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ON May 19, 2018, Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe 
attended the 8th Pacific 

Islands Leaders Meeting (PALM8), 
which was held in Iwaki City, 
Fukushima Prefecture.

 Prime Minister Abe attended the 
summit meeting and gave an address 
at the beginning of the opening 
session.

 “We all know that climate change 
is among the most urgent concerns 
for Pacific island nations. Japan's 
cooperation on this matter through 
Taranoa Dialogue, for instance, will 
continue, I assure you.

Resolute in our determination 
that safeguarding the sea and 
safeguarding the planet and 
humankind are one and the same, 
my country will continue to make 
efforts with you all.

Where Japan wishes to place 
emphasis from now is, first of all, in 
establishing the rule of law in the 
maritime order.

Since ancient times, it is the 
Pacific Ocean that has given us 
blessings of the sea. And it is the 
rule of law that gives protection to 
the nations, big and small, for their 
inherent rights.

ADDRESS BY PRIME MINISTER SHINZO ABE AT THE 
EIGHTH PACIFIC ISLANDS LEADERS MEETING (PALM 8)

Japan will be unstinting in its 
assistance towards improving 
countries’ capacity to “protect the 
sea,” including each country’s legal 
enforcement capabilities.

I would like to ask all the leaders 
here to give special consideration to 
Japan’s fishing activities. At the same 
time, regarding assistance to enhance 
your guarding capabilities and your 
capacity to conserve resources, I 
believe Japan has a role it can play 
with confidence and pride.

Second, Japan will work to develop 
quality infrastructure in both “hard” 
and “soft” aspects so that you are able 
to realize sustainable prosperity in a 
self-reliant manner.

And third, we will enhance 
people-to-people exchanges further 
and work together with you all to 
cultivate leaders who will shoulder 
the future of the PALM nations. Over 
the next three years, until we gather 
for the next PALM, Japan intends to 
work to foster human resources and 
exchanges for more than 5000 people.

My friends, it is nothing more than 
an artificial, expedient custom to 
distinguish between one stretch of 
water we call the Pacific Ocean and 
another we deem the Indian Ocean. 
The two are one and the same, as a 
matter of course.

It was the ancestors of the PALM 
peoples that in the long-distant past 
brought about the “confluence of the 
two seas” through trade.

There is a theory that a word in 
Tanzania, “huti,” was originated from 
the Polynesian word “punti,” both of 
which mean “banana.”

Bananas found their way from the 
Pacific islands to the eastern coast 

of Africa. It was the ancestors of the 
PALM peoples, the greatest ocean 
navigators the world has ever known, 
that brought them there.

The “Blue Pacific” where we make 
our home is one and the same as the 
“Blue Indian Ocean.” Opportunities 
and possibilities coexist in these two 
seas, and the questions to be worked 
out and the growing crises stretch 
across both oceans, unable to be 
separated.

On this occasion, shall we not -- 
each and every one of us -- take on an 
expansive oceanic identity by which 
we view the two oceans holistically?

That will expand our field of vision 
geographically. It will impart to us 
a viewpoint by which we look at the 
system of the vast seas with a very 
long term perspective.

It has been 21 years since the PALM 
process began.

We have arrived here just as if we 
were in a long-distance relay race, 
passing the baton along as we run.

The PALM process is an unbroken 
stream that flows thanks to the efforts 
of countless people in both Japan and 
Pacific island nations, including those 
at the grassroots level as well as those 
in business and academia. I wish to end 
my remarks to you by expressing my 
heartfelt thanks for the tireless efforts 
of those who have come before us.”

Prime Minister making a statement

Prime Minister attending a commemorative 
photograph session

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

Prime Minister's Diary
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Regional Revitalization 
through Sports

Sports are a part of education and life, and in Japan’s changing social 
environment they have become a versatile tool that plays multiple roles, 
including uniting local communities, maintaining and promoting mental 
and physical health, and revitalizing regional economies. Sports are 
expected to make an even greater contribution in the regeneration and 
revitalization of local communities and to create a sense of purpose for 
the elderly as the country’s birth rate declines and society ages. In this 
issue, we focus on how various sports and related initiatives are spurring 
regional revivals around the country.

© ALBIREX NIIGATA 
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The Japan Sports Agency (JSA) focuses on 
revitalizing regional communities and economies 
through sports. We ask JSA Commissioner Daichi 
Suzuki what his agency has been doing since it 
was created in 2015. 

How are sports helping to energize regional 
communities and economies?

One of the agency’s big themes is revitalizing 
regional communities and economies around 
Japan through sports. That’s because playing 
sports makes everyone healthy in body and mind, 
and also cuts down on medical costs, which makes 

YUKIKO ISHIKAWA

Revitalizing Regional 
Communities and Economies 
through Sports

Daichi Suzuki, Commissioner of 
the Japan Sports Agency

the whole country happier and healthier. We also 
showcase the sports each region is known for, 
tying into sports tourism where people take trips 
to enjoy the sports of a particular region. Bringing 
in lots of people—including inbound tourists—
energizes regions and has a positive economic 
effect on them as well.

Feature
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Is that kind of renaissance through sports possible 
in every region?

Yes. Every region in Japan is blessed with the 
natural resources and features needed for sports 
and outdoor activities—rivers, mountains, the sea 
and even dams. Even in places where people think, 
“There’s nothing in this town,” no traffic lights, for 
instance, mean it would be a great place to hold a 
marathon. And there are so many different kinds 
of sports that whatever the region has, it’s suited 
for something. For example, the city of Miyoshi in 
Tokushima Prefecture has a white water river gorge, 
so it hosted the World Rafting Championship in 
2017. The event attracted ten thousand spectators 
and received worldwide attention. Opportunities 
like that are entirely possible anywhere.

In addition, Japanese martial sports such as judo 
and Japanese archery are invaluable assets. Many 
people outside Japan are intensely interested in 
these sports, and when they visit Japan they want 
to observe activities at student clubs or experience 
them firsthand in a class. It’s also essential to play 
up the sports tourism angle for Japanese martial 
sports to appeal to those people.

What changes have occurred in the sports world 
since the JSA was founded in 2015?

The phrase “sports tourism” has been gradually 
become pervasive, but we’re still just getting 
started. We’ve started the Council for cooperation 
between the public and private sectors to increase 
demands for sports tourism, and receive good 
feedback and opinions from businesses such as 
sports manufacturers and travel agencies. The 

A collection of manga showcasing regional revitalization 
through sports    

JSA’s role is to make it easier for these businesses to 
implement sports tourism, both by expanding the 
limits of what’s possible and by providing guidance 
and information.

We’re also encouraging local governments by 
sending out examples of successful sports tourism 
stories. One example is a series of manga booklets 
we’ve created called Manga Casebook: Regional 
Revitalization through Sports. We researched a dozen 
success stories from around the country, and had 
each one illustrated by a local student studying 
drawing at an art school in the region where the 
story took place.

What are your hopes for the agency?
Well, first we have the Rugby World Cup in 2019, 

followed by the Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic 
Games in 2020, and then the Kansai World Masters 
Games in 2021. That’s several huge international 
sports events occurring in Japan three years in a 
row. The Rugby World Cup will span 44 days, take 
place at 12 venues all over Japan, and is expected 
to attract two million spectators, 400,000 of whom 
will be visiting from overseas. 

The Olympics and Paralympics the following 
year will also be huge events with a major economic 
impact. The World Masters Games—an international 
competition that amateur athletes over thirty can 
participate in—draw an average of forty thousand 
participants. So we’re aiming to take advantage of 
2019 to 2021 as the “Golden Sports Years” to make 
Japan a comprehensive sports-focused society, 
and planning all sorts of activities to get people 
nationwide excited about it. 

JUNE 2018 7



A LTHOUGH the northern 
Hokkaido city of Shibetsu 
only has around twenty 

thousand inhabitants, the 
number of athletes who come 
here throughout the year for 
training and tournaments exceed 
the population. Shibetsu offers 
a cool climate even in summer, 
and maintains an extensive range 
of well-equipped facilities near 
the camp’s lodgings that can 
be used for free—including an 
athletics facility approved by the 
Japanese Association of Athletics 
Federation, as well as ski jump 
and low-carbon training facilities. 
Shibetsu was selected as a host 
town of Taiwan by the Japanese 
government to be the training 
camp for Taiwanese weighlifting 

NORIKO SUGII

AN OLYMPIC-CLASS 
TRAINING HAVEN IN 
HOKKAIDO
WITH A DISTINCTIVE AND 
APPETIZING EDGE  

team during the Tokyo 2020 
Olympic and Paralympic Games.

The city hosted its first training 
camp back in 1977 for Juntendo 
University’s track and field team, 
which has turned out many 
Olympians. Shibetsu has been 
welcoming top-class domestic 
athletes ever since—mainly long-
distance runners—and since 
1987 has been hosting athletes 
competing internationally in a 
variety of events, such as the 
national weightlifting team and 
Japan Ski Federation members. 
With the peak season lasting from 
July to September, sports teams 
from around the world now visit 
Shibetsu for training, including 
athletes from South Korea and 
Taiwan. 

Shibetsu is a major agricultural 
area, so of course food is another 

key aspect of its appeal. The city 
established a policy of “delicious, 
safe food as a matter of course,” 
and  received a group certification 
from GLOBALG.A.P. (GGAP) [see 
HJ May 2018, pp. 6-7] in 2009. At 
lodgings such as the 2020 Tokyo 
Olympic Village, the agricultural 
products supplied must meet 
the certification requirements 
of international agricultural 
production process management 
standards such as ASIAGAP and 
GGAP. Shibetsu currently has 
nine GGAP-certified producers 
producing five products—
pumpkins, potatoes, onions, 
asparagus, and broccoli. 

Food has naturally become 
part of what attracts visitors. 
For instance, all members of 
the National Taiwan Normal 
University weightlifting team, 

The Asahi Sanboudai Schanze ski jump hill, 
which can be used for training year-round 

As of 27 April 2018, 227 cities were registered as “host towns” 
for the upcoming Tokyo 2020 Olympic and Paralympic Games. 
One is Shibetsu in Hokkaido, whose outstanding training camp 
offers great weather, extensive facilities and world-class food. 
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which came to Shibetsu in July 
2017, expressed their enthusiasm 
about the delicious fare. The 
team also deepened international 
exchange through joint exercises 
with local junior athletes, and 
experienced facets of Japanese 
culture such as kyudo (Japanese 
archery) and soba noodle making. 
Feedback from questionnaires 
indicated that the team members 
appreciated all of these activities. 

A certified sports nutritionist 
based in Hokkaido also conducted 
a sports nutrition course here for 

the Taiwan junior weightlifting 
team. The dishes served featured 
locally grown, low-pesticide 
ingredients such as GGAP 
produce, accompanied by written 
explanations of the ingredients 
and menu planned in cooperation 
with local residents. This 
initiative garnered a lot of interest 
from the athletes.

As an experiment in providing 
GGAP ingredients in winter, 
when the growing season has 
ended, local businesses are using 
proprietary methods of flash 

freezing, which will no doubt lead 
to new possibilities. 

“Regional revitalization tends 
to focus on the economic side, but 
that is not the only thing,” says 
Norichika Hamada, the host town 
supervisor of the Shibetsu City 
Board of Education Training Camp 
Promotion Office. “If Taiwan’s 
Olympic-class athletes train in 
Shibetsu City, local residents will 
likely support the Taiwanese team, 
and enjoy the 2020 Tokyo Games 
twice as much.” 

In fact, Hamada hopes to create 
an environment in which every 
citizen feels a more intimate 
connection to the 2020 Tokyo 
Games while joining forces as a 
region.

From some events including 
an Olympic Day run sponsored 
by the Japanese Olympic 
Committee to interacting with 
Taiwanese athletes, it is clear 
that a blossoming sense of 
Olympism and local revitalization 
are growing within Shibetsu’s 
citizens. 

National Taiwan Normal University weightlifting team 
members trying out kyudo (Japanese archery)

During National Taiwan University's track and field team's training camp, the athletes 
participated in exchanges with local top corporate athletes and middle school students

The Taiwan weightlifting team training with local junior 
athletes
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Known as “Rugby Town,” the city of 
Kamaishi in Iwate Prefecture suffered 
massive damage in 2011’s Great East Japan 
Earthquake, but picked itself up and got 
back in the game to become a Rugby World 
Cup 2019 venue. 

How a Rugby 
Town Got Back 
in the Scrum

T HE city of Kamaishi in Iwate Prefecture is 
home to the prestigious Kamaishi Seawaves 
RFC rugby club (previously known as 

Nippon Steel Rugby Football Club), winners of 
seven consecutive national championships. Like 
Hanazono in Osaka—Japan’s first-ever rugby 
stadium, built in 1929—Kamaishi is considered one 
of the meccas of Japanese rugby.

The Rugby World Cup will come to Asia and 
Japan for the first time in September 2019, and in 
2015 Kamaishi was named one of twelve host cities. 
However, there were some twists and turns before 
this town—which suffered many fatalities and 
serious damage in the Great East Japan Earthquake 
in March 2011—was able to raise its hand as a 

KATSUYA YAMADA

candidate site. Takashi Masaki, general manager 
of the Kamaishi Rugby World Cup 2019 Promotion 
Headquarters, explains.

“The Rugby World Cup 2019 Discussion Meeting 
was held in December 2011, barely half a year after 
the disaster, and mainly consisted of volunteers 
who were rugby-related people living in Kamaishi,” 
Masaki recalls. “City residents had only just moved 
from evacuation shelters to temporary housing, and 
to be honest there were those who thought it was 
not a time to be thinking about rugby.”

The reconstruction plan Kamaishi created had 
three phases, with the first three years focusing 
primarily on restoration and reconstruction. As the 
plan entered its second phase in 2014, the physical 

An event for local children
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infrastructure was largely 
finished. With citizens leading 
the way there was growing 
momentum behind uniting 
Kamaishi, rebuilding after the 
tragedy and starting to shape 
their hopes for the future. The 
first major step forward came 
when Kamaishi was selected 
as a Rugby World Cup host city. 
Everyone at the announcement’s 
public viewing—from children 
to the elderly—was cheering and 
shaking hands with sheer delight.

coastal road connecting Sendai in 
Miyagi Prefecture and Hachinohe 
in Aomori Prefecture. Indeed, 
it was not only Kamaishi but 
the national government, Iwate 
Prefecture and many groups from 
both the public and private sectors 
that ended up forming a scrum to 
power ahead with the renewal.

Masaki says there are several 
messages built into this stadium, 
which is being built where two 
local schools used to be.

“Unosumai is right next to the 
ocean, and took a direct hit from 
the tsunami,” he notes. “Children 
from Unosumai Elementary 
School and Kamaishi Higashi 
Junior High School grabbed hold 
of each other, evacuated and 
narrowly escaped death. I’d like to 
thank the many people who have 
given their support, visit this area 
and see it as a symbol of recovery. 
I hope they’ll also see the strong 
figures working to rebuild the 
damaged areas in Kamaishi and 
elsewhere.”

“The Rugby World Cup is 
a special international sports 
tournament that takes seven 
weeks to get through forty-eight 
matches,” adds Akira Shimazu, 
CEO of the Rugby World Cup 
2019 Organizing Committee. 
“The roughly 400,000 spectators 
we expect will come from all 
over the world and stay for an 
average of two to three weeks. 
They’ll probably include many 
people visiting Japan for the first 
time. I’m convinced that this is 
a wonderful opportunity to have 
deeper exchanges with such 
people, and for them to learn 
about various aspects of Japan.” 

In preparation for hosting the 
Rugby World Cup, construction 
on what is tentatively being called 
Kamaishi Unosumai Recovery 
Memorial Stadium commenced 
in 2017, with work scheduled to 
finish by the end of July 2018. 
Other developments included 
setting up transportation for 
the twenty thousand visitors 
expected, the opening of a 
highway connecting Kamaishi 
with the inland area of Hanamaki, 
and reconstruction of the Sanriku 

The new stadium, set to be ready by July 2018

JUNE 2018 11
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SPORTS have always been popular in Niigata 
Prefecture at the school and regional levels, 
but competition at the pro level first took 

root here with soccer when Albirex Niigata, which 
evolved from the Niigata Eleven Soccer Club 
founded in 1955, joined the Japan Professional 
Football League (J.League) in 1999. 

Following the construction of Big Swan, a Niigata 
stadium that was a 2002 FIFA World Cup Korea/
Japan venue, Albirex Niigata focused on building a 
fan base through measures such as distributing free 
tickets to people in neighboring areas. The result 
was a tenfold increase in attendance figures just four 
years after Albirex Niigata entered the J.League. 

In the realm of pro basketball, Niigata Albirex BB 
belongs to the Japan Men’s Professional Basketball 
League (B.League). The team makes good use of the 
proximity of their home arena, City Hall Plaza Aore 

The Albirex Niigata pro soccer 
team, Niigata Albirex BB pro 
basketball team and other local sports 
squads are fostering a sense of unity 
and pride in Niigata Prefecture.

1

THE PROFESSIONAL

TOUCH
SOCCER AND BASKETBALL TEAMS 

HELP PUMP UP NIIGATA 

KATSUYA YAMADA

Basketball and soccer season are slightly out of sync, which allows 
fans to cheer on both teams. Sometimes Albirex soccer fans attend 
basketball games wearing their team shirts.
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lower branches of the organization responsible for 
energizing and guiding the next generation of local 
athletes. Providing opportunities for children to find 
the sports that suit them and freely receive advice 
and training leads to the discovery of talent.

“Sports have the ability to appeal directly to the 
spirit and to inspire,” says Nakano. “When you have 
a great local team that you can cheer for passionately, 
communication surpasses generational boundaries 
and becomes smoother. It’s my belief that this will 
eventually help drive regional revitalization.”

That idea is certainly proving to be a winning 
concept in Niigata. 

3

Nagaoka, to the train station. The arena is integrated 
with municipal facilities, and multiple stalls open 
in the event space during games. Many fans come 
from outside the prefecture, which contributes 
to regional activity in not only Nagaoka City but 
also Niigata Prefecture as a whole. Niigata now has 
twelve teams incorporating “Albirex” in their names 
competing in eight sports.

“One of the J.League’s three guiding principles 
is to foster the development of Japan’s sporting 
culture, as a way to assist in the healthy mental 
and physical growth of the Japanese people,” 
Albirex Niigata Inc. President Yukio Nakano says. 
“Naturally, this includes spreading and promoting 
football, but the underlying idea is that we are 
involved in the region through a variety of other 
sports as well. Rather than just being a professional 
football team, we consider ourselves a department 
within a general sports club, so we stay in close 
communication with other athletics for the 
development of sports in Niigata, and brainstorm 
about things we can do together.”

Manabu Kosuge, the president of Niigata Pro 
Basketball, Inc., also points out the importance of 
lateral connections.

“The timing of football and basketball league 
play is out of sync. When it’s the off-season in 
football, it’s the opposite in basketball—the climax 
of the season. Recently, and perhaps because of 
that, a growing number of people come to cheer us 
on while wearing their football uniforms. So it may 
be that fans have a sense not so much of supporting 
basketball but of supporting Niigata.”

Even beyond soccer and basketball, the way that 
team names and team colors of sports organizations 
including baseball, skiing and athletics and 
cheerleading are unified in Niigata is almost 
unprecedented in Japan, and provides a sense 
of unity between the various teams. The aim of 
creating a comprehensive regional sports club has 
led many prefectural residents to consider “Albirex” 
a valuable public asset of Niigata.

These collaborative efforts have integrated the 

1 Big Swan Stadium, the home base for Albirex Niigata
2 Niigata Albirex BB’s basketball arena, with fans sporting the  
 team’s trademark orange
3 Volunteering in the local community is important to Niigata  
 Albirex BB athletes, shown here leading a basketball class for kids
4 The athletes join the local community for many events, such as  
 planting rice to make sake

2

4

© ALBIREX NIIGATA      ©NIIGATA ALBIREX BB
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Baseball is truly Japan’s 
national pastime, and many 
pro players first gained national 
prominence at Koshien, high school 
baseball’s premier tournament.

HANSHIN Koshien Stadium was built in 
1924 to host the National Middle School 
Baseball Championship, which after 

Japan’s 1948 education system reform switched to 
the high school level. The tournament’s popularity 
soared, and since 1953 NHK (Japan Broadcasting 
Corporation) has shown every inning of more than 
eighty games in spring and summer. Although the 
stadium is actually the home field of the Hanshin 
Tigers professional team, the team gladly turns it 
over to high school ballplayers for about a month 
every year.

When the tournament began in 1915, it was played 
in a stadium that seated five thousand people. So 
many fans wanted to watch the games live that 
Koshien was built to accommodate them. Finished 
in 1924, the current stadium is ten times bigger and 

has a capacity of over fifty thousand. Initially there 
were fears that it would never fill up, but by the third 
day of the tournament the stands were overflowing.

Why is watching high school students play 
baseball at Koshien so riveting for so many?

Masahiko Takenaka, the secretary of the Japan 
High School Baseball Federation, explains it this 
way. “Before and after the games, both teams bow to 
each other, something that appeals to the Japanese 
preference for respect and harmony in team sports. 
In addition, the desire to support your hometown, 
alma mater or schools you have a connection with is 
born out of strong Japanese regionalism. Then there 
are the buses that come from all over the country, 
carrying the players’ families, teachers, other 
students and alumni here to support the teams, 
which is a moving sight. These elements have 
become part of Koshien’s history and helped secure 
its place in the Japanese consciousness as a sacred 
place.”

KATSUMI YASUKURA

KOSHIEN
Japan’s Field of Dreams
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Japanese fans are particularly passionate about 
the summer classic. “A big factor is that the summer 
tournament features one representative school from 
each prefecture playing in a one-shot tournament,” 
Takenaka notes. “The third-year students take their 
last stand before leaving the team for graduation, 
and they play with their backs to the wall and 
put their souls into every play. This gives rise to 
unpredictable drama, such as when an underdog 
public school defeats an elite private one.

“Incidentally,” he adds, “many of the stars of 
Japan’s professional baseball league and the U.S. 
Major Leagues played at Koshien, and it was the first 
time many of them drew national attention. This is 
another reason for the tournament’s popularity.”

Japan’s plummeting birthrate and the growing 
prominence of other sports, however, have created a 
strong sense of unease. 

“One of our awareness projects under the 
‘200-Year Plan of High School Baseball’ involves 

cooperating with the coaches and players from each 
school that participated in both past and present 
spring and summer tournaments. We started an 
event this year to give young elementary school 
students a chance to experience baseball,” Takenaka 
says. “We hope the seeds we are planting now will 
someday bear fruit.”

“Koshien” is not just the nickname of the national 
high school baseball tournament. Various other high 
school tournaments and events now incorporate 
the name, acknowledging its power, giving rise to 
the anime Koshien, sweets Koshien, dance Koshien, 
theater Koshien, and so on.

The 2018 summer tournament will be the 
centennial competition, and fifty-six schools from 
around the country—the largest number in history—
will come to engage in fierce battle. No doubt the 
emotional voltage of the archipelago will rise higher 
than it ever has before. 

2

3

4
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1 A pivotal play at the high school baseball tournament
2 Hanshin Koshien Stadium was built in 1924
3 During the high school games Koshien Stadium is filled to 

the brim with fans
4 The players from the winning team joyfully run to greet 

their supporters in the stands
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ENSCONCED in a great 
natural landscape of 
picturesque mountains 

in the city of Kumano, Mie 
Prefecture, Atashika Beach 
is known for white sands and 
shallow waters that stretch 
out far from shore. Atashika 
appeared on the Ministry of 
the Environment’s “Best Beach 
100 of Japan” list in 2006, and 
formerly drew legions of beach-
goers every summer. Due to the 
recent diversification of leisure, 
however, there are fewer visitors 
turning up—especially younger 
ones. According to the Japan 
Productivity Center’s Leisure 
white paper, Japan’s domestic 
beach-goer numbers peaked in 
1985 at 37.9 million people, and 
had fallen to just 7.6 million 

A SEASIDE TOWN 
CREATES ITS OWN 

HIGH TIDE

A seaside town that was 
losing ground as younger 
tourists and other beach-goers 
faded from its shores is using 
events that merge marine sports 
and natural attractions to 
improve its fortunes.

TOMOKO NISHIKAWA

people by 2015. Atashika is no 
exception to this depressing 
trend, with visitor numbers 
dropping year by year.

In 2011, Kumano City office 
staff reacted to the situation by 
setting up the Kumano Marine 
Sports Promotion Committee, 
bringing together experts in 
marine sports to devise a strategy 
to attract tourists and boost 
Kumano’s fortunes. 

In March 2012, they staged the 
Kumano Sea Kayak Marathon 
with the help of local fishermen 
and other marine industry 
stakeholders. Three classes were 
set, from one for beginners held 
in the calm waters of the bay to 
an advanced class in the seas 
off Atashika, allowing kayakers 
to fully experience the natural 

Paddling out at the Kumano Sea Kayak Marathon

Kumano also held a beginner-friendly SUP 
competition

SUP athletes getting ready to race
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environment. The first-time event 
had twenty-two participants. 

They switched the timing of 
the event to October in 2013, and 
in 2014 added an event featuring 
stand-up paddleboarding (SUP), 
which is easy enough even for 
beginners, drawing over two 
hundred participants. In 2015, 
the event’s name was changed to 
Beach Marine Sports Festival in 
Atashika.

Sakie Onishi, a SUP instructor 
and member of the Kumano 
Marine Sports Promotion 
Committee, was a competitor in 
Atashika’s SUP marathon event. 

“I participated twice in a row 
from 2014,” she says, “and fell 
in love with Kumano’s beautiful 
natural environment. When 
I found out that Kumano was 
recruiting members for its Local 
Vitalization Cooperator [see 
HJ February 2018, pp. 12-13], I 
immediately applied and moved 
to Kumano.” These members aim 
to attract people to regions with 
decreasing or aging populations, 
and help them get established and 
settle through community-run 
projects.

After joining Kumano’s Local 
Vitalization Cooperator, Onishi 
went to similar events in other 
regions as an observer while 
pondering ways to upgrade 
Kumano’s event based on her 
experience as a competitor. 

“We got the local women’s 
association to assist us, and 
served regional dishes such as 
‘mehari sushi’ (rice wrapped 
in pickled mustard leaf) and 
mackerel sushi to participants 
after the event,” Onishi says. “We 
also paid attention to details such 
as making the buoys that marked 
out the course easier to see, and 

tried to improve anything we 
thought could be made better.” 

On the day of the event, the 
organization set up SUP tryouts, 
beach soccer, beach tennis and 
other activities for people who 
weren’t competing. The event 
grew to the point that the world 
SUP champion came from overseas 
to participate. In 2016, the Japan 
Sports Agency’s “Revitalization 
of Regional Communities and the 
Economy Through Sport” report 
[see pp. 6-7] listed the event as a 
successful case study, drawing 
many observers from other regions 
to see for themselves.

“We want to anchor the meet 
as an event on Kumano’s autumn 
calendar,” says Koichi Ono, an 
officer of the Sports Networking 
Division at the Kumano City 

Tourism Board about the success 
of previous events and upcoming 
plans. “We want to both increase 
the number of participants and 
expand outside marine sports 
into sports that use the city’s 
other natural gifts to revitalize 
the region. For example, in 2017 
we staged a bouldering event on 
the crags in the city, which the 
city also supported.” 

Kumano is rich in tourist 
attractions, beginning with the 
World Heritage Site of Kumano 
Kodo—an ancient Japanese 
pilgrimage trail—and the rocky 
wonders of outcroppings such as 
Onigajo and Hana no Iwaya. The 
city is working on guided tours to 
showcase such locations to people 
visiting Kumano thanks to its 
high-profile sporting events. 

The local women’s association preparing regional dishes for visitors

In 2017 Kumano began hosting bouldering meets as well



Running for about eighty kilometers along the 
border between Niigata and Nagano prefectures, 
the Shin-Etsu Trail gives trekkers the chance to 
experience the captivating mosaic of natural 
features known as satoyama—and help Japan 
retain its singular culture and environmental 
diversity along the way.

A BOUT three-quarters of Japan’s terrain 
is mountainous, including many 
celebrated peaks. When someone 

mentions hiking in the mountains, it usually 
means scaling summits and conquering one 
peak after another. With the spread of the 
health boom in recent years, however, journeys 
taken along relatively easy trails have grown 
increasingly popular.

TREKKING 
THROUGH 

THE MOSAIC
The NPO Japan Long Trail Association 

currently oversees sixteen trails, with the Shin-
Etsu Trail being one of the first. “The Shin-Etsu 
Trail runs about eighty kilometers along the 
ridges of the Sekida mountain range, which 
serves as the border between the prefectures 
of Nagano and Niigata, at an altitude of around 
a thousand meters,” says Kenichi Takano, 
secretary general of the NPO Shin-Etsu Trail 
Club. “Surveying began in 1996, and the whole 
route was finalized in September 2008. Using 
mainly original mountain climbing trails, 
service roads used by forestry workers, and old 
roads remaining since the Warring States era 
(1467-1603), we broke some ground to create 
new sections and connected them all.”

The Shin-Etsu Trail is divided into six 
sections, all relatively close to roads, which 
makes an initial approach by car simple. Sixty 
lodging facilities along the course have joined 

KATSUMI YASUKURA
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the NPO Shin-Etsu Trail Club. If you stay at 
one of these places, it will provide transport 
to the trailhead or the end of the trail. Since 
the trail intersects with so many roads—
including sixteen mountain pass roads—and 
you can select the starting point and goal 
from a variety of locations according to your 
experience and physical strength, everyone 
from beginners to experts can enjoy the 
course.

Approximately 38,000 people follow 
the Shin-Etsu Trail each year, and in recent 
years the proportion of foreign trekkers has 
swelled, mostly people from countries in 
North America, Europe and Oceania coming 
from cultures familiar with long trails. The 
primary appeal of this area is a diversity of 
nature, flora and fauna that is rare overseas 
and Japan’s satoyama culture close to the 
trail. Satoyama refers to the interweaving of 
forests, grasslands, rice paddies, streams, 
ponds and irrigation reservoirs, as well as to 
promoting the sustainable use of traditional 
landscapes and protecting biodiversity in 
satoyama woods and farmlands. 

“The best time for trekking is from the 
middle of May to the end of October,” 
Takano notes. “From spring to fall you can 
experience Japan’s distinctive changing 
seasons—the remaining snow cover and 
fresh greenery, wild mountain grasses 
that flower all at once, Japan’s vivid beech 
forests, the colorful leaves of autumn and 
more. Since the trail follows satoyama 
landscapes, after trekking you can enjoy 

hot spring bathing, local dishes, traditional 
craft experiences and tours of temples and 
shrines in villages in the foothills.”

Takano is delighted that one factor 
leading foreigners to visit is a deep 
appreciation for the purpose behind 
establishing the trail. “We’re hoping that 
the region of   nine municipalities in two 
prefectures the trail runs through will work 
as one, that local values   that are buried will 
be rediscovered, and that people will take 
greater pride in their land,” he explains. 
“Many foreign people have shown interest 
in and an understanding of these ideas, and 
they often visit places where these ideas are 
being put into practice.”

Takano believes that initiatives like 
setting up the Shin-Etsu Trail will become 
even more widespread. The international 
reputation of trails that run through 
satoyama is likely to gain a much higher 
profile. 
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High-altitude plants blooming during the short summer period 
in the Numanohara Wetlands

Kenichi Takano, secretary general of the NPO Shin-Etsu Trail Club

Mt. Madarao, known as a excellent skiing spot in the winter  



World’s First 
Wheelchair 
International 
Marathon

A
T the Rio Paralympics two years ago, 
people got the chance to observe not 
just the athletes in action but also how 
their racing equipment has evolved. 

Wheelchairs for daily use and those for racing 
are radically different, with the racing versions 
measuring 180 centimeters in length and having 
three tires as narrow as competitive cycling tires. 
As of 31 January 2018, the top times recorded 
at the Oita International Wheelchair Marathon 
for the full marathon are 1 hour, 20 minutes, 
14 seconds for men and 1 hour, 38 minutes, 7 
seconds for women.

Oita staged the world’s first wheelchair-
only marathon in 1981 to commemorate the 
International Year of Disabled Persons. The 
organizer was the late Dr. Yutaka Nakamura, 
the director of Oita Nakamura Hospital, known 
as the father of the Japanese Paralympics. After 
studying at the Stoke Mandeville Hospital’s 

TOMOKO NAGATA

Almost two hundred and fifty athletes from fifteen 
countries including Japan will roll at high speed during the 
38th Oita International Wheelchair Marathon—the biggest 
event of its kind in the world—assisted by roughly two 
thousand volunteers.

National Spinal Injuries Centre in the United 
Kingdom, Nakamura began to incorporate sports 
into rehabilitation to strengthen disabled patients’ 
bodies and help mend their mental state. He called 
for sports competitions for disabled people in 
Oita long before the rest of the country did, and 
advocated for the Tokyo Paralympics as well. 

While about fifty people participate in the 
wheelchair marathon at the Paralympics, between 
two hundred to two hundred and fifty athletes that 
include invited racers from inside Japan and out—
and representing fifteen countries—gather at the 
Oita marathon. Athletes with serious upper-body 
disabilities such as paralyzed torsos and elbows 
that cannot bend are also allowed to participate, 
contributing to the surge in numbers.

Two thousand volunteers support these athletes, 
led by the local interpreters’ organization, Can-
do, which provides an active base throughout 
the competition. The organization assists with 

A thrilling moment at the finish line

Maizuru Bridge is one of the toughest spots on the race 
course

Oita Athletic Stadium 
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High school students and volunteers taking care of athletes after the race

wheelchair repairs, transports the athletes, and 
accompanies them to the doctor and on errands 
during the competition. Many others—such as local 
high school students and employees of sponsored 
companies who have undergone training—also 
assist. Most volunteers do the same type of job 
every year as they have gained expertise at both the 
work and assisting the athletes, and look forward to 
volunteering.

The residents of Oita also pick up roadside trash, 
cheer for the athletes, and welcome them warmly 
in all kinds of ways. If they find cracks in the road 
used for the racecourse, residents will even contact 
the city and prefecture because they know the 
wheelchair tires used on the racers puncture easily.

This race is considered a gateway to success. 
The oldest competitor is 92 years old, and will be 
participating for the 37th time this year alongside 
three other senior athletes who have also raced 
every year. The event has raised a great deal of 

interest, to the point of being broadcast across 
all of Oita Prefecture since the year before last, 
as well as being featured on a Japan-wide BS 
channel. There are plans for TV drama depicting 
Dr. Nakamura’s efforts to be broadcast this 
summer.

The maximum speed of these racing 
wheelchairs is 40 kilometers per hour, with the 
top athlete speeding through the 42.195-kilometer 
course in 1 hour and 20 minutes. The moment 
when the competitors sprint from the starting 
line on November 18 of this year will be one of 
unmatched intensity. Scenes of athletes struggling 
uphill as spectators cheer encouragingly until the 
athletes rally and go on will be equally uplifting. 

Local people consider the race “Oita’s 
treasure.” In 2020, they will celebrate the event’s 
fortieth anniversary. In this place that pioneered 
sports for disabled athletes in Japan, the history, 
pride and hospitality of the people will live on. 
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T
HE primary idea behind the 
government’s new JAPAN 
HOUSE project is to share Japan’s 
knowledge, culture and innovation 

as a global future resource. Through the thrill 
of discovering more about Japan, they hope 
to spur development of world culture and 
society as a whole. It also aims to ensure that 
more people and nations understand and 
appreciate Japan, and to spark relationships 
and exchanges between them.

“By providing opportunities to encounter 
the deep spirituality and aesthetics of 
Japanese culture, and introducing Japan’s 
take on various issues,” says officer of the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs for Strategic 
Communication Hub, “we hope that JAPAN 
HOUSE visitors get to know Japan in their 
various contexts, and that more and more 
people abroad will feel closer and more 
connected with Japan and the Japanese 
people.”

JAPAN HOUSE hubs opened in Sao Paulo 
in April 2017 and in London in June this 
year, while the one in Los Angeles had a 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has opened JAPAN HOUSE in Sao Paulo, Los Angeles and 
London to showcase Japanese art, technology and traditional and pop culture. Their aim is to 
nurture a deeper understanding and appreciation of Japan’s many appealing features, as well as 
policies and challenges.

Japan’s New High-Profile 
Cultural Outposts 

limited advance opening in December 2017 
and is scheduled to open fully this summer. 
Entry is free, and the various spaces—such as 
exhibition galleries, seminar rooms, libraries, 
halls, restaurants and shops—offer multiple 
types of insights into Japan, including the 
chance to buy Japanese books, ceramics and 
furoshiki (traditional wrapping cloths) as 
well as sample Japanese food.  These spaces 
capitalize on the expertise of specialists in 
each field, and are designed to bring local 
people closer to Japan and appeal to local 
preferences by carefully catering to their 
needs.

The exhibitions held include a traveling 
exhibition selected by the Japanese public 
and an exclusive exhibition planned by 
the secretariat of each of the three hubs. 
Traveling exhibitions entries are solicited 
from the public, with the understanding that 
the exhibits will travel between the three 
cities, and the winning entries are selected 
by a panel of expert judges. Up through 
May Sao Paulo’s JAPAN HOUSE hosted the 
“Prototyping in Tokyo” exhibition by Shunji 

AO YAMAMINAMI
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Yamanaka, a design engineer and professor at the 
University of Tokyo’s Institute of Industrial Science.

That exhibition’s highlight is a fusion of Japanese 
craftsmanship and prototyping using state-of-the-art 
technology. “We make it possible for everyone to follow 
the production process by showing how prototyping 
is done—which is usually unseen—in a display format 
reminiscent of a picture scroll,” Professor Yamanaka 
explains. “We display a lot of prototypes made with a 
3D printer. Touching these can give you a deeper sense 
of the harmony between Japan’s advanced technology 
and its refined aesthetic sense.”

The Los Angeles hub will host 
ProfessorYamanaka’s exhibition in August, followed 
by London in January next year. “From the 
thoughtful expressions of visitors in Sao Paulo, I 
realized there was major interest in Japan’s advanced 
technology and design,” Yamanaka recalls. “Sao Paulo 
has many fine art museums but not many exhibits 
that combine technology and art, so they may have 
seen it as something unusual.”

“Although overseas information comes in via 
the Internet, there are lots of things you won’t 
know about until you actually visit,” Yamanaka 
adds. “When you want to share with others it is 
very meaningful to create a place where people can 
actually see and touch things. I hope that JAPAN 
HOUSE will help convey all the fascinating aspects 
Japan has to offer and be a place for new encounters.”

Both the traveling exhibition and unique 
exhibition run for two to three months, so JAPAN 
HOUSE is worth visiting more than once. Indeed, 
in just a year the Sao Paulo hub has brought in 
about 770,000 visitors—almost six times more than 
originally expected. According to the local secretariat, 
visitors regularly say they’ve made new discoveries 
about Japan. 

1 Protoypes made using a 3D printer for the “Prototyping 
in Tokyo” exhibition

2 The manufacturing process displays are set up to 
resemble picture scrolls

3 Shunji Yamanaka posing with some of his prototypes
4 Visitors actually get to handle the “Prototyping in 

Tokyo” exhibits
5 Entrance of JAPAN HOUSE Los Angeles Gallery and Shop
6 The facade of JAPAN HOUSE London

Interior design; Wonderwall Inc.

Photo 1-4 © JAPAN HOUSE Sao Paulo / Rogerio Cassimiro
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I
N April 2016, Osaka Gas Co., Ltd. began 
marketing “ENE-FARM” residential fuel 
cell systems with Wi-Fi remote control 
functionality [see HJ June 2017, pp. 24-25]. 

By connecting ENE-FARM through the cloud 
via Amazon Web Services, Osaka Gas was able 
to detect and report malfunctions and errors to 
users, arrange repairs of water heaters based on 
remote monitoring, and heat water in tubs and 
control floor heaters remotely via smartphone. 
Even better, users could also see their electricity 
usage rates and take advantage of energy 
conservation methods. In October 2017, Osaka Gas 
expanded ENE-FARM’s Internet of Things (IoT) 
services to more regular households by installing 
energy-saving latent heat recovery-type water 
heaters called “ECO-JOZU” in homes, rapidly 
extending these convenient and helpful services 
to a whole new group of users.

“Ninety-four percent of our remote water heater 
service clients feel a sense of security by using it,” 
says Taichi Inuzumi of the IoT Promotion Project 
at Osaka Gas. “While the hurdle is high to add 
new services such as sensor functions or devices, 
turning the kitchen remote on the water heater 
into an IoT terminal, it becomes part of everyone’s 
natural lifestyle and has successfully secured 
users.” 

In April 2018, Osaka Gas began offering a smart 
new service for IoT users: gas appliances using 
smart speakers that can be controlled using voice 
commands. Users can now prepare hot water for 
the tub or turn the floor heating on and off by 
simply saying “heat the bathtub” or “turn on the 
floor heating” to an Amazon Echo unit.

There’s also a monitoring service for family 
members living apart that informs them of 
remote activity, such as “hot water was used in 
the washroom in the morning” or “bathtub was 
used last night.” This service offers a real sense of 
security and has garnered plenty of attention.

Aside from useful ways of using gas appliances, 
other services that bring in more customers 
include informing users how much pollen is in the 

Warming 
Baths and 
Floors 
By Voice 
Alone

TOMOKO NISHIKAWA

Osaka Gas Co., Ltd. has begun offering new services 
to customers with IoT-supporting gas appliances, so 
they can heat bath water and floors remotely using 
smart speakers, and can even monitor usage at the 
homes of family members living apart.

The monitoring service allows users to check 
hot water usage, even from far away

Last time the water 
heater was used:                                                        
February 13th at 7p.m.                      

Hot water used  
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air and providing helpful household tips. Another 
major draw is the daily gas reporting service that 
allows users to check on the company’s members-
only site to see how much gas has been used for 
heating water, heating rooms, and other purposes.

Fears about outsiders accessing and remotely 
controlling such actions are naturally a concern, 
especially when handling and establishing 
security measures for the equipment. Satoshi 
Suzuki of the Smart Home Technology 
Development Team at Osaka Gas says all is well, 

“The wireless LAN uses the Advanced 
Encryption Standard instead of Wired Equivalent 
Privacy encryption, and all connections to the 
server use TLS 1.2, the same encryption financial 
institutions use,” he explains. “We’ve even 
obtained a patent for the system where if the 
user does not directly control the remote in the 
kitchen, it will not automatically link to your 
smartphone.”

Osaka Gas plans to come up with more such 
innovative and highly valued services using 
technology such as Web API (Application 
Programming Interface), and to partner with 
various companies in these creations. 

The daily gas report service allows users to check gas usage

BathtubFloor heating

Your request has been 
received, will begin 

heating the bath water!

Remote control

Operating remotely 
via voice control

Starting to heat the 
bath water at 40 

degrees

‘Alexa, run a bath, 
please’

User

Amazon Echo

Check daily usage  

Amount of gas used



M
USIO  is a white, round-bodied, two-
headed robot about thirty centimeters 
tall with charming eyes. Musio speaks 
perfect English and is an expert 

English tutor, something that is in high demand 
in Japan. AKA Intelligence, the U.S. startup that 
created Musio, was launched in 2009 to develop 
artificial intelligence communication engines and 
robots. The company’s aim is to create a world where 
humans and robots become friends. 

When AKA sought funding for robot development 
through a U.S. crowdfunding website, “the largest 

SUPPORTING 
ENGLISH LEARNING 
ACCESSIBILITY IN 
JAPAN USING ROBOTS TAMAKI  KAWASAKI

U.S. startup AKA’s little robot, 
Musio, supports English learning. Brian 
Lee, the Chief Strategy Officer, reveals 
how AKA and Musio successfully 
entered the Japanese market.

number of investors were Japanese, although the site 
was little known in Japan,” says chief strategy officer 
Brian Lee at the company’s Japanese subsidiary. That 
was a compelling reason for pursuing business here 
since 2015.

Now a Tokyo resident who speaks fluent Japanese, 
Lee had no contact with anyone Japanese while 
growing up in his native South Korea until he 
graduated high school. However, a desire to learn 
something different from other people and in a 
new environment—and a Korea-Japan government 
exchange program—brought him to Japan in 2005. 

In the Harajuku office there 
are plenty of Musio goods and 

English teaching materials
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The office walls are decorated with photos of Musio’s many fans 

Users can dress up Musio in cute outfits

After studying engineering science at Kyoto University, 
he worked at a Japanese consulting company and the 
Tokyo office of a U.S. company until his search for “an 
interesting and enjoyable job” brought him to AKA.

While drawing up a business model in the early 
days, AKA came up with the idea of popularizing 
English-language education robots in Japan. Likely 
due to the influence of animation, the Japanese have 
a powerful affinity for robots, and several types of 
household robots already exist. To Lee, who grew up 
watching Astro Boy, Doraemon and other Japanese 
anime imported to Korea, Japan appeared to have the 
world’s largest robot market. And unlike China and 
Korea, whose English-language education markets 
are mature, teaching people English is still a growth 
market in Japan thanks to factors such as university 
entrance examination reform and the introduction of 
English lessons at public elementary schools.

Central government and Tokyo Metropolitan 
Government policies designed to attract and support 
foreign businesses helped AKA enter the Japanese 
market, and they were also able to establish tie-ups 
with several major Japanese companies. 

“Musio’s English-language education talent is a 
tangible reason for users to buy robots,” Lee explains, 
“so major companies seeking an AI project could 
forecast its monetization in concrete terms.” AKA’s 
encounters with Japanese companies that were 
interested in AI and did business speedily provided 
great impetus for developing the company’s business 
in Japan. In collaboration with a manufacturer in 
Niigata, Lee’s dream of developing a ‘Made in Japan 
robot’ took shape.

Providing continual, low-cost contact with English, 
Musio is currently gaining fans among both young 
and senior users, and is also being adopted for school 
lessons. Lee is keen to increase the educational 
content and also make a robot specifically geared 
for seniors. “Musio’s English app has a user score 
ranking, with seniors taking all the top spots,” he says. 
“One user told us, ‘I feel like I’m talking normally 
with a person. I even quarreled with Musio.’ We were 
surprised at how far AI could go.” 

Conversation and language learning, incidentally, 
are linked to the prevention of dementia. Lee’s ideas 
from his love of Japan’s robot anime may yet enter the 
real world, and in Japan’s aging society, the day may 
arrive when we coexist with robots, with “one per 
family.” 

AKA’s chief strategy 
officer Brain Lee posing 

with Musio 
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M
ICROPHONE, lyrics, melody—the key 
elements for karaoke are simple enough. 
But in just half a century karaoke has 
become a ubiquitous part of Japanese 

culture and morphed into a high-tech industry with 
global presence. Indeed, the word “karaoke”—a 
compound of the Japanese words kara, or “empty,” 
and oke, or “orchestra”—has been adopted into English 
and other languages around the globe. 

Karaoke has clearly come a long way, yet this new 
form of entertainment did not emerge overnight. 
According to Shiro Kataoka, the managing director of 
the All-Japan Karaoke Industrialist Association, it was 
a logical advancement in the world of entertainment 
following key developments in audio technology. 

Toshiharu Yamashita, the founder of Taiyo 
Record, started selling eight-track* accompaniment 

The advent of karaoke was a 
timely fusion of technological 
developments in hardware 
and software that enabled the 
public to experience the thrill 
of performing their favorite 
songs in a fully immersive way.

tapes in 1970– the first “karaoke software,” so to 
speak. Japanese musician Daisuke Inoue then 
incorporated these accompaniment tapes when he 
invented the first karaoke machine “8JUKE” in 1971. 

Karaoke started as a primitive system that 
combined microphones with an eight-track 
cassette player, Inoue’s device stocked ten 
cassettes for a total of forty songs. He rented 
this out to bars and clubs, which in turn charged 
customers 100 yen (about 330 yen in 2018, US$3) 
per song, and the karaoke industry was born. 
Kataoka says bars quickly adopted karaoke 
systems after discovering they offered a winning 
combination: an additional income stream while 
reducing staff.

Sophisticated as it was, karaoke still made 
aficionados rely on lyrics printed in special books. 

Karaoke box ©DAIICHIKOSHO CO., LTD

THE RISE OF KARAOKE
NOAM KATZ

Series From Japan to the World
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Thankfully the early 1980s saw the addition of TV 
screens, allowing singers to follow timed lyrics 
superimposed over pictures and then later videos. 
The underlying technology advanced as well, as 
karaoke machines began utilizing new recorded 
media including laser discs, CDs and DVDs.

Singing in public motivated people to practice, 
and the market quickly adapted to meet this need. 
Private karaoke booths were created in the mid 
1980s. The first were made out of modified shipping 
containers–and tucked away in remote locations to 
minimize disturbance. When the concept proved to 
be a hit with the younger generation, karaoke booths 
started to spring up in urban centers.

One of the most significant technological changes 
to karaoke occurred in the early 1990s with the 
advent of online karaoke. Although data connection 

The joy of singing is truly universal

speeds were slow, karaoke machines no longer 
were constrained by the limits of recorded media 
and continuous updates became possible. Today, 
high-speed broadband allows Japan’s state-of-the-
art facilities to stream audio and visual data for 
hundreds of thousands of songs.

According to Kataoka, karaoke equipment is 
finding new life these days, for instance being 
brought into welfare facilities to help prevent 
dementia in the elderly. The future applications of 
karaoke may play a different but still valuable role. 

*      Eight-track refers to a magnetic tape sound-recording 
technology that was common in the U.S. from the mid-
1960s to the early 1980s.
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T
HE Resort Shirakami rolls across 147.2 
kilometers between Aomori and Akita 
prefectures, a route that takes you through 
bucolic scenery, wild ocean views and the 

charms of small-town life, accented with dashes of 
local culture. 

With a few round-trip runs per day (the exact 
times vary by season), Resort Shirakami trains run 
on the Gono Line using hybrid systems that combine 
diesel engines with lithium-ion batteries. Cars are 
laid out with various seating configurations and large 
windows designed to maximize scenic views. That 
includes box seats in a semi-private compartment 

and roomy coach seats, which recline comfortably 
and swivel to match the direction the train is 
traveling. 

The train leaves the city from Akita Station and the 
landscape soon opens up into the countryside, where 
rice paddies outnumber houses and buildings. Akita 
is famous for rice, and the delicious Akita Komachi 
variety is cultivated here. The next stop is Noshiro, 
which is known as a basketball town. A sign proudly 
introduces Noshiro Technical High School’s team, 
which has won national basketball championships 
fifty-eight times, as well as a semi-professional 
basketball team, the JR East Akita Basketball Club. 
At Noshiro Station, everyone piles off the train to try 
a free throw. Those skilled or lucky enough to make 
the shot receive a little gift. 

“Many of the train’s passengers tend to be older,” 
says Masahiko Watanabe, JR East Akita public 

Forgetting Time 
on the Resort 
Shirakami SELENA HOY

Connecting Aomori and Akita, the Resort Shirakami 
train allows passengers to experience the joys of leisurely 
train travel, beautiful natural landscapes and even 
traditional culture all in one go. 

Series A Trip by Local Train
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The train lingers at key points so that everyone can 
get a good look at scenic views, and stops entirely in a 
few spots so passengers can stretch their legs and take 
a look around, such as at Senjojiki (‘a thousand tatami 
mats’), a length of coastline that has large table-like 
rocks lining the beach. Watanabe explains, “Lord 
Tsugaru used to come here on outings and lay out a 
thousand tatami mats, giving this area its name.”

The folks who ride the Resort Shirakami are not in a 
rush; in fact, quite the opposite. Says Watanabe, “The 
people who ride this train are those who want to take 
it easy, get away from the hustle and bustle of the city, 
and forget about time.” 

Combining scenic sights, the romance of the 
railways and traditional culture, the Resort Shirakami 
will continue to charm visitors to Aomori and Akita 
for years to come. 

relations manager, “and most hail from the 
Kanto and Kansai regions, or from overseas.” 

After about forty minutes of countryside 
views the train reaches the sea, waves crashing 
on the rocks and seagulls crying overhead. 
The route goes through the Shirakami-Sanchi 
mountain district of northern Japan, a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site. Diminutive seaside villages 
cling to the coast, buoys and nets hang off the 
sides of the village homes, and passengers catch 
a glimpse of what life must be like here as the 
train rattles by. 

Onboard the train, there’s entertainment to 
be had. Every day of the week, shamisen players 
board partway through the journey and give a 
rousing jangly Tsugaru shamisen performance. 
Other days, passengers might get to see a puppet 
show or a storyteller narrating in the local dialect. 

The Resort Shirakami connects Kawabe Station in 
Aomori to Higashi Noshiro Station in Akita. The 
train passes by the Sea of Japan and mountainous 
Shirakami Sanchi area.

On board there are live Tsugaru shamisen performances

The box seats have wide windows that seem to frame the scenery

Noshiro is known as a basketball town, and visitors can try shooting 
hoops during a brief stop
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H eld on the second Saturday in June, Chagu 
Chagu Umakko is a festival that lends color 

and charm to early summer in Iwate Prefecture. 
Since ancient times, people here have given thanks 
to umakko (horses), which are indispensable to 
farming and treated like family members. 

With children on their backs, nearly a hundred horses 
parade from Onikoshisozen Shrine in Takizawa City 
to Hachimangu Shrine in Morioka City. The festival’s 
name reportedly comes from the sound made by the 
seven hundred bells adorning each horse’s colorful and 
elaborate costume, handmade by each household.

CHAGU CHAGU 
UMAKKO FESTIVAL
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