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apan is aging at a 
breathtaking pace. To cope 

with this social phenomenon, 
the country is working hard 
to build a culture where 
seniors can live healthy, 
active and fulfilling lives. This 
issue highlights some of the 
thoughtful and innovative 
solutions Japan has devised 
that promote health and vibrant 
living among senior citizens, 
and how the nation can serve 
as a model for other countries 
in the quest for health and 
longevity.
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VISITING MONGOLIA AND THE FIVE CENTRAL ASIAN COUNTRIES

JAPAN!CHINA!
ROK TRILATERAL 
SUMMIT MEETING

JAPAN!URUGUAY 
SUMMIT MEETING

JAPAN!NETHERLANDS SUMMIT MEETING

From October 22 to 
October 27 (local 
time), Prime Minister 

Abe attended summits in 
Mongolia, Turkmenistan, 
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, 
the Kyrgyz Republic and 
Kazakhstan. This represented 
the first visit to Turkmenistan, 
Tajikistan and the Kyrgyz 
Republic of a sitting Japanese 
prime minister.

On November 1, Prime 
Minister Abe attended the 
Sixth Japan-China-ROK 

Trilateral Summit Meeting held in 
Seoul in the Republic of Korea.

Message of Condolence 
from Prime Minister 
Abe to President 
Hollande of France on 
the attacks in Paris

I cannot help but be immensely 
shocked and outraged to hear 
about the terrorist attacks in 
Paris, resulting in a large number 
of casualties. Outrageous acts 
of terrorism such as this cannot 
be tolerated for any reason and I 
resolutely condemn it.

On behalf of the government 
and people of Japan, I express 
our sincere solidarity with France 
and the people of France. I would 
also like to express our sincere 
condolences to all the victims 
and their families, and to extend 
our heartfelt sympathies to the 
injured. Japan stands with France 
at this difficult time. 

November 14, 2015

On November 6, Prime 
Minister Abe hosted a 
summit meeting with H.E. 

Dr. Tabaré Ramón Vázquez Rosas, 
President of the Oriental Republic 
of Uruguay, at the Prime Minister’s 
Office.

On November 10, Prime 
Minister Abe hosted 
a summit meeting 

and other events with H.E. Mr. 
Mark Rutte, Prime Minister and 
Minister of General Affairs of the 
Kingdom of the Netherlands, at 
the Prime Minister’s Office.

With H.E. Mr. Chimed 
Saikhanbileg, Prime Minister 
of Mongolia

With H.E. Mr. Islam Karimov, 
President of the Republic of 
Uzbekistan

With H.E. Mr. Almazbek 
Atambaev, President of the 
Kyrgyz Republic

Japan-China-ROK Trilateral Summit 
Meeting

With the Prime Minister and Minister 
of General Affairs of the Kingdom of the 
Netherlands

With the President of the Oriental Republic 
of Uruguay

With H.E. Mr. Nursultan 
Nazarbayev, President of the 
Republic of Kazakhstan

With H.E. Mr. Gurbanguly 
Berdimuhamedov, President 
of Turkmenistan

With H.E. Mr. Emomali 
Rahmon, President of the 
Republic of Tajikistan
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A SOCIETY OF HEALTH AND LONGEVITY
As Japan fully develops into an aging 

society, it has also become a leader 
among nations not just in promoting 
long life but also in its understanding 
of the importance of building a culture 
where seniors can continue to live 
healthy, active and fulfilling lives.

Through thoughtful and innovative 
initiatives to promote health and vibrant 
living among senior citizens in various 
regions around the country, Japan has 
shown the way for other nations aspiring 
to enduring health and longevity.

Feature A SOCIETY OF HEALTH AND LONGEVITY
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What is the relationship 
between the Japanese diet and 
longevity?

Japanese women have the 
world’s longest life expectancy, 
living to an average age of eighty-
seven, while Japanese men are in 
the top ten. The Japanese diet is 
a crucial factor. Japan’s climate 
and topography have helped 
contribute to a healthy diet, and 
because it is an island country, 
fish are easy to obtain here and 
can be consumed fresh in the 
form of sashimi. Fish is high in 
beneficial omega-3 fatty acids, 
while seafood in general supplies 
crucial magnesium and taurine. 
Japan’s climate is also suitable 

| highlighting japan6
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FOR LONGEVITY, GOOD THINGS 
COME IN THREES

an Interview with

Dr. Yukio Yamori 
Director of the Institute for World Health 

Development at Mukogawa Women’s University

NOAM KATZ

WITH over fifty thousand of its citizens over a century old, 
Japan’s life expectancy ranks high in the world. While 
Japanese cuisine is generally nutritious, how much do 

other factors such as location and lifestyle influence longevity? 
To find out, we spoke with Dr. Yukio Yamori, a global preventive 
nutritionist and longevity expert who is the director of the Institute 
for World Health Development at Mukogawa Women’s University. 
We asked him about the role of the Japanese diet in longevity, 
his research on diet in 61 communities from 25 countries, and 
additional factors that are vital to health and longevity.



for producing rice and soy, which are both very low 
in cholesterol. For all of these reasons, Japan has the 
world’s lowest rate of coronary heart disease.

The disadvantage with Japanese cuisine, 
however, is that it can be high in sodium and low 
in calcium. This is because the soy sauce and miso 
paste frequently used in Japanese cuisine are high 
in salt, while consumption of calcium-rich dairy 
products never really became common. Across 
Japan, our research has found differences in health 
and longevity in areas with high salt and preserved 
foods, such as in northern Aomori Prefecture, when 
compared to areas that use less salt, like Okinawa. 
High salt intake results in higher mortality rates of 
stroke and stomach cancer, and consequently a lower 
average life expectancy. 

 
What have you learned about diet in regard to health 
and longevity from your research in other countries?

First of all, our life is not fixed entirely by our 
genomes—our longevity can be improved through 
better eating habits and lifestyle. Okinawans once 
had the highest life expectancy in Japan, so we 
studied what happened to Okinawans that moved 
abroad. Brazil in particular has a large community 
of people of Okinawan Japanese descent, and meat 
is very inexpensive there. Since they ate more meat 
than before while their soy and fish intake decreased, 
their incidences of diabetes increased dramatically. 

The indigenous peoples of Australia traditionally 
lived in nature and ate a diet consisting of nuts, 
berries, vegetables and lean meat. Our research 
found that the indigenous peoples who now live 
in Australia’s cities and have diets high in wheat, 
salt, sugar, meat and fat are suffering from obesity 
and a greatly reduced life span. Contrastingly, the 
indigenous peoples in more rural areas near the sea 
who are consuming fish are consequently much 
slimmer and live longer, healthier lives.

This brings us to the “three S” concept of “salt 
(reduced salt intake), seafood and soy” when 
thinking about the nutrition required for longevity. 
The idea is to limit salt, which causes high blood 
pressure and stomach cancer. Instead, we should eat 
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more seafood for its omega-3 fatty acids, which help 
prevent coronary heart disease. Finally, we need to 
consume more soy, because it is high in isoflavones, 
which rejuvenate cells in the skin and organ tissue 
by improving blood circulation and protect against 
cancer.

What other factors are important for longevity?
Longevity involves a combination of several 

factors, as we observed in Hong Kong, which follows 
Japan as the number two area with the world’s 
greatest overall life expectancy. Similarly to Japan, 
the diet in Hong Kong—and the neighboring Canton 
Province, for that matter—involves the consumption 
of fresh fish and vegetables. Hong Kong’s limited 
space also means that people get physical exercise 
walking up and down stairs and hills. And finally, 
even though extended family members cannot all 
live in one urban high-rise dwelling due to space 
constraints, they often live close by on floors above 
or below, and get together for family meals. This is 
an opportunity to show respect and appreciation for 
elderly family members, and supports their family 
bond.

Thus we can say that there are three overall 
components to longevity. Nutrition is undoubtedly 
a crucial element for dietary health, but physical 
exercise and a healthy spirit are just as vital for 
physical and spiritual wellbeing. 
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ministry's 2014 simple life table



THE HEALING POWER 
OF NATURE

Promoting a healthy lifestyle to the area’s 
population, the Kaminoyama Onsen Kurort project 
is a wellness and leisure spot in Yamagata Prefecture 
that focuses on medical science-based healthy 
outdoor walks and invigorating visitors through 
local culinary and hot spring resources.

TAMI KAWASAKI

THE  town of Kaminoyama, situated in the 
southern end of the Tohoku region in Yamagata 
Prefecture, is about two and a half hours from 

Tokyo by the Yamagata Shinkansen bullet train, 
and sits in a valley that faces a popular ski resort 
destination, the Zao Mountain Range, to the east. 
The Kaminoyama area is also resource-rich, having a 
550-year-old hot springs resort in the city’s center, and 
being surrounded by woodlands where the cultivation 
of fruit trees on its hillsides and rice crops on its plains 
flourishes. About eight years ago this small town with 
a population of just over thirty thousand began the 
Kaminoyama Onsen Kurort project, a venture meant to 
reinvigorate the region by enhancing public health and 
promoting the influx of nonresidents to the town.

“This project is proof of how widespread walking as 
a healthful habit has become among residents,” says 
Kei Sasaki of the Kurort Promotion Division’s Office 

of Strategic City Planning in the town’s government 
office. However, with a bemused smile, he adds, “The 
word Kurort is German, and it refers to a high-quality 
short-stay wellness and leisure area, but many 
seniors seem to think it refers to walking itself, and 
say, ‘Well, I’m going off on a kurort.’ ” 

Germany’s Kurort are situated in areas that have 
good climates, views and clean air, and offer a range 
of facilities that provide natural medicine and natural 
rehabilitation programs under the supervision 
of medical specialists. They are subject to a strict 
system of national certification. Visitors usually stay 
for about two weeks as part of each Kurort program, 
with the key point being that their accommodations 
and treatment are covered by insurance.

The institution of a health promotion region 
through local resources was inspired by the regional 
situation in Kaminoyama. “In addition to our per 
capita medical expenses and average population age 
being high compared to the Yamagata prefectural 
average, we also experienced a downturn in our 
number of tourists,” Sasaki explains. The town faced 
the urgent task of curbing growing medical expenses 
for the elderly and creating a place in which they 
could live in health and comfort. 

There was already a deep connection with 
Germany: noted poet Mokichi Saito, who had 

1
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1 Hikers look out over a valley
2 The town trains guides with specialized knowledge to lead the 

walking tours
3 Kaminoyama’s onsen, including a resort 550 years old, are a major 

draw
4 The dishes at Orizuru are beautifully plated, healthy and delicious

studied in Germany, was born in Kaminoyama. 
Inspired by German Kurort, the town initiated a 
project spearheaded by 68-year-old mayor Chobe 
Yokoto that combined Kaminoyama’s native hot 
springs resources, nature and seasonal food with 
medically-backed wellness walking techniques. And 
according to Sasaki, the mayor is actually the biggest 
practitioner of walking for wellness. Every morning he 
sets out on one of Kaminoyama’s walking courses and 
clocks in at city hall after washing up at his favorite 
local sento, or public bath.

Kaminoyama’s Kurort Wellness Walking program 
is characterized by its climatological and topographic 
approach to treatment, with participants measuring 
their pulse and body temperature while maintaining 
a certain desired speed and incorporating natural 
elements like the cold, air and sunlight to improve 
exercise efficiency while walking through the 
woodlands. A variety of walking programs are 
introduced throughout the year under the motto of 
“walking without trying,” where they aim to achieve 
a pace that is not too taxing. The town trains full-time 
guides to lead the tours. 

In addition to elderly residents from Kaminoyama, 
participants include many repeat guests from outside 
the city, who come for both the tourism and the 
chance to ramble. Remarks one male senior citizen 
with a lively smile, “Since taking up walking, I now 
have to take less medication.”

Rich in agricultural products, Kaminoyama is also 
putting its energies into marketing the food it offers 
as part of its drive to become a premier wellness spot. 
The signature shop behind this effort is Orizuru, a 
restaurant that uses seasonal ingredients to serve 
intriguing takes on local dishes that are plated 
beautifully and are as healthy as they are delicious. 
After engaging in a stimulating walk, visitors eagerly 
anticipate the prospect of dining here. 

In 2015, Kaminoyama received one of the first 
Japan Tourism Awards for building an unprecedented 
health destination that combines wellness, tourism 
and environmental considerations. Of future efforts, 
Sasaki says: “We aim to be a town where the residents 
can live healthily and vigorously for as long as they 

possibly can, which we hope will lead to both an 
increase in visitors and our establishment as Japan’s 
leading area for promoting human wellness.” 

2

3

4
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AIMING TO 
LIVE LONG 
AND PROSPER
Nagano Prefecture once had Japan's worst death rate 
from stroke and similar illnesses, with many residents 
consuming high daily levels of salt. Roughly twenty 
years ago, however, the prefecture formerly known as 
Shinshu decided to improve the local lifestyle, and is 
now known as the country's healthiest and longest-
lived prefecture. Its new Shinshu ACE Project aims 
to go further, uniting Nagano's residents in a drive to 
become the healthiest and longest-lived region
in the entire world.

RIEKO SUZUKI

NAGANO Prefecture boasted the top average life 
span for both men and women in Japan as of 
2010. In a further effort starting in 2014, Nagano 

has been seeking to go far beyond that with the Shinshu 
ACE Project, an action plan to transform itself into the 
world’s top region in health and life expectancy. The 
project calls on every resident to proactively engage in 
three activities: Action (be active and mobile), Check 
(receive medical examinations), and Eat (consume 
a healthy diet). Hideko Kobayashi of the Nagano 
Prefecture Health and Welfare Department took time to 
outline this drive for supreme health and longevity.

Nagano’s Health and Welfare Research 
Project determined the following keys to health 
and longevity: A life with a sense of purpose 
due to a high level of ambition in work and 
enthusiastic participation in social activities; 
an elevated sense of health consciousness, with 
great results in health-building activities; and 
a high standard of public health and enriched 
perinatal care.

As of 2012, Nagano Prefecture also ranked 
first nationally in the percentage of employed 
senior citizens for both men and women. 
The ostensible reasons for this are the large 
number of the population working as farmers, 
which entails no retirement age, and abundant 
opportunities to participate in volunteer clubs 
and activities. 

On the other hand, in comparison to the 
nationally recommended daily salt intake 
amounts of 8 grams or less for men and 7 grams 
or less for women, adults in Nagano average 
10.6 grams. As of 2010, local death rates from 
strokes are high as well, ranking thirteenth 
nationally for men and eighth for women. 

Despite these statistics, the prefecture’s 
2010 top ranking in both average life span and 
healthy life expectancy (the average span of 
independent activity) for both sexes has been 
maintained largely for two reasons. One is the 
high rate of vegetable consumption, which 
was ranked first for both men and women as of 
2012. The other is being among the lowest in its 
number of habitual smokers, cases of metabolic 1

1

2
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1 Social activities such as this parent-and-child cooking class 
are a key to longevity

2 Residents of Kiso Village in Nagano learn the benefits of 
consuming less sodium 

3 Staging some high-profile group calisthenics in Nagano’s 
Suzaka City

4 A bento (box lunch) developed through the Shinshu ACE 
Project

syndrome and at-risk cases of metabolic syndrome. 
Moreover, beginning with a national rank of number 
one in 2012 in the number of public health nurses 
per 100,000 residents, health services provided by 
specialists in the region are top-notch, and there is 
also an abundance of volunteer health insurance 
guidance staff and diet improvement specialists who 
can educate residents in proper, healthy lifestyles.

“In 1980, when we began a concerted effort to 
promote a low-sodium diet, housewives in the 
prefecture averaged a daily salt intake of 15.9 
grams,” Kobayashi explains. “We spent many years 
building up our efforts, such as collaborating with 
manufacturers to develop low-sodium products and 
holding low-sodium orientation courses taught by 
dieticians and diet improvement specialists. Even 

now, however, we are ranked high nationally in salt 
intake—around second—so we are definitely not 
exemplary in that respect,” she continues. “We need 
to work hard to improve on this point, and our goal 
of instilling preventive lifestyle habits through an 
emphasis on the three activities of eating properly, 
exercise and medical treatment has taken shape as 
the Shinshu ACE Project.” 

The content of the project specifically 
recommends such regimens as fast-paced walking 
and exercise (action); receiving annual medical 
checkups and reconsidering lifestyle habits, as well 
as measuring blood pressure daily (check); and 
limiting salt intake per meal to three grams, trying to 
eat an extra plate of vegetables, and verifying the salt 
content of food when eating out (eat).

A great many plans have already been put into 
action, with most cities, towns and villages pushing 
through plans for maintaining walking courses, 
providing ACE menus at convenience stores and 
restaurants, and distributing information on 
reducing sodium to all 810,000 households. 

In 2013, national medical care expenditures 
reached an all-time high of 40 trillion yen, of which 
costs for the elderly (age 65 and above) accounted 
for 23 trillion yen. Meanwhile, in Nagano Prefecture 
the medical fees per person for the advanced elderly 
(age 75 and above) have long maintained the lowest 
level nationally.

“While it’s crucial to reduce the cost of medical 
fees, that outcome is a byproduct of individual 
health and happiness, so I believe it’s vital for us 
to build up the health of everyone, young and old, 
men and women,” Kobayashi adds.

There is a sense of unity here that binds 
Nagano’s entire community together—including 
corporations, municipalities, hospitals, schools, 
restaurants, convenience stores, supermarkets 
and organizations and volunteers—in this quest to 
become the world’s model for health and longevity. 
Although the Shinshu ACE Project has only just 
begun, it appears to be off to an energetic and 
promising start in enriching people’s lives. 3

4
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1

NO GENERATION 
GAP HERE

NOAM KATZ

HEARING the sounds of excited children from 
outside Kotoen on a weekday morning, you 
would figure this was just another nursery 

school. Yet when it’s time for morning exercises, 
energetic preschoolers one through five years of age 
stream outside to the playground area accompanied 
by elderly Japanese. The senior citizens join in the 
exercises and later on lead the children behind the 
school to pick up trash, a child’s small hand in each of 
their own.

The scene unfolding here in Tokyo’s Edogawa 
Ward is a model of a new kind of facility for 
Japan, one that combines children’s daycare 
with a nursing home. Kotoen, which is registered 
as a social welfare corporation, accommodates 
about one hundred nursery school toddlers and 
one hundred elderly residents at this location. 
Kotoen CEO Keiko Sugi says the facility has four 
functions—nursing home, assisted care facility, 
seniors’ daycare center and children’s daycare 
center—just the thing for a country with both 
an aging population and a swelling demand for 
childcare from working parents.

Kotoen started in 1962 as a conventional 
nursing home. After a nursery school was built 
alongside the home in 1976, however, the children 
began visiting the nursing home on occasion for 
shared events. In 1987, the two facilities were 

In a country with an aging population and an acute 
need for daycare, merging eldercare and childcare 
into a single facility—with the two generations 
interacting with and learning from each other—may 
be the most sociable solution of all. 
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1 At Kotoen, seniors are an integral part of activities at the 
children’s daycare 

2 Leading the children to the back of the school to pick up trash 
3 The front entrance to Kotoen, which combines eldercare with 

daycare

integrated, and now interaction between the 
younger day visitors and the older permanent 
residents is a regular occurrence, including joint 
activities and visits each day to wheelchair-bound 
seniors living upstairs.

The benefits of the arrangement are obvious. The 
elderly help support daycare staff by voluntarily 
spending time and playing with the kids, even 
overseeing them during lunch. Sugi explains that 
the elderly can teach about crafts such as making 
origami, as well as share their life experiences and 
Japanese traditions.

Conversely, the children’s vivacity energizes 
the elderly, who range in age from 65 to 101. 
“The kids have that power,” notes Daiji Sugi, the 
nursery school director. “No matter how glum they 
were when they moved into the facility, even the 
toughest residents end up enjoying their presence. 
The interaction also motivates the elderly to eat the 
nutritious meals provided and stay healthy.”

Eighty-one-year-old resident Jinichi Yamazaki 
concurs, telling how much he loves spending time 
with the children. “They have tremendous energy,” 
he chuckles as he observes kids scurrying around 
to prepare for lunchtime. Indeed, as soon as the 
morning exercises were over, the children mobbed 
Yamazaki and his fellow seniors, hugging and 

clambering over them. Smiles broke out immediately 
on their faces.

CEO Sugi says that many initially worried about 
having rambunctious nursery school toddlers romping 
around their fragile elders. “People asked us, ‘What 
if the elderly catch a cold, or if children run into 
wheelchairs?’ ” she notes. “But we don’t allow sick 
children or adults to interact with each other.” And 
for the most part, she adds, the children are generally 
careful about not running around the occupants, 
especially those who are wheelchair-bound. “We 
teach the children that the elderly are fragile, that 
their lives are nearing their end, and that someday 
they won’t be here anymore.”

It is evident that Sugi’s facility has created a sense 
of real community. “We’re like one big family here,” 
she declares, comparing Kotoen’s three-story building 
to “a giant home.” For both the young who may not 
spend much time with their own grandparents and 
the old whose families may live far away, this provides 
perhaps the most vital care of all. 
Note: The “shirtless” education policy for kotoen kindergartens was 
instituted for the sake of health promotion.
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LiryMusica’s “music facilitation” program offers 
interactive musical interludes at nursing homes. By 
sharing the joy of music with seniors, LiryMusica 
engages them in an entertaining pursuit that brightens 
both their days and their minds.

TAMI KAWASAKI

MUSIC therapy has been shown in 
multiple studies to have beneficial 
effects in treating cognitive 

impairments. “But our program, in which 
we dispatch experts to adult living facilities 
to engage our target audience in musical 
activities, is not music therapy,” notes 
Moe Shibata, the founder and director of a 
business called LiryMusica. Shibata studied 
music therapy at a college of music, but she 
felt its methodology, which focused on the 
effects of therapy on individual patients, 
was too limited. She thus began pursuing 
her own idea of “music facilitation.” 

“For us, it’s important for everyone to be 
free to enjoy music in a relaxing setting so 
we can help bring the smiles back to their 
faces,” Shibata explains. “By offering music 
in a program with a high degree of freedom 
and no pressure to participate, we want 
people to discover that even seniors with 

KEEPING 
THE 
RHYTHMS 
OF LIFE

1
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1 Tomiji Yamada’s five decades of playing music make him a 
program asset 

2 Incorporating movement with the music keeps the participants 
engaged 

3 Offering a choice of instruments to play along on
4 Moe Shibata leads “music facilitation” programs at twelve 

facilities herself

cognitive impairments can really enjoy music and 
find their smiles again.”  

LiryMusica holds its programs during recreational 
activity periods at a hundred adult living facilities 
each year, with Shibata herself handling activities 
at about twelve of them. The response has been 
fantastic, Shibata says. “Even if people hate karaoke 
or certain genres of music, there’s no one who hates 
music itself.” 

Those who are not in the mood aren’t forced to 
join in, but because they are in the same space they 
can still hear the music. Listening to popular songs 
and old tunes brings back memories, and even 
those seniors who refuse to participate in karaoke 
eventually start humming along. One symptom of 
cognitive impairment is the tendency to fall into 
an aggressive restlessness when visitors drop by, 
but even those seniors look forward to LiryMusica’s 
regular visits once or twice a month.

At a recent LiryMusica session at the Day Home 
Setagaya daytime care center in Tokyo, about twenty 
seniors have appeared, both walking independently  
and in wheelchairs, and they’re smiling as they wait 
for Shibata to finish setting up the instruments and 
equipment. One particularly active member of the 
group, Tomiji Yamada, who is eighty-five, is engaged 
in a preliminary tête-à-tête with Shibata. According 
to Day Home Setagaya director Michiko Kidaka, 
“Mr. Yamada originally came to us on a different 
day, but he has exceptional music skills, so he really 
enjoys LiryMusica’s music time and volunteers to 
participate.” 

Yamada had long been employed in office jobs, 
but for over five decades has also put his skills to 
use on a semiprofessional basis by playing with 
a live house band in Tokyo. He writes parodies of 
pop songs that he sings himself while playing a 
ukulele, and also accompanies Shibata on drums. 
The other seniors watch and listen attentively to 
the show being put on by their friend Yamada and 
Shibata; they follow the lyrics shown onscreen, hum 
along with the music, and clap to the beat. Some 
of the audience members actually have aphasia—
they cannot talk or hold conversations—yet it is 

impressive to see many of them are swaying to the 
music and enjoying themselves.

“Our job is to introduce music into this setting in a 
flexible and fun manner, draw everyone in, and help 
improve their quality of life,” says Shibata. “We want 
to take a constructive approach to our aging society. 
We know that we in the younger generation will one 
day be in those shoes as well, so we want to create 
an environment that we would want to put our own 
parents in, and maybe one day be in ourselves.” 
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PALRO, a humanoid robot being used at eldercare facilities in 
Japan, helps prevent dementia, assists in therapy and even lightens 
the workloads of nursing staff. Just how much of the burden of 
creating a healthy, long-lived society can companion robots like it 
carry on their shoulders?

TAMI KAWASAKI

“PALRO, dance to ‘Koi 
Suru Fortune Cookie,’ 
” Toshiyuki Takaha of 

Fujisoft Incorporated’s Robotics 
Division says, commanding the 
small robot before him to move to a 
2013 J-pop hit. Seated atop a table, 
PALRO—whose name is formed from 
PAL for “friend” and RO for “robot”—
looks up at Takaha and replies, 
“Understood,” and begins to dance 
rhythmically. 

This forty-centimeter-tall 
interactive robot doesn’t just dance—
PALRO also engages in conversation, 
plays games and presents quizzes. It 
understands human speech, and by 
actively brokering communication 
and interacting with PALRO, users can 
maintain and improve their mobility 
and speech functions and avoid 
cognitive impairment, thus gaining 
therapeutic benefits as well.

Many of Japan’s eldercare centers 
offer time devoted to exercise, music 
and art as part of the regimen for 
maintaining physical and emotional 
wellness. This is when PALRO is 
primarily deployed, generating 
continuous mutual conversation, 
providing entertainment like dances 
and quizzes, and offering the latest 
news and weather reports. Not only 
does the diminutive entertainer 
soothe and delight the elderly, it 
also helps reduce the workloads of 
nursing personnel. PALRO has been 
introduced at roughly three hundred 
facilities so far, and the response has 
been positive. 

Takaha says: “We wanted to 
advance the role of computers 

A CLEVER 
AND CARING 
COMPANION

1
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1 PALRO keep residents engaged and entertained through 
quizzes, games, dancing and more

2 Residents find it easy to interact with this clever robot
3 At just forty centimeters high, PALRO is a nonthreatening 

companion

from a tool to a human partner.” Fujisoft, 
thinking ahead to a future where information 
devices intuit our needs without direct input 
via keyboard or mouse, set out to develop a 
communicative humanoid robot. When a human 
user finds PALRO standing on a table, the robot 
is at below eye level and of a size that is not 
intimidating. With natural movements and kind 
comments, seamless voice recognition that picks 
up a speaker’s words even amid background 
noise, and the ability to remember over a 
hundred individuals’ faces, names, hobbies 
and interests, PALRO was made “with a design 
and voice that would endear it to users, with a 
natural response, and with no other detail left to 
chance,” according to Takaha. PALRO also has a 
continuous Internet connection that allows its 
software to be updated automatically.

Even so, why have the elderly taken so quickly 
to PALRO? “One woman with slight cognitive 
impairment loves him, saying, ‘Talking with 
this little guy is so relaxing,’ ” Takaha notes. 
“She says that because the other party is a robot, 
she feels no apprehension and can speak her 
mind.” When the elderly are aware of their own 
cognitive impairment, they hesitate to talk to 
others, which only exacerbates and hastens the 
onset of the condition. Creating an environment 
in which the elderly are more inclined to engage 
in conversation is a necessary step toward 
preventing this situation. 

Another issue is how to engage former male 
career professionals who tend to struggle to join 
in group activities at these facilities. “PALRO is a 
sophisticated robot based on real technology, not 
the kind of sleight of hand designed to amuse 
children,” Takaha notes, “so male users also take 
an active interest in its sophisticated abilities.” 
At one facility, for example, an eighty-five-year-
old former engineer is “in charge of” PALRO, 
becoming a real hero during recreation time. 
“The man was so hale and hearty that I thought 
he was a member of the nursing staff and not a 
resident,” Takaha says.

PALRO’s abilities have been further refined through 
its interactions with users at nursing facilities, and 
it now boasts a much kinder, gentler manner toward 
humans. Cognitively impaired residents who refuse 
baths and food welcome these aspects of care when 
invited by their beloved PALRO. In this way, PALRO’s 
value as a support member is now becoming clear in the 
nursing sector, where there was some initial reluctance 
to entrust nursing to a robot. “We encourage people to 
watch the way in which human and robot coexistence 
takes shape in Japan, a developed country with an aging 
society,” Takaha says enthusiastically. 

2

3
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Jun Takahashi, the world’s oldest active commercial pilot 
at ninety-three, entered the Guinness World Records in 
2014 for being the oldest active commercial pilot alive. He’s 
been a pilot for seventy years, and lives a relaxed, happy life 
under a simple philosophy that includes always maintaining 
reserves of both mental and physical energy.

RIEKO SUZUKI

NINETY-three-year-old Jun 
Takahashi has logged over 25,000 
hours in the air, and possesses the 

rare ability to master any type of aircraft. 
Known as the “god of airplanes,” Takahashi 
is also the captain of the Red Cross Flying 
Squadron for the Japan Flying Association 
and its emeritus chairman. He was happy to 
talk about his secrets to staying so youthful 
and active at such an age.

Today, Takahashi flies about one or 
two times a week. He pilots aircraft that 
pull gliders at the airspace at Fujikawa in 
Shizuoka Prefecture, for example, and is 
an instructor for Cessna glider pilots. He 
also trains young Japan Self-Defense Forces 
aviators and gives lectures nationwide, 
continuing his daily engagement with the 
art and craft of flying. 

“I’d dreamed of flying freely through 
the sky like a bird since I was a child, and 
being a pilot was my dream job,” Takahashi 
explains. “To acquire flying skills, I became 
a student at the preparatory course for 
navy fliers. Later I worked as an instructor, 
teaching people how to fly small aircraft 
and the like. When I turned forty-nine, I 
became a freelance pilot. My main interest 
has always been flying, and I’ve managed 
to make a career out of doing what I love, 
so the concept of retirement or leaving the 
workforce has never entered my mind.” 

Obtaining a pilot’s license is a one-
time affair, but there are annual physical 
examinations required to maintain it, and a 
license cannot be renewed unless the pilot 
clears that process at a medical institution 
recognized by the Ministry of Land, 
Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism. 
Takahashi says he wants to continue 
renewing his license as long as possible, and 
be flying even past the age of one hundred.

Even at ninety-three, Jun Takahashi is youthful in both his look and outlook 

STILL 
FLYING HIGH

| highlighting japan18

Feature A SOCIETY OF HEALTH AND LONGEVITY



“I’m often asked what my secret is to being an 
active pilot for so long,” he says. “I think it’s because 
I always make sure I have leeway and energy to 
spare when I do things. I put eighty percent of my 
energies into a task and make sure I have room to 
relax. If you put out a hundred percent constantly, 
you’ll eventually run out of steam. You should 
always conserve that extra twenty percent so that 
you can put out the full hundred percent, or even 
exceed it, when you really need to. This way, even if 
an unexpected problem crops up, you don’t panic.”

This leisurely but lively approach to life is also 
reflected in Takahashi’s private life. On the day of 
the interview, he appeared standing tall in a crimson 
varsity jacket and jeans. “Japanese old folks are too 
conservative,” he says with a smile. “If you don’t put 
on more flair as you age, you’ll become boring.” He 
has his white locks permed once a month at a salon, 
and his skin care regimen, down to his hands, is 
unstinting. This stylish gent says he even buffs his 
own nails.

“Staying young at heart is also important, so 
I sometimes go out for meals with the ladies,” 
Takahashi explains. “I’m also keen on maintaining 
discipline and constancy in my life. I force myself 
not to use a journal or notebook, but rather keep 
everything in my head. I also try to be punctual for 
everything. I eat whatever I like, but not eating until 
I’m full has been a longtime habit. The trick is to not 
get too worked up about things and give yourself 
both the mental and physical latitude to have fun. I 
think that’s the real secret.

“You cannot turn back the clock,” he adds. 
“Forget about the unpleasant past and look to the 
pleasant future. Don’t brood on mistakes, don’t 
ever make excuses, and use failures as fodder for 
your own learning. If you stick to that attitude, life 
becomes fun and interesting, and you’ll start to 
feel gratitude toward your family and those around 
you.”

This free and flexible approach is undoubtedly 
the primary secret to Takahashi’s youthfulness, 
along with his sincerity and thoughtful attitude 
when relating to those around him. 

Takahashi has logged over 25,000 hours in the air, and still 
flies once or twice a week

On the field at Fujikawa in Shizuoka Prefecture

At the controls, with a snow-topped Mount Fuji in the 
distance
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SBE80! of Fukui Prefecture’s 
Sabae City is an idol group whose 
average age is over eighty. They 
tour the country performing 
choreographed versions of 
aerobic exercises. Still supple, 
energetic and full of life, they are 
inspiring other seniors around 
the country to get up and move. 

TAMI KAWASAKI

THE group of female 
performers known as 
SBE80!, all from the town 

of Sabae in Fukui Prefecture, 
have an average age of over 
eighty. They made their official 
debut in the spring of 2010 when 
Michiko Miyashita, then eighty-
five, led the group of sixteen in 
a choreographed dance number 
to “Tokimeki no Rumba,” a song 
by the young Japanese enka 
singer Kiyoshi Hikawa. “We 
made our hats ourselves out of 

red cardboard,” says Miyashita, 
pointing enthusiastically at a 
photograph, “and spent two 
months practicing our dance 
routine.” 

According to Susumu 
Yamamoto, a physical therapist 
in the Health Affairs Section of 
Sabae City Hall, “what inspired 
the formation of SBE80! started 
in 2005 when students of 
the lifelong learning course 
organized by the Sabae Elderly 
Club Association performed 
exercise programs such as the fall-
prevention ‘Dodonpa Exercise’ 
to promote physical activity in 
various locations around the city, 
including nursing homes and 
senior citizens’ clubs.”

Before long, the unnamed 
group was performing at more 
venues and expanding its 
repertoire. The members decided 
they should create a formal dance 
troupe, so SBE80!—which stands 

for “healthy 80-year-olds from 
Sabae!”—was born. 

After the group unanimously 
selected songs to dance to, 
Yamamoto used his physical 
therapist’s eye to choreograph 
routines designed to maintain 
physical strength by bolstering the 
body’s trunk, with the emphasis 
on the muscles in the back and 
abdomen. Since its debut, SBE80! 
has gained attention as a dancing 
idol troupe, and organizers 
of events throughout Fukui 
Prefecture have approached the 
group. Interview requests from the 
media have also flooded in. SBE80! 
has even performed alongside 
smash-hit idol group AKB48, and 
now puts on thirty shows a year 
around Japan.

Now ninety, Miyashita is still 
lovely, with outstanding posture 
and enunciation. She played in a 
mothers’ volleyball club for sixteen 
years and served as a facilitator 

LIFE IS A DANCE
1
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in Sabae’s elderly clubs. In short, 
she was a working woman active 
throughout all aspects of society. 
When asked how she maintains 
such an active tour schedule even 
at such an age, she says, “I love 
seeing people smile. Because I 
want to see as many smiles as 
possible, I want to keep working 
hard, taking on the next challenge 
and then the next.”

 According to Yamamoto, 
SBE80!’s philosophy is: “From 
pursuing health for your own 
pleasure to pursuing health to 
entertain others,” meaning that 
rather than the elderly simply 
exercising for their own benefit, 
appearing and performing in front 
of others and getting feedback 
creates a circle of energy. 

“It’s the power of 
entertainment,” Yamamoto notes. 
“The applause, the cameras, the 
lights—everything adds vim and 
vigor. Preconceptions of what 

1 SBE80! perform to inspire themselves 
and others through dance and song

2 Honmachi-Komachi, a troupe of Sabae 
seniors in their seventies inspired by 
SBE80!, performing in 2013

3 The group’s energy brings the audience 
to their feet

4 Physical therapist Susumu Yamamoto 
designs SBE80!’s routines to 
emphasize core strength

it means to be eighty or ninety 
disappear. Inspired by SBE80!, a 
group of people in their seventies 
have even founded their own 
troupe, called Honmachi-
Komachi.”

Sabae thrives as a site of 
traditional industries like 
eyeglass and lacquerware 
production. Yamamoto, who has 
worked at city hall for twenty 
years, evaluates the city from 
the long-range view of a civil 
servant: “People in Sabae excel 
at helping others. They’re also 
open to change and cutting-edge 
innovations, and have a spirit of 
hospitality as well. The young 
and elderly alike respect and 
understand each other. In such 
an aging society, it’s important 
to respect the lives that those 
who came before us have led. 
We should learn all we can from 
our elders while walking side by 
side with them into the future, 

with the younger generations 
shouldering what is to come.”

“Ninety is nothing!” declares 
Miyashita with a smile. “Our goal 
is to dance until we’re a hundred, 
so we have to make sure our 
bones stay healthy enough that 
we don’t fall or suffer a fracture.” 
Miyashita gets up every morning 
at five on the dot, does some radio-
led exercises and then tends the 
fields. At night, she enjoys a glass 
of wine. 

Yamamoto joked, “When 
Kiyoshi Hikawa takes the stage at 
the Kohaku Uta Gassen [a huge-
scale national music program held 
every New Year’s Eve on public 
broadcaster NHK] this year, he 
might call on the group to dance 
alongside him, or we might meet 
up with AKB48 again! So we can’t 
slack off.” Miyashita adds with a 
beaming smile, “If he calls us, I’ll 
go with bells on. I'm having the 
time of my life!” 

E
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BIFUE USHIJIMA

SATOSHI Ōmura, distinguished emeritus professor 
at Kitasato University in Tokyo, shared the 2015 
Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine for his work in 

discovering the base compound of ivermectin, an organic 
chemical that is rescuing hundreds of millions of people 
in Africa and Latin America from the threat of devastating 
tropical diseases. A bioorganic chemist, he has identified 
numerous compounds produced by microbes, designated 

Finding 
Remedies  

in the Soil
Nobel Prize winner 

Satoshi Ōmura

their structure and contributed to the 
development of many pharmaceutical drugs. 
When asked for his reaction to winning the 
prize, Ōmura replies: “I would like to share 
half of my award with microorganisms.”

In 1975, Ōmura discovered that a new 
type of actinomycete bacteria in the soil of 
a Shizuoka Prefecture golf course produced 
the compound avermectin, which possesses 
unique and unprecedented antiparasitic 
properties. Collaborating with the U.S.-
based pharmaceutical company Merck, he 
developed avermectin into a more potent 
derivative, ivermectin, which was marketed 
commercially in 1981 as an antiparasitic 
veterinary drug. Merck scientists and World 
Health Organization experts subsequently 
demonstrated that ivermectin was highly 
effective against onchocerciasis (river 
blindness), a disease that had plagued 
human populations in Africa for centuries. 
This work led to ivermectin, marketed under 
the brand name Mectizan®, being registered 
for human use and immediately donated for 
as long as needed to combat onchocerciasis. 

Ivermectin proved ideal for treating 
river blindness, caused by infection with 
intestinal filarial worms, called Onchocerca 
volvulus, transmitted by the bite of blood-
sucking blackflies in Africa, as well as in 

Professor Satoshi Ōmura, a joint recipient of the 2015 Nobel 
Prize in Physiology or Medicine, has discovered organic 
compounds produced by microorganisms found in the soil 
that are being used to free hundreds of millions of people 
from the ravages of infectious diseases.

Avermectin actinomycetes—the source of ivermectin’s 
antiparasitic properties

Kitasato University Medical Center, founded in 1989, features a 
nursing school and vaccine production plant
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South and Central America and 
the Arabian peninsula, where 
it had been spread by human 
activities. Onchocerciasis causes 
disfiguring skin disease, visual 
impairment and permanent 
blindness. The drug was later found 
to also be extremely effective at 
combatting lymphatic filariasis 
(elephantiasis), caused by infection 
with similar filarial, threadlike 
microscopic worms transmitted 
via mosquito bites. Infection 
can lead to grotesque swelling of 
limbs which, through secondary 
infection, resemble those of an 
elephant. Since ivermectin has 
proven to be extremely safe, with 
few side effects, and is provided 
free of charge, it can be distributed 
easily to poor regions not served 
by doctors, thereby preventing 
widespread infection and leading to 
the prospect of disease eradication.

Mectizan® is provided free to 
nations where onchocerciasis or 
lymphatic filariasis exist, and is 
currently dispensed to around 
300 million patients annually, 
liberating them and their 
communities from the threat of 
two of the world’s most disfiguring 
and stigmatizing diseases. 
Onchocerciasis and lymphatic 
filariasis, which once ravaged 
regions of Africa with horrific 

consequences, have already 
been eradicated from several 
regions, and both are forecast to 
be eliminated as public health 
problems worldwide within the 
next decade. 

Professor Ōmura says he still 
vividly remembers the day he 
visited a village in Ghana where 
onchocerciasis had first been 
identified as a major problem, 
with well over 30 percent of the 
adult residents having succumbed 
to blindness. “When I went to 
the elementary school there, 
the children taking Mectizan® 
appeared to be very healthy. They 
knew nothing of places called 
Japan or Tokyo—saying they had 
never even heard those names—
but when they heard the word 
Mectizan®, they would excitedly 
say, ‘Mectizan®! I know that! I take 
it!’ And they talked to me about 
it. That made me so happy.” He 
beams at the memory.

Ōmura has discovered 52 
new species of microorganisms 
so far, and over 470 new active 
compounds have come from 
them. These compounds 
have been commercialized as 
anticancer drugs, antibiotic 
medicines (for human and animal 
use), agricultural chemicals 
and biological reagents. When 

considering his contributions to 
the health of humans and pets, 
to livestock farming and more, 
it is clear that people around 
the world, including those in 
advanced nations, owe a great debt 
to Ōmura.

“What I place above all else 
is serving humankind,” Ōmura 
states modestly, “and what I value 
just as much as my research is 
developing talented people who 
will comprise the next generation. 
Over the years my laboratory has 
turned out over 120 scientists 
and more than 30 professors, and 
I intend to continue developing 
people.”

While as a biochemist Ōmura 
continues to singlemindedly 
find new compounds that can 
be developed into new drugs to 
save even more lives, he is also 
involved in enterprises that foster 
people and regions, such as a hot 
springs facility, an art museum 
and the Yamanashi Academy of 
Sciences in his home prefecture 
of Yamanashi. Seeing how he 
has discovered, nurtured and 
developed microorganisms and 
people throughout his career, 
Ōmura’s promise to continue 
to have a positive influence on 
the future health of humankind 
reflects both his innermost beliefs 
as well as that of the philosophy of 
the nation’s prestigious Kitasato 
Institute, where he has spent his 
entire career: namely, to apply the 
fruits of scientific research for the 
benefit of all. 

Prof. Satoshi Ōmura during his visit to 
Ghana, where intestinal worms are a 
major problem

Out with a colleague collecting soil—
already the source of many beneficial 
compounds

The professor during his early days 
at the Kitasato Institute
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PROF. Oussouby Sacko is the dean of 
the faculty of humanities at Kyoto 
Seika University, where he studies the 
relationship between space and culture 

and how it is applied to public and private spaces in 
urban planning and architecture.

Sacko had no idea what to expect when he came 
to Asia from his native Mali some thirty years ago, 
a high school graduate heading to China in the 
mid-eighties on a Malian government scholarship 
to study architecture. He spent a year in Beijing 
and five years in Nanjing, and it was there, Sacko 
says, that he began to learn about not just the world 
outside of Mali but also about Mali itself.

“While I was in China, I got the opportunity 
to visit Japan,” Sacko recalls. “I was impressed 
not only by the development but the relationship 
between people and their spaces—the cultural 
attachment to their spaces.” The way that 
traditional spaces in Japan were integrated with 

modern spaces intrigued him. As an architectural 
student, he had learned “how to destroy existing 
things and replace them with new ones.” And in 
China, as in Mali, the focus was on development 
rather than planning or preservation. 

“We were not thinking about the continuity 
between what exists now and what will exist in the 
future,” he says. “We were always thinking about 
replacement. So when I first got to Japan, there was a 
big difference.”

That difference drove him to move to Japan, 
where he entered the Graduate School of 
Engineering at Kyoto University in the Architecture 
and Architectural Engineering Department, and 
subsequently earned both a master’s degree and a 
PhD.

In 2001, Sacko joined the faculty of Humanities 
and the Graduate School of Design (Architecture) 
at Kyoto Seika University, where he continues to 
explore the idea of space and the way it is perceived 
in Japan, Mali and elsewhere. When asked what 
Japan and Mali can learn from each other in terms 

Hailing from the nation of Mali, Oussouby Sacko 
came to Japan to expand the range of his research 
following a study abroad program in China. His 
mission is to explore the intersection between 
culture and the spaces people create, as well as to 
bring his country and Japan closer together.

Space    ExplorerSpace    Explorer
1

Prof. Oussouby Sacko
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of space and culture, he says the two countries are 
simpatico when it comes to ideas of space, in contrast 
to some Western/European cultures, where spaces 
tend to serve a single purpose. In Japan, there is 
more flexibility: spaces are multifunctional, and they 
retain ties to traditional culture. “We can conserve 
some spaces,” he notes, rather than tearing down 
everything to start afresh. “We can integrate those 
spaces into modern design. Japan is modern, but at 
the same time there’s continuity.”

Sacko cites the Japanese home as a good example 
of the modern blending with the traditional in a 
multifunctional way. Even as houses and structures 
are made of new materials, many homes still have 
tatami mats and areas that can be used as an eating 
space, living space or sleeping space, swapping 
out low tables for cushions or futon mattresses 
depending on the time of day and utility desired.

But he believes Japan can learn from Mali as well. 
In a Malian house, for example, there is a courtyard, 
and “the space is very flexible,” Sacko states. “It’s a 
space to eat, talk and rest.” Families use the space 

to connect with each other, and family members—
often several generations living together—see each 
other every day. 

“In Africa we have those spaces in transition, 
but we still have those traditional spaces at the 
same time,” he says. “Which is like the place for 
family—something that is disappearing a little from  
Japanese society and urban areas.” He fears that 
family and community spaces are being lost in favor 
of more private, individual spaces. 

Sacko has also worked hard to open channels of 
communication between Mali and Japan, creating 
a volunteer group to help international students 
integrate into the community, advising the Kyoto 
government on internationalism, working with 
the exchange student program at Kyoto Seika, 
and creating an international meeting space on 
campus. He also acts as facilitator for governments 
and research trips between Japan and various 
African countries. He believes there are a lot of 
opportunities on both sides to study and contribute 
to culture and society, and fervently hopes that 
young people in both countries will be up to the 
challenge. 

He knows that venturing out into the world to 
create community and share knowledge can be 
daunting when at times society seems increasingly 
compartmentalized. “But in the end, we see that 
people really need each other.” 

1 Cultural space expert Prof. Oussouby Sacko at Kyoto Seika 
University

2 Accompanying students on a field program in Mali
3 The professor exploring local spaces in Kyoto with his students
4 Prof. Sacko with his students at graduation
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SHANNON JIH

WHILE women in many countries 
struggle with obesity issues, the 
scales in Japan are tipping in the other 
direction. Neither trend is healthy. 

Momo Hosokawa wants to change the way people 

understand women’s health. As the president of 
Luvtelli, a company whose name combines the 
words “love” and “intelligence,” Hosokawa is 
focusing on research, education and the promotion 
of preventive medicine for women. 

Her interest in preventive medicine was first 
piqued when she was eighteen years old and both 
her parents were diagnosed with cancer. Rather 
than just treating illnesses, Hosokawa wanted 
to discover ways to preclude illness through 
healthy living. Since preventive medicine was 
not commonly studied in Japan at the time, 
she traveled to the United States at age twenty, 
where she was deeply impressed by American 
nutrigenomics (the study of the effects of food 
and food constituents on genes) and public health. 
During her time in the U.S., Hosokawa learned that 
the percentage of underweight women in Japan 
was statistically high, and she wanted to know 
why. 

In 2009, Hosokawa established Luvtelli Tokyo 
& New York. “I saw that the specialists from the 
fields of treatment, nutrition, rehabilitation and 
medicine worked side-by-side in teams free from 
internal hierarchy in America,” Hosokawa recalls. 
“I wanted to create a similar team of people with 
knowledge in these fields to work together to 
contribute to healthcare in Japan.” Luvtelli was a 
way for Hosokawa to promote preventive medicine 
in Japan while also doing research to further 
understand the issues affecting Japanese women.

From August 2014 to March 2015, Luvtelli 
collaborated with Mitsubishi Estate on the Will 
Conscious Marunouchi Project to invite women 
working in Tokyo’s Marunouchi district to 
visit their health facilities for evaluation and 
counseling. The data collected from 1,022 women 
showed Hosokawa that the majority did not have a 
basic understanding of their own health or bodies. 
Many women in Japan believe that simply being 
slim or even thin is healthy. 

“We asked these women if they knew the 
health risks associated with a low BMI and low 
body fat percentage, and about 60 percent had no 

Momo Hosokawa, a licensed international 
nutrition supplement advisor and expert on 
preventive medicine, is on a mission to promote 
and explore the state of women’s health in Japan. 
Her primary target? Underweight women.

| highlighting japan26

Series WOMEN IN THE LEAD

MOMO 
HOSOKAWA

IPPING THE 
SCALES IN 
THE RIGHT 
DIRECTION

T



1 Beauty camp nutrition consultant Hosokawa with Miss Universe 
Japan contestants

2 Luvtelli’s Hosokawa promotes proper nutrition in a variety of media
3 Hosokawa’s books feature recipes for working women that focus on 

nutrients and ingredients they tend to lack

knowledge of the dangers,” she reports. “When 
we explained the risks of being underweight and 
asked if they would change their health habits, 
though, about 87 percent said they would. It’s an 
issue of lack of education.”  

Hosokawa was also concerned that working 
women generally do not eat breakfast. Combined 
with their high intake of alcohol and fried 
food, this places them at a high risk of dietary 
imbalance, meaning they are not getting proper 
nutrition. She believes that not just education 
but also promotion is necessary to improve 
women’s health. “Companies need take part in 
their employees’ health, such as by providing 
exercise time and breakfast at the office, or 
healthier options for office snacks,” Hosokawa 
insists. “Education and promotion for health and 
prevention should also be readily available, such 
as articles in the media and campaigns.”

Since 2011, Hosokawa has also been supporting 
the contestants in the Miss Universe Japan 
competition. As the beauty camp nutrition 
consultant, Hosokawa was first surprised to see 
the low BMI of some of the contestants, as well 
as their misunderstanding of dietary habits and 
nutrition. In some cases, Hosokawa was the first 
person to tell them that it’s okay to eat. 

“Working with the contestants for three or 
four months, I educated them on the connection 
between health and beauty, and counseled 
them on eating balanced meals and exercising 
more,” she says. “Though at the camp they now 
actually eat more and gain muscle weight, they 
appear thinner and have gotten healthier as their 
nutritional situation has improved.” Hosokawa 

has been happy to find that more and more of the 
contestants have even been pursuing nutrition-related 
studies by the time the camp has ended.

Hosokawa believes that continuing her process of 
education and promotion with underweight young 
women will eventually enable her to contribute to the 
health of newborn children as well, to which end she 
is now involved in research and nutritional education 
with pregnant women. Her next step, however, is to 
expand the breadth of Luvtelli’s operations to continue 
collecting data from working women beyond the greater 
Tokyo area. 

“The diet and exercise habits of people will differ by 
area,” she says. “For example, those living in Hokkaido 
may have more fish in their diet than those from 
different regions. But first we need to collect data to 
determine the issues in each area and then find ways to 
run proper health campaigns.” 
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Akabane,
Tokyo

Shizuoka 
City

Nagoya
City

Oden—Japan’s 
Quintessential 
Winter 
Comfort Food

1

2

As soon as the bite of autumn chill hits the air, 
Japanese people know that something else is sure 
to follow: the steamy, fragrant, popular cooked dish 
called oden, a simmering hot broth stocked with 
a variety of mouthwatering morsels all vying for 
attention. 

SELENA HOY
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AS ubiquitous in Japan as chicken noodle 
soup is in the U.S., the dish known as oden is 
comfort food, warming you up when the cold 
sets in, providing nourishment to fight off 

the colds and flus of the season, and feeding the soul 
against the long dark days of winter. 

Oden is seldom the same across Japan except 
at certain convenience store chains. In Tokyo, for 
example, you’re likely to find chikuwabu, a chewy tube-
shaped dumpling made from gluten. In Osaka, you may 
see octopus and beef tendon, while in Okinawa you can 
delight your taste buds with a helping of pig’s trotters. 
Oden is usually priced per piece, with customers 
choosing their favorite ingredients to be pulled from 
the pot and served in the local style. The soup, too, 
varies widely from shop to shop and region to region. 

Venturing out to try a few regional versions of oden 
reveals these differences. The first stop, Shizuoka 
City, loves the dish so much that it has not one but two 
alleys—Aoba Oden Gai and Aoba Yokocho—dedicated to 
shops serving oden. Before 1968 when the first of these 
alleys developed, oden was sold from yatai (mobile 
food stalls) lining the roads leading to city hall and its 
environs. Before that, locals say, oden got its start in 
the dagashiya (old-fashioned candy shops run almost 
entirely by older women) that dotted the town. 

“When I was a kid, one piece cost five or ten yen,” 
says Kazuyo Nakata, owner of a shop called Nagoya in 
Aoba Oden Gai. The grannies would keep a pot going 
on the counter of their dagashiya, the soup as black 
as squid’s ink, and sell oden alongside the snacks and 
sweets to a mostly underage clientele. “In those days,” 
he adds, “we didn’t use daikon.” 

Instead, the local specialty is kurohanpen, a fluffy fish 
cake made from whole sardines and mountain yams. 

The broth in Shizuoka is characterized by its 
dark, almost black color. Made from soy sauce and 
beef stock, it has a strong, rich, salty flavor. The 
ingredients are varied and mostly served on skewers, 
with beef skewers and kurohanpen being two of the 
local favorites. Finally, the selected items are doused 
in dashiko, a sprinkled topping made from mackerel 
and sardine flakes, or a kind of seaweed called aonori. 
At the shop Obachan in Aoba Yokocho, twenty-five 
varieties of oden are on offer, served alongside cups of 
Shizuoka green tea and local beer. 

1 Maruken Suisan’s Koji Horii serves up some savory bowls of oden
2 The dark, salty broth in Shizuoka is made from soy sauce and beef 

stock
3 At Obachan, a shop in Aoba Yokocho in Shizuoka
4 The entrance to Aoba Oden Gai, one of two alleys in Shizuoka City 

dedicated to shops serving oden
5 Oden is priced per piece, with customers selecting their favorites

3

4 5
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To the west in Nagoya, it’s a different story. Oden 
did a stint on the street here as well, sold from yatai 
for a while before moving indoors. Each shop had its 
own recipe and specialty items, with eclectic results 
across the city. 

Everything is gleaming and fragrant at Shimasho, 
one of Nagoya’s most venerable oden restaurants, 
open since 1949. With steam rising from a burnished 
copper pot, the oden here is visibly different from 
Shizuoka’s. The most striking difference is Nagoya 
oden’s calling card: a thick, red-brown miso-based 
broth. It’s said that Nagoya people love miso, and it 
is featured in many of the city’s favorite dishes. The 
miso used here is the area’s native hatcho miso, a red 
miso made entirely from soybeans that is thick, full-
bodied and sweet. 

Shimasho’s proprietor explains that they have only 
six carefully chosen items in their oden: tofu, konjac, 
taro root, eggs, daikon radish and beef. He points out 
that these items on their own are fairly bland and take 
on the essence of the broth; many are simmered long 
and slow to allow them to soak up plenty of flavor. 
The beef tendon is simmered separately, though, 
so that the gelatin doesn’t interfere with the other 
ingredients. Other items are neatly skewered and 
waiting in a square, aromatic pot for the customer’s 

perusal. The daikon gets the longest treatment: 
simmered for seven days, the perfect thick discs 
ending up a deep brown through and through, with an 
unbelievably strong, full-bodied red miso flavor. 

Back in Tokyo’s Kita Ward, in the working-class 
neighborhood of Akabane, oden takes on yet another 
aspect. Long a factory town, Akabane’s main 
pedestrian shopping arcade, Ichibangai, bustles with 
foot traffic, people shopping and eating and imbibing 
from early in the day. Showa Era (1926-1989) drinking 
establishments are popular, and some advertise 
morning specials that will have you inebriated and 
with a full belly by noon. 

In this neighborhood stands Koyama Brewery, the 
only sake brewery remaining in the Tokyo metro area. 
Shinshichi Koyama established the brewery in 1878. 
Today, Kuri Koyama, the wife of the brewery’s fifth-
generation representative, talks about her company’s 
sake and their relationship with oden. Since Akabane is 
a factory town, she explains, people working the night 
shift would often finish work in the morning, and start 
drinking as early as nine a.m. 

In Koyama’s grandfather’s time, customers would go 
to the tachinomiya (stand-up bars) in Ichibangai, and 
they wanted to drink sake with their oden. So Koyama 
Brewery formed a relationship with the popular oden 

9

8

7

6
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shop Maruken Suisan, and developed a sake called 
Maru Cup—a spicy, dry sake packaged in a small 
drinking glass at a reasonable price. “It goes really 
well with the really salty types of oden,” says Koyama.

Koji Horii, the proprietor at Maruken Suisan, 
agrees. In fact, he says, it’s become a tradition to drink 
the last third of the Maru Cup “dashiwari,” or “cut 
with broth.” Patrons so love the flavors that come 
with mixing the oden broth with the sake that the 
shop figured out the exact ratio for a perfect brew that 
ensures maximum flavor, and had Koyama Brewery 
put hash marks on the side of the cup for ease of 
measuring. After drinking off two-thirds of their 
sake, customers bring their cups up to the counter 
to be topped off with a hit of broth, on the house. “It 
has to be this ratio,” Horii says. “There’s some kind of 
delicious chemistry that happens there.” 

Maruken Suisan, opened in 1957, has forty possible 
ingredients in their signature oden, and the shop 
buzzes with customers. The oden joints in Shizuoka 
don’t open until evening, but here they get a very early 
start. “We open at 10:30 a.m.,” Horii says, “because 
this is Akabane.” 

In addition to its signature sake, the shop’s 
popularity is undoubtedly due to its excellent broth, 
which is chicken and salt based, and a profusion 

of fresh ingredients. Produce and fish are delivered 
daily from nearby Tsukiji Market, and prep starts 
at six a.m. to produce the elements bubbling in the 
warming, addicting broth. Popular choices include 
nerimono (fish cakes made onsite) and options like 
fried, battered shrimp and ribbons of konbu seaweed 
tied in a bow. The selections, which are only simmered 
for ten to fifteen minutes to maintain the integrity of 
their individual flavors and textures, are served with 
a healthy dab of karashi—yellow spicy mustard that 
produces a rich burn.

No matter which variety of oden you choose, this 
tasty cooked dish and cultural mainstay is the perfect 
option if you want to get warmed up, filled up and 
happy this winter in Japan. 

12

13

6 Skewered beef is a local oden favorite in Shizuoka
7 Nagoya’s oden is simmered in a thick, red-brown hatcho miso broth
8 At Shimasho in Nagoya, there are only six select ingredients, 

including daikon simmered for seven days
9 In Tokyo’s working-class neighborhood of Akabane, oden shops 

open up in the morning
10 Koyama Brewery’s sake is a constant companion for oden in 

Akabane 
11 The wide assortment of oden at Maruken Suisan
12 The Maru Cup glass—after drinking two-thirds of the sake inside, 

diners ask to have it filled with broth, a practice known as dashiwari
13 Brand stamps once used by Koyama Brewery, the Tokyo metro 

area's only remaining sake brewery
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Toji
The winter solstice or toji marks the shortest 

day and longest night of the year in the 
Northern Hemisphere. In Japan, the customs on 
this day include eating pumpkin—beneficial for 
its nutrients and for surviving the winter in good 
health—and konnyaku (devil’s tongue), which is 
known for ridding the body of toxic substances.

According to another custom, if you take a 
yuzu-yu (hot yuzu bath, with a sour citrus fruit 

know as yuzu) on the winter solstice you won’t 
catch a cold for the entire year. Simply place 
five or six yuzu—whole, halved or in round 
slices—in a bathtub filled with hot water. Yuzu 
stimulates blood circulation, and beyond its 
benefits in warming the body can also help 
it retain moisture and prevent dry skin. Why 
not protect yourself for the coming year with a 
yuzu-yu soak this winter solstice?
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