Japanese-language assistance to 
foreign residents. 

Hamamatsu has also established many 
resources to answer questions from foreign 
citizens and put them more at ease. One is 
the city’s Canal Hamamatsu website, which 
offers a broad range of information on medical 
care, education, welfare, transportation 
and so on in six languages. Two others are 
“Disaster Prevention Email”—offered in three 
languages—and a welcome pack of pamphlets 
that offer advice in two languages on 
everything from methods of garbage collection 
to taxes. 

“To achieve our goal of interculturalism, 
Japanese and foreign citizens must meet 
each other halfway and reach a mutual 
understanding,” Furuhashi states. “Foreign 
citizens study and deliberate issues and 
provide recommendations on various 
problems and how to promote intercultural 
harmony with Japanese citizens as members 
of our Foreign Resident Committee. We 
also founded a Conference to Promote 
Interculturalism, which assists intercultural 
city planning and receives support from a wide 
variety of community representatives and 
organizations to encourage multiculturalism.”

Amidst the Lehman Shock and the Great 
East Japan Earthquake, the city’s foreign 
population peaked at 2008, and has been in a 
state of decline ever since. Nevertheless, the 
percentage of foreign students at the city’s 
elementary and middle schools has stayed  
virtually the same—a sign that Hamamatsu’s 
foreign residents had chosen to start families 
in the city and live there permanently. An 
initiative was launched to provide better 
educational support to the children of foreign 
residents.

“Based on a fact-finding investigation 
regarding residency, a project involving 
analysis of the reasons for school 
nonattendance, attentive case-by-case 

support, and follow-up surveys began in 2011. Called 
the ‘zero non-enrollment’ policy, it is meant to ensure 
that no child of school age is and never will be left out of 
school,” Furuhashi says. “In September of last year, we 
achieved that benchmark. Our support model, known 
as the ‘Hamamatsu model,’ is being considered by other 
municipalities all over Japan.”

In 2001, to encourage a more multicultural society, and 
acting on a proposal from Hamamatsu, the Council for 
Cities with Non-Japanese Residents was created as a way 
for municipalities with large numbers of foreign citizens 
to work together to devise proposals to submit to the 
Japanese government and other organizations and to solve 
problems. By hosting the Asia-Europe Intercultural City 
Summit in 2012 and participating in the global network 
United Cities and Local Governments, Hamamatsu came 
up with interculturalism initiatives and city planning that 
take advantage of multiculturalism.

“As a society with a decreasing birth rate, it is becoming 
essential to maintain the vitality of our cities through 
urban planning that capitalizes on the diverse power of 
foreign citizens,” Furuhashi proclaims. “By enacting 
policies that focus on our existing support centers 
and engaging in urban planning that takes advantage 
of diversity and encourages citizen participation, 
Hamamatsu will become the intercultural city we want it 
to be.” 

3
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FROM the outside, Theodore 
Jennings’ home and business 
office is just another nondescript 

Japanese apartment. The entrance, 
however, is a portal to another world: 
decorated in black marble, with colorful 
curtains and jazzy art. And it’s the 
wraparound veranda—Jennings’ personal 
showroom—that is the real draw. 
Stepping-stones lead over a shallow pond 
inhabited by Japanese carp to a luxurious 
outdoor sofa, and barstools flanked by 
potted palms tempt visitors to stay for 
a drink and admire the nightscape of 
lights illuminating nearby Shinjuku 
skyscrapers.

The Texas native’s business is all about 
thinking outside the box, or perhaps 
more accurately, the house. The founder 
and CEO of Vacation Veranda—which 
transforms small Tokyo balconies with 
décor befitting a vacation destination—
offers a simple but compelling concept. 
“The idea is to have a vacation on 
your veranda, anytime,” he explains. 
“It’s also a way to improve Tokyo’s 
living environment.” His four-year-old 
company is still in its infancy, but already 
counts the owners of numerous private 
residences and even an ambassador 
among its Tokyo clientele. 

Jennings’ path to Japan was the 
result of a decision at college to study 
Japanese—he found he had a gift for 
languages and later entered an exchange 
program and studied at a university in 
Kyoto. That piqued his interest in working 
in Japan, and he moved here in 2000 to 
take a job in Tokyo’s financial sector. 
While there, the inspiration came for 
Vacation Veranda.

About two years passed since he came 
with the idea, however, before Jennings 

From Finance 
to Furnishings

NOAM KATZ

Vacation Veranda CEO Theodore Jennings on his showcase balcony

Theodore Jennings Moves from 
Salaryman to Entrepreneur
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launched the business in 2010. “A lot of that time 
was spent sitting in my chair thinking about the 
project before I finally decided to pull the trigger,” 
he admits. Once committed, however, Jennings 
actively sought out advice from other foreign 
entrepreneurs, such as at events hosted by the 
American Chamber of Commerce in Japan.

In 2011, Jennings won a silver medal for his entry 
in the Lifestyle Garden Competition at the Hibiya 
Gardening Show. “It was really nice, because it 
was like the market speaking,” he says proudly. 
Jennings still handles most of the designs when not 
working on new business development, although 
he entrusts construction and installation to his five 
staff members.

After sixteen years in Japan, Jennings observes 
that being a foreigner can be both an advantage and 
a hindrance. He’s found that there is sometimes 
reluctance among Japanese to trust foreigners with 
business decisions. Collaboration with a Japanese 
sales manager has helped mitigate such issues by 
putting a Japanese face on the company. 

Conversely, Jennings adds: “The very fact that 
I am a foreigner means I have different ideas, and 
that plays to my benefit.” Without any middlemen, 
Jennings says he can work faster as well as make 
decisions and be more flexible than Japanese 
companies that have more rules and procedures.

Jennings believes that Vacation Veranda’s 
concept is just beginning to catch on, particularly 
as his Japanese clients have a much more favorable 
impression of a specially designed and decorated 
veranda once they actually see one. He says these 
past few years have been all about sowing the seeds 
for future business. 

Moreover, Vacation Veranda is starting to get 
requests from potential clients outside of Japan, 
and already has one project under way in Bangkok. 
“Saying that we’re from Tokyo is a great credential, 
and at some point we’re going to start leveraging 
that,” he says. “We’ll be in China, Singapore, 
Brazil and America.” His American design sense 
has changed the everyday lives of people living in 

Tokyo, and the trust he has inspired and his 
ability to transform spaces into vacation spots 
will surely earn him more fans throughout the 
world. 

A balcony with a pathway, a pond and luxurious seating

Jennings’ prizewinning entry at the Hibiya Garden Show
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SEARCH for travel and leisure information about 
Japan online and you’re certain to come across 
japan-guide.com, a website with over a thousand 

pages dedicated to showcasing Japan from various 
perspectives, such as tourist locations, accommodation 
information, a guide to living here and a user forum.

Swiss native Stefan Schauwecker started japan-
guide.com as a hobby after he befriended his Japanese 
classmates at an English school in Vancouver, Canada. “I 
thought they were extremely nice and friendly,” he says. 
“I wanted to know more, and this sparked my interest in 
Japan.”

Schauwecker’s future wife was one 
of those classmates, and in 1996 as they 
dated he started uploading her recipes 
for Japanese food, followed by notes on 
Japanese culture. Schauwecker enrolled in 
college and pursued a degree in computer 
science, and along the way the website 
morphed into a simple A-Z catalogue of 
information about Japan.

As japan-guide.com grew, ads posted 
onsite were bringing in enough income 
that after graduating and working for a 
year in Canada, Schauwecker decided to 
make running the website his full-time 
occupation. He and his wife moved to her 
hometown in Gunma Prefecture in 2003, 
which, Schauwecker says allowed him 
more time and opportunities to travel  
around Japan and significantly expand 
the sightseeing guide. 

Fast-forward to the present, and 
Schauwecker is the representative director 
of japan-guide.com Co., Ltd. Together 
with his wife and three other full-time 
employees, he keeps busy updating 

Introducing 
Japan Online
Stefan Schauwecker and 
japan-guide.com

NOAM KATZ

Stefan Schauwecker updating japan-guide.com content
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information on Japan’s forty-seven prefectures. 
Despite the sometimes-frenetic schedule, 
Schauwecker says the work is made worthwhile 
when users report that their trips went smoothly 
thanks to japan-guide.com.

Now in its eighteenth year, the website receives 
around 1.5 million visitors and 8 million page views 
per month, with the bulk of users accessing it from 
Japan, North America, Southeast Asia, Europe and 
Australia, in that order. Schauwecker attributes the 
website’s popularity to “the depth of our coverage, 
and that we try to stay up to date. It also helped a 
lot being an early starter.” 

Schauwecker’s two decades of expatriate 
experience in Canada and Japan have been a 
decisive factor in making his business a success 
in Japan. “It’s an invaluable experience not just 
to travel in a foreign country but to live there,” he 
asserts. “And people are so friendly and considerate 
in Japan, which makes for a comparatively low 
crime rate and a smoothly functioning society.”

Schauwecker spends about 25 percent of his time 
each year traveling, and estimates he’s visited 
over fifteen hundred locations around Japan. One 
in particular is a destination nearly every year: 
Hokkaido’s Daisetsuzan National Park, which he 
describes as “a big, fascinating natural park with 
nothing manmade in sight. You can hike for a week 
and not pass any towns.”

In 2008, Schauwecker was appointed as one 
of over sixty “Visit Japan Ambassadors” by the 
Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and 
Tourism. Although more a recognition of his 
contributions to Japan’s tourism industry than an 
actual position, Schauwecker nevertheless feels it 
was a big honor to be named.

Schauwecker has also published two Japanese-
language books on travel within Japan that detail 
the most fascinating aspects of the country from 
a foreign perspective. One is based on a review of 
user feedback to japan-guide.com, while the other 
highlights his own travel recommendations and 
thoughts on Japan. Wide-open spaces in Hokkaido: Daisetzusan National Park

The zipline experience 

One of Schauwecker's picks and a perennial top ten 
onsen: Tsuru-no-yu in Akita Prefecture

A classic autumn scene at one of Schauwecker's 
favorite Kyoto inns

Schauwecker remains committed to his 
website, and his team is working on a major 
overhaul of the japan-guide.com programming 
infrastructure, since it is still uses the same 
HTML format developed in the nineties. 
Schauwecker aspires to make japan-guide.
com more accessible from all sorts of devices, 
including smartphones and tablet computers, 
and says: “My dream is to have the best English-
language website on Japan.” 
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THE University of Tokyo-based 
venture company popIn Inc. started 
with a patented invention of Tao 

Cheng’s: a site search technology he called 
“popIn” because it enables search results 
to display instantly in the same window 
when the cursor hovers over a world. 

“We offer our clients an analytics tool 
that can measure the quality of their page 
view,” Cheng explains. “By analyzing how 
users browse web content, our clients—
who are mostly in the online media 
industry—can optimize their content to 
match user needs.” 

Born and raised in China’s Henan 
Province, Cheng came to study in Japan 
believing that Japan’s higher educational 
environment would give him the 
opportunity to achieve his full potential. 
“And the culture is close enough to feel 
familiar, but different enough to allow a 
unique experience,” Cheng says. 

In 2008, Cheng was enrolled in the 
master’s degree program in creative 
informatics at the University of Tokyo’s 
Graduate School of Information Science 
and Technology. The-then 26-year-old 
student entrepreneur sensed the time 
was right to turn his ideas into action 
after he and other University of Tokyo 
students had the chance to present their 
technologies in Silicon Valley in front of 
experts from Stanford and UC Berkeley, 
among others. 

“Out of a dozen presentations, my idea 
was one of the most favorably received—
the technology was something that 
didn’t exist at the time,” says Cheng, who 
names Steve Jobs as his role model. He 
subsequently raised forty million yen to 
fund his startup from the University of 
Tokyo’s venture capital fund, Edge Capital 
EIR Scheme.

Making a Mark 
with popIn 
Tao Cheng thinks differently

FREJA CHOO

popIn founder and mastermind Tao Cheng
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Six years later, Cheng has turned his patented 
technology into a commercial product, and popIn 
now has around sixty clients. He leads a ten-
member team consisting of people from various 
countries in an office with a cool and casual vibe. 

“I worked at about ten different Japanese IT 
startups before founding popIn,” says Cheng.  
“They taught me the importance of teamwork 
and perseverance, and showed me why some 
ventures failed while others survived. Of course 
as a non-Japanese entrepreneur there were many 
obstacles, but I imagine there would have been 
many more without the help of the people I was 
lucky enough to meet.” Through the connections 
he’d made during summer internships and all 
those part-time jobs, he was able to assemble 
the key members of his original team. These 
connections also led to several key clients, which 
gave Cheng his first taste of commercial success. 

Being a non-native speaker of Japanese did 
not deter the multitalented CEO from taking up 
marketing and sales. “When new clients meet 
me, they don’t really care that I am a foreigner or 
when I founded my company. I think if you have 
a really great product, people in Japan recognize 
that,” Cheng concludes.    

The University of Tokyo’s brand value also 
helps inspire trust from new clients, he adds. 
popIn’s office on the seventh floor of the 
University of Tokyo Entrepreneur Plaza—a 
building with state-of-the-art facilities located 
inside the university’s campus—offers a glimpse 
into the startup support Cheng received from the 
university.

Cheng agrees that the startup environment in 
Japan has become much more positive recently. 
“All the new stuff has been coming from places 
like Silicon Valley,” Cheng notes. “But I want to 
be one of the first Asian companies to reverse 
this trend by bringing new technology to the U.S. 
and spreading it globally.”  

The original team at popIn

Cheng’s Silicon Valley presentation won the software many fans

The company’s office offers a low-key working environment

“pop in” effect on mouse-over
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IMAGINE receiving sudden notice that you’re being 
posted to a position overseas. Anyone would be in 
shock. And if your destination were a place with an 

unfamiliar language and culture, that shock would be 
intensified. Tracey McTague works at a major American 
energy company with locations around the globe. Before 
she was posted here, Japan had never been on her radar. 

“My husband is a novelist, and I have a son in college 
and a daughter in high school. We’ve moved many times 
before for my job and my husband’s fieldwork, and I’ve 

been to countries around the world on 
business trips, but I never imagined that 
I’d wind up living in Japan,” she reflects.

 Following a long career in human 
resources, McTague now works as a 
health and safety manager, overseeing 
the employee health and safety policies 
for her company’s branch in Japan. 
At the firm’s branch here—which has 
six hundred employees—there are 
approximately forty expat families 
and between thirty and forty locally 
hired non-Japanese. This makes it a 
comparatively small branch within the 
company’s network, which is one reason 
she never expected to be sent here. 

Although McTague initially worried 
about the language barrier, she says that 
she has had no problems communicating  
at work and in everyday life. 

“Japanese people listen much more 
carefully than Americans,” she notes. 
“Even if we don’t speak the same 

A Fresh Take 
on Japan
Tracey McTague and her 
family’s expat life

RIEKO SUZUKI

McTague with her husband and daughter
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language, there’s a culture of listening intently and 
trying to understand. This has been a huge help 
to us. One episode in particular left a very strong 
impression on me. On my first day at the office, the 
employees were assembled for my introduction. 
As more people entered, the room began to fill 
up. Someone addressed everybody in the room, 
and they all grabbed their chairs, took three 
steps forward, and sat down again. As a result, 
the back of the room opened up, and everybody 
was able to enter. Since the request was made in 
Japanese, I don’t know what was said. But if this 
were America, I’m sure that plenty of people would 
have just ignored the request, and it would have 
been unimaginable for everyone to move in unison 
without practicing. I was truly amazed.”

The family chose their home keeping in mind 
that the place had to be near the international 
school their daughter attends and be big enough to 
keep their large dogs. The result is that McTague 
has a ninety-minute commute each way. 

“Not only do I need to work closely with the 
American and European branches of the company—
meaning I have to work around their time zones—
but my total commute is three hours,” she says. “To 
be honest, it’s tough. My job is to ensure the health 
and safety of our employees, but I also have to 
pay attention to my own health, as well as making 
sure my teammates at the Japanese branch don’t 
overwork, which is the tendency here.” 

On weekends, the McTague family likes to go out 
for strolls with their dogs or go cycling together. 
They say one of their big discoveries was finding 
that Tokyo has lots of greenery and places to relax. 

“Even now I’m overwhelmed by the complicated 
layout of Shinjuku Station and the enormous 
number of people,” she remarks. “But before 
coming here, I thought all of Tokyo was like 
Shinjuku Station. If you travel just a short distance 
away from the city center, though, there are very 
quiet residential areas. “As my husband says, 
‘Just walking around, lots of ideas for new novels 
pop into my head.’ Even though Tokyo is a major 

metropolis, you can walk down a backstreet and 
find yourself somewhere totally different. It’s a 
constant series of new discoveries.” 

Japan’s education and sanitation standards 
are high, she adds, and the country is 
comfortable and safe. “As an expat, I may be 
asked to move again in a few years or even 
months,” McTague says. “Until that time, I want 
to enjoy my new life in Japan to the fullest, and 
I want my family to learn and have as many new 
experiences as possible.” The McTagues seem 
to be doing exactly that in a country that is 
proving to be even more comfortable than they 
expected. 

Exploring Tokyo’s backstreets by bike is a favorite 
family activity

The McTagues’ living space is large and comfortable
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The Gratitude of 
the Crane

ONCE upon a time there lived an old man 
and woman who were poor but very kind. 
One cold night on his way home from 

selling firewood, the old man came across a crane 
caught in a trap. “Poor thing. Let me help you,” the 
old man said. He freed the crane, which flew off for 
parts unknown. 

When he returned home, the old man told the old 
woman what had happened. Just then there was a 
knock at the door. The old woman opened it to find 
a beautiful girl standing in a snowstorm. “Oh my,” 
said the old woman, “you must be cold out there! 
Come in, come in,” and ushered the girl into her 
home.

“I came to visit someone but lost my way. I don’t 
want to be a bother, but would you please let me 
stay for just one night?” the girl politely requested. 
“How horrible for you!” the couple exclaimed. “Yes, 

please stay with us.” So saying, the couple warmly 
welcomed the girl.

But the snow kept on falling the next day and 
the day after that, so no one could leave. In the 
meantime, the girl did whatever she could to help 
the couple—sweeping, laundering clothes and 
cooking. “How happy we are that such a kind 
young lady came to our home!” said the couple, 
who had no children and had come to think of the 
girl as their daughter. Upon hearing this, the girl 
said: “I have no family. Would you let me stay with 
you?” The couple was overjoyed, and the three of 
them lived quite happily together.

One day the girl asked the old man to purchase 
some thread for her so that she could weave some 
cloth. After the old man did so, the girl told him: 
“While I am weaving, you must promise never to 
peek inside.” The girl then went into a room and 
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shut the door. She continued weaving for three days 
and nights. On the third night she emerged carrying 
some gorgeous woven fabric. “Please sell this cloth 
and buy more thread,” the girl asked. 

The old man went to town the next day to sell the 
beautiful cloth, and was able to fetch a very high 
price for it. When he arrived home with the thread 
he had bought, the girl once again closed herself off 
in the room. Again she said to the couple: “Please, 
promise that you will never, ever peek.” 

But the old woman exclaimed: “How I would like 
to see how she weaves such beautiful fabric!” The 
old man refused at first, but then thought: “One 
peek won’t hurt, will it?” So the couple peered into 
the room where the girl was working.

When they did so, they were astounded—there 
was a crane, pulling out its feathers with its beak 
and weaving them into the cloth. The crane had 
hardly any feathers left. The girl emerged from the 
room, holding the cloth. “I am the crane you freed 
from the trap,” she said. “I wanted to thank you. 
Since you have seen my true form, however, I must 
leave. Thank you for allowing me to stay with you 
for so long.” The girl then spread her arms, turned 
into a crane, and flew off into the sky toward the 
mountains. 

THE HOME OF THE 
GRATITUDE OF THE CRANE

In the western part of the city of Nanyo in 
Yamagata Prefecture, beside Orihata (“Weaving 
Loom”) River that flows through the Urushiyama 
District, sits Kakufuzan Chinzoji Temple, the 
source of the legend of “The Gratitude of the 
Crane.” (“Kakufuzan” means “mountain of 
the crane cloth.”) Many names of places in this 
district are closely associated with the legend, 
and in the Meiji Era, Nanyo was renowned for its 
spinning. At the Yuzuru no Sato museum (“home 
of the twilight crane”), visitors can enjoy exhibits 
on spinning, listen to presentations of folk tales, 
and try weaving on a loom.
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THE temperature difference between 
the ocean’s surface waters and those 
of its depths is remarkable. Near the 

equator, where surface water temperatures 
reach their peak, the change can be as high 
as 25 degrees centigrade. 

Ocean thermal energy conversion 
(OTEC) uses this temperature difference 
to produce energy. Research and 
development into OTEC as a producer of 
clean renewable energy like solar and wind 
power has been progressing in countries 
worldwide. In Japan, Saga University is at 
the center of such work. And in Okinawa 
Prefecture, the world’s first operational 
field testing has begun on the island of 
Kumejima.

OTEC’s general mechanism is a loop 
process. It begins with producing vapor 
using warm surface seawater that powers 
a turbine to generate energy, and then 
cooling the vapor with cold seawater to 
change it back into liquid. Powering a 
turbine in this way is similar to thermal 
and nuclear power generation. Instead of 
using water, however, which boils at 100°C, 
substances such as ammonia—which has 
a low boiling point of around -33°C and 
vaporizes at low temperatures—are being 
used as working fluids. 

OTEC’s primary advantages are that 
it can generate power stably 24 hours a 
day, is not affected by weather conditions, 
and the potential energy derived from 
the process increases according to the 
temperature difference between surface 
and deep sea waters. In Japan, Okinawa 
Prefecture and the surrounding area, the 
Amami Islands in Kagoshima Prefecture, 
Minami-izu and the Ogasawara Islands are 
the most suitable locations.

In the seas around Kumejima where the 
field tests are being conducted, shallow 
water temperatures are nearly 30°C in the 
summer, and over 20°C in winter. The 
waters at depths of a thousand meters fall 
to approximately 4°C, and can generate a 
stable supply of energy year-round. Energy 
outputs are currently in the 50-kilowatt 
range, but in a few years facilities now in 
the planning stages will generate one to 
two megawatts as the technology develops 
further.

“Japan’s land area is small, ranking 
sixty-second globally, but its oceanic 
expanse—including its exclusive economic 
zone—is large, ranking sixth,” says 
Professor Yasuyuki Ikegami of Saga 
University’s Institute of Ocean Energy. 
“And Japan is a world leader in many of the 

Degrees of Power
The vast potential of ocean 
thermal energy conversion 

Yasuyuki 
Ikegami
Deputy Director, 
Institute of Ocean 
Energy, Saga 
University

BIFUE USHIJIMA
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fields indispensable to ocean thermal energy 
conversion, such as shipbuilding technologies 
and heat exchangers for converting liquids to 
vapor, all of which serve as the basis of seawater 
pumping processes.”

After the oil crisis era, Japan and Western 
countries avidly pursued OTEC research and 
development. As crude oil prices plummeted 
in the 1990s, however, those other nations 
halted their research. As crude oil prices soared 
from around 2008, the world again began 
to investigate OTEC’s potential. The U.S. is 
constructing a 10-megawatt-class plant, and 
Europe, South Korea and China are also plowing 
resources into development. Japan is the only 
country that has continued its studies without 
interruption since the first boom period. As 
a result of this continuous research, now 
entering the second-stage boom period, Japan 
boasts more patents for ocean thermal energy 
conversion technology than any other nation.

Seawater pumped from the deep can be used 
not just for generating electricity but also as a 

source of sea mineral water, and to cool buildings. It is 
also possible to recover precious lithium from the sea's 
depths. Moreover, the ocean possesses other great 
potential, such as for producing drinking water and 
hydrogen from shallow seawater. In Kumejima there is 
a booming industry developing that takes advantage 
of the multiple potentials of the ocean that is already 
worth two billion yen per year.    

The issue is the expensive initial costs of building 
OTEC facilities. A 1000-kilowatt power plant will 
cost approximately five to ten billion yen, while 
a 100-megawatt plant would cost ten times that 
amount. However, when it comes to utilization rates, 
OTEC can reportedly surpass other renewable energy 
sources in cost benefits within a few years. 

In July 2014, 52 foundations and organizations—
including Saga University, Kumejima, Okinawa 
Prefecture, the University of the Ryukyus and Tokyo 
University—joined forces to establish the Global Ocean 
Resource and Energy Association as a big first step 
toward implementation. As an island nation, Japan 
seeks to be a driving force and global leader in making 
OTEC a viable energy-producing process. 

The world’s first operational OTEC field-testing facility, at Kumejima The OTEC plant in Kumejima



R
ICA Arai had once been an assistant at an 
ikebana school, but she probably never 
anticipated teaching the Japanese art of flower 
arrangement, much less doing so as far away as 

France, the Middle East and Africa. 
The catalyst was a two-year scholarship her husband 

received to study in Paris. The couple moved there in 
2006, and after his scholarship finished her husband 
wanted to stay and work there. Arai assented, and decided 
to make use of her knowledge and experience in ikebana.

After obtaining a work visa in 2008, Arai opened Atelier 
d’HANA, which translates roughly as “Workshop of the 
Flower” in English. She began giving lessons, making 
decorations, performing demonstrations and exhibiting 
ikebana around the City of Light. Along the way, Arai 
earned a Level 1 teaching certification in the Sogetsu 
School of ikebana—which she says held great appeal to 
her because it is “flower arrangement that can be done 
anytime, anywhere, by anyone, and with any type of 
material”—and also became vice president of the school’s 
branch in France.

Approximately 60 percent of Arai’s students are fellow 
Japanese living in Paris, while 40 percent are French. 

NOAM KATZ

Ikebana artists often use a diverse 
and unusual range of materialsArai puts the final touches on a large arrangement

Arranging 
Flowers, 

Changing 
Lives

Rica  
Arai
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“Generally, the French tend to think of ikebana as 
a traditional Japanese art, while those who know 
ikebana see it as having both elements of traditional 
culture and contemporary art,” she notes.

Eight years of experience in France has also 
helped Arai perceive differences between Japanese 
and French ideas regarding the aesthetics of beauty. 
“They are completely different,” Arai believes. 
“French people value symmetry, for example, 
whereas Japanese tend to prefer a degree of 
asymmetry in their arrangements.” Consequently, 
Arai has recently observed a growing French 
boom in using longer-stemmed flowers that were 
traditionally used in ikebana, as evidenced by the 
fact that more French florists are offering such 
flowers. 

While Arai has traveled to countries other 
than France such as Saudi Arabia to give ikebana 
demonstrations and inspire others about her art, 
the inspiration sometimes happens in reverse. In 
February 2010, the Japan Foundation asked Arai 
to visit Sudan to teach ikebana to the people there. 
However, prior to departure she was under the 

impression that Sudan lacked the necessary teachers, 
flowers and knowledge of ikebana.

But whatever the Sudanese may have lacked in 
knowledge and materials, they made up for with an 
unmatchable love of flowers and flower arrangement. 
“Even though they were not accustomed to arranging  
ikebana, I still got a strong sense of their desire 
to arrange flowers,” Arai recalls. “They were so 
passionate. I’d always thought it would be nice if 
ikebana spread around the world, and after this 
experience I really felt my mission was to be a part of 
that.” 

Nearly seven years have passed since Arai first 
began teaching in Paris, and the ikebana instructor 
says she’s pleased that her students have become 
quite proficient. 

At the moment, Arai has aspirations to hold an 
exhibition in Paris showing her own creations. Yet 
reflecting on her experience in Sudan, she also 
dreams of working in Africa and helping ikebana 
take root all around the world. It’s clear that Arai’s 
activities with ikebana will continue to flourish and 
change lives. 

An asymmetrical display
Paris-based ikebana artist and 
instructor Rica Arai
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NAOYA SUN

O
NLY an hour 
north from 
the heart of 
Tokyo, Saitama 

Prefecture has historically 
served as the Kanto region’s 
main agricultural breadbasket 
and as a “bed town” for 
legions of commuters working 
in the metropolis. A transition 
zone between Tokyo and the 
countryside, the prefecture 
has a lot to offer visitors, 
including modern-day 
marvels, a thriving traditional 
arts scene, and the fact that it 
is one of the prefectures with 
the greatest number of days of 
annual sunshine.

Located a two-minute 
train ride from Omiya 
Station, Saitama’s largest, 
stands the massive and 
magnificent Railway 
Museum. Opened in 2007, 
the museum displays Japan’s 
railway history. The trains 
on exhibit range from the 
first steam locomotive that 
ran in Japan to the lavish, 
customized cars once used to 
transport the Japanese royal 
family. 

What makes the museum 
heaven for train buffs, 
however, is that visitors can 
get hands-on experience at 
every imaginable aspect of 
Japan’s railway system here. 
That includes operating 

miniature trains equipped 
with current technology 
on a track complete with 
traffic signals. In addition, 
simulators allow guests to 
experience driving full-scale 
trains—including the bullet 
train and the world’s only 
steam locomotive simulator—
which they control from 
inside life-sized control cars. 

A short distance from 
the Railway Museum is 
Bonsai Village. Bonsai, of 
course, is the traditional 
Japanese art of growing 
miniature trees in various 
shapes and styles. Bonsai 
Village includes the tranquil 
Omiya Bonsai Museum, the 
world’s first public bonsai 

Saitama
The history zone at the Railway 
Museum, featuring a C57 steam 
locomotive

Surprising sights in a 
sunny place
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museum. Detailed exhibits 
lucidly illustrate how to spot the 
sublime beauty in bonsai in a 
range of different styles. Unlike 
most bonsai exhibits, where only 
the final products are shown, the 
museum is unique in that the art 
is practiced onsite in its pristine 
outdoor bonsai garden. World-
renowned bonsai artworks are 
on display here that are sure to 
inspire both experts and casual 
observers alike.

Half an hour by train from 
Omiya in Kasukabe City in 
the outskirts of the urban 
sprawl is the Metropolitan Area 
Outer Underground Discharge 
Channel. The humble ground-
level entrance does nothing to 
prepare visitors for the rest of 

this mind-boggling subterranean 
behemoth. The channel was 
designed to mitigate flood 
damage in the surrounding area, 
and incorporates five massive 
containment silos, each of which 
could comfortably hold the 
Statue of Liberty, and a pressure-
adjustment room the size of two 
soccer pitches, all connected 
by 6.3 kilometers of tunnels. 
The pressure-adjustment room 
has fifty-nine massive pillars 
reminiscent of the Basilica Cistern 
of Istanbul, giving the room a 
temple-like appearance, leading 
to it being featured on TV and 
movies on nearly one hundred 
occasions. The gargantuan size 
of the Channel, an impressive 
example of Japanese engineering, 

can only be comprehended when 
one stands inside it. 

Although its proximity to Tokyo 
sometimes causes the appeal of 
sunny Saitama to be overshadowed, 
the opportunity to experience some 
singular examples of the modern 
and traditional aspects of Japan 
make a trip to this prefecture a 
must. 

SAITAMA
One of the five containment silos at the Discharge Channel

Japan’s first steam locomotive, produced in 
1871 in the UK

The innocuous exterior of the the Channel facility

Bonsai Village presents its green miniatures in an organic way
Its massive pillars have made the Channel facility a popular 
backdrop for films and TV shows
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SELENA HOY

A
T first glance, it’s 
hard to understand 
just what you’re 
seeing. That vast 

blue expanse—is it the sea? In 
the haze it’s hard to tell if the 
break between earth and sky 
is real or a mirage. 

What it is is Lake Biwa. 
Cradled in the bosom of 
Shiga Prefecture, it is Japan’s 
largest freshwater lake at 
670 square kilometers. Often 
immortalized in ancient 
poetry, the lake has long been 
the lifeblood of the region, 
with its enormous water 
resources and proximity to 
the old capital of Kyoto.  

Lake Biwa remains a 
symbol of Shiga Prefecture, 
taking up nearly a sixth of the 
prefecture. About 37 percent 
of its territory consists of 
natural parks, the highest 
of any prefecture in Japan. 
The lake provides drinking 
water for fifteen million 
people in the Kansai region 
and is the scenic backdrop 
for all the towns along its 
shores, a primary source for 
the local fishing, textile and 
pearl industries, and a leisure 
wonderland for residents and 
visitors alike. 

Want to get up close and 
personal with the wonders 
of Lake Biwa? Try water 
balls. Yasuhide Mifune, who 

pioneered the use of these 
inflatable vinyl spheres in Japan, 
says they allow their passengers 
to float along the lake in a 
dreamy bubble 2.5 meters in 
diameter. The balls provide a 
360º view, leaving their riders 
free to gaze at the scenery 
around them or observe the 
aquatic life beneath. 

At Biwako Valley, visitors 
can ride up Japan’s fastest 
ropeway to view the lake from 
1100 meters above. Recreational 
options here include hiking, 
river walking, and skiing in 
the winter, but one of the most 
exhilarating is ziplining down 
the mountain. After being 
strapped into a harness and 
attached to a long, strong metal 

Shiga
A beautiful perspective of Biwako 
Valley and the lakeNaturally Appealing
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wire by a carabiner and emergency 
brake line, intrepid visitors step 
off a platform into the void, flying 
past spectacular views of the 
lake and the forest underneath. 
“Although it can seem scary at 
first, guests get used to it quickly,” 
says ziplining guide Junji Murata. 
“By the end, they’re enjoying the 
scenery and telling me, ‘I’ll be 
back!’ ”

Down the mountainside is the 
village of Harie. This close-knit 
community offers a glimpse of 
a water supply system that has 
worked superbly for over two 
centuries. Spring runoff flows 
down from the mountains through 
the town in open canals and 
channels along the streets, and is 
so clean that it is full of fish, crabs 

and flowering aquatic plants. 
Furthermore, homes around 

the area have water houses, or 
outdoor sheds fitted with pumps, 
where families keep vegetables 
and other perishables in the cool 
water, alongside pet koi (carp) that 
consume food scraps and help 
keep other detritus under control. 
Most homes use the spring water 
for nearly everything, only using 
the city water supply for things 
like washing cars. Residents 
are proud of the delicious water 
and the way that the whole 
community works to keep it clean 
and safe for everyone. 

Overlooking the opposite side 
of the lake toward Hikone City 
is majestic Hikone Castle. The 
castle—with its double moats, 

stark white walls, and striking 
black-tiled roofing—is over four 
hundred years old, and one of only 
a dozen castles in Japan that retain 
their original keeps. Looking at the 
massive, rough-hewn stones of the 
walls surrounding the keep, it’s 
easy to imagine how the guardians 
of this fortress prevented enemies 
from invading the grounds. Inside, 
visitors slide sock-footed over 
wooden floors polished by hundreds 
of years of use, from the lords of old 
to the curious history buffs of the 
modern era. 

The fascinating nature and rich 
history of Shiga Prefecture—close to 
Kyoto and dominated by Lake Biwa 
and its clean, lush surroundings—
will draw travelers looking for 
leisure in a relaxing environment. 

SHIGA

A freshwater recycling and retention system in Harie—natural all the way

Hikone Castle still retains 
its original keep

Water balls give visitors the chance 
to roll on water and stay dry The zipline experience 
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Ikura is salmon roe that has been pickled 
in salt. Hokkaido, the northernmost point 

in Japan, is noted for its production of this 
type of caviar. Ikura also features in sushi 
dishes, but if you want to enjoy it in a different 
fashion, we suggest a rice bowl—warm rice 

piled high and topped with lots of salmon 
roe. You can add seaweed or wasabi to 
further enhance the flavor. The roe bursts 
in your mouth with a pop and has a deep, 
rich taste—you’re sure to become a fan of 
ikura with one bite!

Ikura-don
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