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MY WAY
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Leisure
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Environment Using Limestone

A TRIP BY LOCAL TRAIN
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In Pursuit of World-Class 
Animal Welfare

Animal Donation protects animal lives 
by helping patrons find and fund the 
best organizations and advising on 
government policy 

An NPO That Heals Spirits with 
Hair

A hairdresser finds a way to give young 
victims of cancer and other illnesses the 
confidence to face themselves and society

apan’s growing legion 
of NPOs and other 

aid organizations are 
making the welfare of 

others a primary concern, both 
at home and even overseas. In 
this issue, we introduce groups 
that focus on solving thorny 
issues such as child trafficking 
and animal welfare, help people 
living in regions devastated by 
disaster recharge and rejoin 
society, and inspire kids in 
unfortunate circumstances  
to excel.
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On November 14, 2018, the 
Japan-ASEAN Summit 
Meeting was held in the 

Republic of Singapore, chaired by 
H.E. Mr. Lee Hsien Loong, Prime 
Minister of Singapore. Mr. Shinzo 
Abe, Prime Minister, attended 
from Japan. 

Following the statement by 
Prime Minister Lee, Prime Minister 
Abe stated the following.

Looking to the next five 
years, Japan will newly support 
industrial human resource 
development of approximately 
80,000 people, including the 
digital sector such as artificial 
intelligence (AI), as “the Industrial 
Human Resource Development 
Cooperation Initiative 2.0.”

As a standard-bearer of free 
trade, Japan will promote free and 
fair rules throughout the world 
through World Trade Organization 
(WTO) reform and other measures. 
From this perspective, the TPP-11 
Agreement entering into force 
by the end of the year is an 

21st JAPAN-ASEAN SUMMIT MEETING

important achievement. Japan 
will aim to expand TPP-11, achieve 
swift conclusion of the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (RCEP) negotiations, 
and realize the early signing of the 
Protocol to Amend the ASEAN-
Japan Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership (AJCEP) Agreement.

Japan and Singapore will 
co-host the ASEAN Smart Cities 
Network (ASCN) Tokyo High-level 
Meeting next year. Japan will 
cooperate with ASEAN to realize 
ASCN by partnering with Society 
5.0, the ASEAN-Japan Innovation 
Network, and the Japan-ASEAN 

The Prime Minister attending a photograph session at the Japan-ASEAN Summit Meeting 

STI for SDGs Bridging Initiative, 
among others.

Japan will continue to deepen 
exchanges in the areas of 
education, science and technology, 
culture, and sports through the 
“WA Project” and other initiatives, 
building momentum towards the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games 
Tokyo 2020.

In response, ASEAN made 
congratulatory remarks regarding 
the 45th anniversary of ASEAN-
Japan Friendship and Cooperation. 
In addition, many countries 
commended Japan’s cooperation 
in various areas including disaster 
management and strengthening 
connectivity, and expressed 
appreciation for Japan’s efforts to 
realize a free and open Indo-Pacific. 
Issues on North Korea and the 
South China Sea were also raised.

Finally, as the Chair of ASEAN 
and with the approval of all 
participating countries, Singapore 
declared the issuance of the Joint 
Statement of the 21st ASEAN-Japan 
Summit to Commemorate the 
45th Anniversary of ASEAN-Japan 
Friendship and Cooperation and 
concluded the meeting.

The Prime Minister making a statement at the Japan-ASEAN Summit Meeting 

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

Prime Minister's Diary
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JAPANESE NPOS 
WORKING FOR 

CHANGE
The Japanese are renowned for their cooperative community spirit and 

various individuals and organizations have risen up to take on urgent 
problems fraying the fabric of society. Some of these NPOs—of which there 
are around forty thousand—work to heal Japan’s disaster-related wounds. 
Others take on evils such as child trafficking or ensure that disadvantaged 
kids have safe places to learn and grow. This issue presents several of 
these NPOs and their good works here and abroad.
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Japan passed the Law Concerning the Promotion 
of Specific Non-Profit Organization Activities in 1998, 
and there are now over forty thousand nonprofit 
organizations (NPOs) active in the country. We spoke 
to the chairman of the Sawayaka Welfare Foundation, 
Tsutomu Hotta, who often works for NPOs, volunteer 
causes and other social improvement, about what 
these groups signify and the challenges that Japan’s 
NPOs and NGOs face.

Tsutomu Hotta, chairman of the Sawayaka Welfare Foundation

NPOS: THE SIGN OF  
A MATURE AND LIVABLE 
SOCIETY TAMAKI KAWASAKI

With the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake as 
well as the devastating heavy rains in 2018, the 
country’s volunteer-based organizations and other 
social improvement groups have been gaining 
attention. What is the current state of NPOs and 
NGOs in Japan?

In postwar Japan, the government largely saw 
to the public good, so the concept of an NPO or 
nongovernmental organization (NGO) of self-aware 
citizens seeking to benefit society as a whole was 

Feature
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not a familiar thing. After the Great Hanshin-
Awaji Earthquake in 1995, however, people began 
to take more actions on their own. That inspired 
the passage of the Law Concerning the Promotion 
of Specific Non-Profit Organization Activities in 
1998, which in turn led to a huge number of NPOs 
springing up all at once. The law was amended 
in 2011 to relax the requirements, which spurred 
the formation of even more groups; at one point 
there were close to fifty thousand NPOs. Things 
have calmed down, but these organizations are 
proceeding with their goals and their work.

 
What is the role of NPOs and NGOs in Japan, and 
what do they mean for Japan?

Japanese society has always been about 
collectivity and helping one another, with a strong 
sense of community. There are some areas that 
the government and the efforts of individuals 
can’t cover, though. Public-interest corporations 
have been around since the Meiji Period (1868-
1912), but before the rise of NPOs they required 
government approval, and were difficult to form into 

corporations. The 1995 Great Hanshin Earthquake 
brought about greater recognition within the 
general populace of such citizen-run independent 
organizations. Branching out from disaster relief, 
more social welfare and childcare-type programs 
that had existed quietly gained visibility, and NPOs 
began building a solid base in a wide range of fields.

The era in which NPOs developed is also known 
as the Japanese economy’s “two lost decades.” 
From the postwar period to the 1980s, the country’s 
economy had been on the rise, with stable growth. 
People tended to desire material wealth, but then 
they had enough. Starting in the 1990s, people’s 
interests began to turn to helping others in need 
as well as the environment, the arts and spiritual 
joy. I believe that was a huge turning point. Society 
had matured, and you could say the soul Japanese 
society once possessed had been revived. 
 
What kinds of challenges is the social services 
sector facing?

In reality, half of all NPOs are social services. 
Especially in the nursing sector, with the population 
rapidly aging and the rise of the nuclear family, 
there is a lot the government and medical care can’t 
cover. Until the Long-Term Care Insurance System 
was set up in 2000, in fact, NPOs did most of the 
work. In the beginning, practical services that 
supported everyday life were the norm, but nursing 
insurance secured the main parts of older people’s 
lives, so the focus shifted to things like emotional 
support for older people living alone, such as 
helping them make friends or finding someone to 
talk to. The scope expanded. 

What is the potential of Japan’s NPOs and NGOs, 
and what is your view of the future?

Japan has nowhere near as many NPOs as the 
United States and Europe, and donations are 
still limited. Until now, Japan had a robust social 
security system, so it is primed for a greater 
awareness of self-help efforts to grow. However, 
there is also movement toward helping one another 
and deepening existing bonds. With social security 
predicted to be restricted, in the next decade 
Japanese NGOs could catch up to those of the West. 
I hope that people recognize what’s going on and for 
support from NGOs to spread so that we can build a 
mature and livable society together.  
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K UMI Imamura and a like-minded friend 
founded the nonprofit organization 
Katariba in November 2001. At the time, 

Imamura was a college student having a tough 
time lining up a job for after graduation in an era 
known as Japan’s “Employment Ice Age.” She was 
convinced that even if she went to a good school 
and start working at a good company, it didn’t 
mean she would be happy. Imamura soon realized 
that she wanted to create a society in which people 
could choose their own futures without being 
swayed by what they’d been raised with. Together 
with Yuka Mikayama, who agreed with her views, 
Imamura began to look into ways to support 
teenagers and young adults.

Modern society faces many issues, including 
natural disasters, economic differences, and 
regional disparities between urban and rural areas. 
Katariba also considers the lack of confidence 
young people in Japan feel compared to their peers 

YUKIKO ISHIKAWA

in other countries a problem, and has a variety of 
programs designed to stimulate their drive and 
creativity using approaches different from those of 
their parents and public administration. 

For example, Katariba’s Adachi Base—which 
operates out of Tokyo’s Adachi Ward—targets 
children who are dealing with problems at home. 
These kids don’t want to sit around alone at home, 
so they go out and tend to get into trouble. Adachi 
Base was created to be a safe place where they can 
relax and spend time, receive tutoring support and 
get into various hands-on experience programs that 
bolster their independence.

In this way the kids meet lots of people and 
have many new experiences while maintaining a 
reassuring connection. Imamura reports that she 
often hears them say things like, “This is the first 
time I’d talked about myself so freely.” Adachi 
Base also provides meals, and when there are hot-
pot events with everyone sitting around a table, 

“To create a society in which anyone can 
develop the power to invent their own future, 
regardless of their social and economic 
background” is NPO Katariba’s motto. Katariba 
head Kumi Imamura describes her NPO’s main 
activities and plans, which include centers for 
teenagers in disaster-struck regions that help 
them find their feet and a future.

HELPING 
TEENS CHART 

THEIR OWN 
FUTURES

1
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some of the teenagers realize for the first time that 
people really do gather together just like they see 
on TV. According to Imamura, accumulating little 
experiences like that can be the first step toward the 
kids deciding what kind of adults they want to be.

Another Katariba project, Collabo-School, is 
designed to give children in disaster areas a calm 
place to gather and study. Care for the very young 
and very old is usually the priority in disaster-
hit regions, and teenagers end up being an 
afterthought. Even though still emotionally fragile, 
they’re expected to support their region. 

That’s where Katariba and Collabo-School 
provide support, specifically for those fragile 
youths. There are currently five Collabo-School 
locations: Onagawa in Miyagi Prefecture, Ohtsuchi 
in Iwate Prefecture, and Hirono in Fukushima 
Prefecture—areas affected by the 2011 Great 
East Japan Earthquake—as well as Mashiki in 
Kumamoto Prefecture (which was affected by 

the 2016 Kumamoto Earthquake) and Yakage in 
Okayama Prefecture, which was hit by heavy rains 
in 2018. Imamura says they hear from current 
college students who attended Collabo-School 
seven years ago that say, “If it hadn’t been for 
Katariba, I wouldn’t have chosen to go to college. 
I understood how big the world is and the value of 
learning.”

In the future there may well be more natural 
disasters and widening disparities. However, 
Imamura believes that “since Katariba was 
founded eighteen years ago, we’ve created a more 
civil society.” 

Imamura wants to make a world in which 
no matter where disaster strikes, people will 
come running and adults will reach out to help 
teenagers. She plans to continue her efforts to 
build a society that fosters the drive and creativity 
of all teenagers in Japan. 

1  Kumi Imamura, head of Katariba    
2  Collabo-School is designed to give children in 

disaster areas calm places to gather with friends 
and study

3  Volunteers at Katariba’s Adachi Base project
4  English lessons via Skype are available at the 

Collabo-School in Ohtsuchi, Iwate Prefecture

2

4

3
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A Country Town Open to 
Diversity, Communication 
and Possibilities

I N addition to attracting satellite offices of IT 
companies and hosting KAIR (Kamiyama Artist 
in Residence)—which enables artists to stay 

there and work—the town of Kamiyama on Shikoku 
encourages everyone from creative types who have 
settled here to local high school students to make 
things in the town’s workshops, which even boast 
3D printers. Kamiyama is known throughout Japan 
as a place where people with diverse skills from 
both inside and outside the town actively enrich its 
culture and economy.

 The new community development movement has 
expanded beyond NPOs, says Shinya Ominami, the 
former director of NPO Green Valley and a Kamiyama 
native. Green Valley supports these initiatives with 
a philosophy of creating a sustainable community 
by integrating diverse wisdom from both inside 
and outside Japan. In recent years, the NPO has 
built municipal rental housing for those who want 
to move to Kamiyama, and even opened a French 
restaurant and pizza parlor.

 “Both the population and the economy in our 
town declined, and getting a job meant moving to a 

TAKAYOSHI YAMABE

big city. I think the locals now see that it’s possible 
to keep Kamiyama’s charms while also welcoming 
those coming to work at IT companies or to run 
French restaurants,” muses Ominami. “I think people 
who have left Kamiyama will also see that they can 
find a way of working that meets their individual 
needs here, so we’re hopeful that more will return.”

 Coming into contact with people having 
different value systems—not just artists and creators 
but people from the IT, agriculture and service 
industries—fosters new possibilities. A place where 
anyone can find something they are passionate about 

In the town of Kamiyama, tucked away in a valley of Tokushima 
Prefecture on Shikoku, the population is about a quarter of what it was 
six decades ago. But Shinya Ominami—former director of Kamiyama-
based NPO Green Valley—says he wants to make the town a place 
where diverse groups gather without necessarily increasing the number 
of people. He shared his thoughts behind this type of community 
development.

Kamiyama’s fresh air and pristine nature represent one of the 
draws of the area
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is a pleasant place to live, Ominami says.
 Ominami’s community service experience began 

in 1991, when he helped to return an American 
friendship doll—given to a Japanese child by an 
American child in 1927 during a cross-cultural 
friendship program—to its original donor. Ominami 
says he realized how new possibilities could grow 
from making connections with people and taking 
small steps forward, and began to promote regional 
activities centered on international exchanges. 
When accepting foreign nationals for training as 
English teaching assistants at schools in Tokushima 
Prefecture, for example, he helped the trainees 
interact with people in town by placing them in 
homestays with residents.

 “You could say that KAIR is the artistic version 
of this concept,” he explains. “Domestic and 
foreign artists stay at vacant homes for a time to 
immerse themselves in creative activities. When 
the townspeople see this, they can interact with the 
artists while familiarizing themselves with art. I think 
that this diversity will enrich the town culturally.”

 Before long, artists came to settle in Kamiyama, 
so to promote the migration of working people, a 
“work in residence” program was established to 
attract companies to set up satellite offices and 
extend interpersonal connections. In 2010, a Tokyo 
IT venture firm opened a Kamiyama satellite office 
in a refurbished Japanese-style house, and by 2018 
sixteen companies had opened offices in town. 
Employees of these businesses loved their new 
situation, pleased to be in an environment without 
stressors such as long commuting times and still 
able to do their work and contact the head office 
and overseas business partners without problems. 
There have also been overnight visits from members 
of various departments who held meetings at the 
satellite office, and workers feel more motivated to 
interact with people from those departments.

 Ominami says that Green Valley’s policy is to 
connect people who want to accomplish something 
with people who can help them realize it. Meanwhile, 
in Kamiyama, which retains its culture of welcoming 
pilgrims, KAIR and initiatives to attract new business 
to the town are piling up. The town’s willingness to 
accept new things is a strength, and according to 
Green Valley this will encourage the spread of new 
opportunities in the “creative countryside” to other 
communities in Japan.  

1  Interacting at this coworking space housed in a former 
sewing factory helps foster new business ideas

2  Shinya Ominami, the former director of Green Valley
3  A well-known IT company opened a Kamiyama branch office 

in a refurbished Japanese-style house
4  The meeting room features a striking wooden table and is 

often used for teleconferences with Tokyo-based or even 
international offices

5  The town’s workshop boasts 3D printers and is a place where 
locals and creatives can meet
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AFTER witnessing the horrendous damage 
the Great East Japan Earthquake on March 
11 in 2011 caused, Kazuhiko Tada decided he 

had to do what he could to help. As he visited many 
refugee shelters, he asked what people needed and 
helped to deliver necessities. By the end of March, 
even as he continued visiting shelters and removing 
debris, he had established an NPO called Tono 
Magokoro Net.

During his visits, the Tono Magokoro Net 
director realized how many people were exhausted 
from spending long periods in shelters and were 
mourning the loss of loved ones. Many refused to 
associate with other people or even to go outside. 
Without motivation or something to do, people 
tended to stay indoors. 

Tada felt this was dangerous, and wanted to 
create an environment in which evacuees could 

Tono Magokoro Net is an NPO set up soon after the crippling Great East Japan Earthquake 
in 2011. Two of the NPO’s key representatives talk about how they support affected areas along 
the coastline of Iwate and even overseas.

1

REVIVING SPIRITS AND 
LIVELIHOODS THROUGH 
COMMUNITY 

YUKIKO ISHIKAWA

Tono Magokoro Net representative Kazuhiko Tada
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land. Kotani hopes the wine will keep people from 
forgetting about the earthquake, while hoping they 
will choose the wine for its delicious taste.

“While creating businesses, I’d also like to create 
an environment where people with disabilities and 
elderlies can work normally,” says Tada. During 
the autumn of 2018, he formed a local industry 
partnership association as a joint project with some 
other companies, along with a new venture business 
in Nepal and Indonesia—two countries that have 
experienced earthquake damage. By accepting and 
educating foreign trainees, Tono Magokoro Net 
hopes to energize new businesses there as well. 
Using the hard-earned knowledge gained from past 
experiences, Tono Magokoro Net intends to generate 
more employment opportunities throughout the 
world and support places in need. 

3

4

take action themselves rather than having outside 
supporters do everything for them. He created 
an area called Magokoro Hiroba, which had soup 
kitchens and cafés where people could get together 
and exchange information. Volunteers ran it at 
first, but gradually the duties shifted to locals. Tono 
Magokoro Net created many Magokoro Hirobas in 
various locations and created job opportunities for 
locals, who sell boxed lunches or run the cafeterias.

People not only need a home, clothes and food 
to survive, they also need a livelihood. Without 
employment, people cannot get their life back on 
track or rebuild a community to live in. Magokoro 
Net currently operates employment centers in 
Otsuchi Town and Kamaishi City in Iwate Prefecture 
along the Sanriku Coast. This facility introduces 
jobs to disabled people according to their abilities, 
ensuring that they will not be left out of the process 
of community restoration. The jobs include farming, 
making crafts out of fabric and adding labels on food 
products and wine bottles in factories that Tono 
Magokoro Net operates. Some of the food products 
are actually based on recipes from women in Tono’s 
Komedori district. Despite having an average age 
of seventy, the nineteen citizens of Komedori have 
been cooperating with Magokoro Net since 2013. 
Their locally made watercress-flavored salt is one of 
their most popular products.

Tono Magokoro Net operates a social cooperative 
farm and winery, creating wine produced from 
grapes grown at the Magokoro employment center 
in Kamaishi and the Kanpu district in Tono. People 
with disabilities run these farms. According to 
the winery director, Yusuke Kotani, they sold 350 
bottles in 2018 and he predicts they will sell about a 
thousand bottles next year. 

“Despite being an NPO, we have to function as a 
normal company and manage a business,” Kotani 
responds when asked why he began the winery 
business. He collected funds, created the farm’s 
layout, and even assisted in the cultivation of the 

2

1  Seniors enthusiastically taking part in a project in Tono’s 
Komedori district    

2  Tono Magokoro Net’s wine is made from grapes grown and 
tended by workers with disabilities

3  Watercress-flavored salt and pork miso, based on the 
recipe of a local woman in Komedori

4  Yusuke Kotani,the winery director of Tono Magokoro 
Net’s winery
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In the sport of blind football, both sighted and visually impaired 
participants play using sound and voices only. A current player and 
NPO organization speak about their dreams for the sport and about 
unifying the teams in Japan.

B LIND football is a sport 
traditionally played by 
five-member teams, set up 

so players with visual handicaps 
can be fully engaged in the game. It 
has become an official sport of the 
Paralympics, and as the host nation 
of the 2020 Tokyo Paralympics 
Japan will naturally have a team of 
its own. The basic rules are based on 
those of futsal, but certain aspects 
have been changed, such as using 
a ball that rattles and walls at hip 
height for players to gain a sense 
of position and the size of the field. 
When the defending players go 
after the ball, they also shout “Voy!” 
(Spanish for “I’ll go”) to alert the 
other players about where they are.

Eigo Matsuzaki took part in the 
startup of the NPO Japan Blind 
Football Association in 2002, and is 
currently the association’s executive 
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 SURPASSING THE  LIMITS OF SIGHT

BLIND FOOTBALL
KATSUYA YAMADA

Eigo Matsuzaki, executive director of the Japan Blind Football 
Association

Blind football games have all the excitement, passion and tussling of games played by sighted players



director. He got into blind football when he tried a 
“pass exchange” in Nara. Matsuzaki realized how 
easily he could do some things when he could see 
but was unable to once he was blindfolded, and says 
he also understood how essential it is to vocalize. It 
was a moment when a sighted person and a visually 
impaired person formed a connection.

Blind football cannot be played without the 
cooperation between the sighted and visually 
impaired participants. For instance, the 
goalkeeper—who also instructs teammates—does 
not wear an eye mask, so players who are sighted 
or have limited vision take this position. There is 
also a guide in the back of the opponent’s goal and 
a coach in the center of the sidelines, both sighted 
participants allowed to speak.

“Just like we ask tall people to reach for 
something in a higher place, we hope to create a 
world where the visually impaired and the sighted 
can help each other,” Matsuzaki says. “We hope 
to make this a reality through blind football.” As 
one of its actions, the association hosted a league 
match between twenty-one teams consisting of B1 
members (a class for the fully blind) with up to two 
sighted members. Along with the blind, they also 
have been actively searching for sighted people 
to join, and have managed to host the Marble Cup 
tournament twice a year. In addition they have 
been hosting four to five hundred sports education 

programs during the year in elementary schools as 
well as fifty experience programs for adults, called 
OFF T!ME. 

It’s quite normal to put restrictions on sports 
for the disabled to avoid hard contact and hard 
landings. However, Tomonari Kuroda, a player on 
the Tama Hassas team and a member of Japan’s 
national team since 2002, says: “When we go out 
into town, we hold a white cane and need to walk 
cautiously while confirming the safety of our 
surroundings. On the field, though, we’re able to 
think freely and run around. The way we can sense 
real freedom, and how we aim for victory regardless 
of whether we’re visually impaired or not is very 
exciting.”

During the match, it’s considered bad manners 
for spectators to speak, so even during intensive 
plays the arena is very quiet. When someone scores 
a goal, however, everyone cheers loudly—that’s part 
of the fun in blind football. “I’d love to have more 
people experience and get to know this sport that 
brings joy to many,” says Matsuzaki.

 The 2020 Tokyo Paralympic Games will take 
place in just two years, and more people around 
the world will be able to experience this silent but 
electric type of football. The organization is taking 
another step closer to an environment in which 
both the sighted and visually impaired live together 
naturally, both inside and outside the field.  
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 SURPASSING THE  LIMITS OF SIGHT

BLIND FOOTBALL
Players shaking hands after a match

Blind football players use special balls that make 
noise as they roll

Tomonari Kuroda, a member of 
the Japan national team
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AN NPO THAT HEALS 
SPIRITS WITH HAIR

TOMOKO NISHIKAWA

1

KIICHI Watanabe is a successful hairdresser 
both in Japan and abroad, and began his 
hair donation operation when he opened his 

salon in November 2008. “If we had just cut hair 
and made money we would have been just another 
ordinary hair salon,” Watanabe says. “I wanted to 
do something that was open to me precisely because 
hairdressing had been my livelihood. I decided on 
hair donation, which I had discovered while I was 
in America. It’s also a show of gratitude to the hair—
recycling what would have been thrown away as 
trash.” 

Japan Hair Donation & Charity is the only specified 
nonprofit corporation in Japan that asks for hair donations 
and provides medical wigs free of charge to children under 
eighteen years old. Representative Director Kiichi Watanabe 
speaks about the organization’s beginnings,mission, and 
prospects for the future.

Since wigs for children are particularly 
expensive and hard to come by, Watanabe started 
the specified nonprofit corporation Japan Hair 
Donation & Charity (JHD&C) in September 2009. 
Its mission: to provide order-made wigs free of 
charge to children eighteen and under who suffer 
from illnesses such as childhood cancer and 
alopecia.

After this, alongside his salon work, he 
threw himself into seeking donations through 
his website and blog, recruiting cooperative 
enterprises, and asking for hair donations from 
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other salons. At the time, general awareness about hair 
donation in Japan was low. There were only a few 
donations each week, and no one requested a wig 
during the first year. 

Things changed dramatically after March 11, 
2011, the day of the Great East Japan Earthquake. 
Confronted by this terrible reality, many Japanese 
people wondered if there was a way they could 
volunteer, and ended up donating hair. In addition, 
the spread of social media and donations from 
celebrities acted as a tailwind, and JHD&C’s activities 
gradually expanded.

In March 2012, the NPO handed over its first wig to 
a third-year high school girl undergoing treatment for 
childhood cancer. “She looked into the mirror while 
wearing the wig and said, ‘It’s been a long time since 
I properly looked at my own face in the mirror like 
this,’ with a smile,” reflects Watanabe. “That was an 
illustration of her difficult battle against illness at the 
vulnerable age of eighteen. I was deeply touched.”

Watanabe values fulfilling the wishes of the people 
who want to give their hair and the people who want 
to receive it equally. Recipients are therefore requested 
to send a picture when they receive and put on their 
wig, since the recipient’s photo gives the donor 
pleasure and inspires a feeling of gratitude toward the 
recipient. 

As of December 2018, the organization had provided 
306 wigs, there are over 3500 collaborating salons, and 
hair donation is now beginning to take root as a part of 
local culture. Watanabe, however, visualizes a world 
in which wigs are unnecessary. 

“One reason that children think they need wigs 
is to protect themselves from the prejudice and 
discrimination connected to having no hair,” he 
states. “If our understanding of illness grows and it 
becomes possible to live peacefully even without hair, 
the act of hair donation may become unnecessary. It is 
my deepest wish that we achieve such a world.”

Intent on fostering a compassionate society in 
which everyone can live without fear of judgment or 
ridicule, Watanabe continues doing what he can to 
bring it into being. 

1  Kiichi Watanabe, representative director of Japan Hair 
Donation & Charity

2  A wig made from donated hair
3  The NPO receives many letters from both donors and 

recipients
4  Donations come in daily and are stored in bags before being 

sent on for processing

2

3

4



While some animals live 
happily as cherished members of 
loving families, others suffer at 
the convenience of human society. 
Eri Nishihira, the founder and 
representative director of the 
association Animal Donation—
an intermediary support 
organization that seeks to improve 
animal welfare—describes her 
organization’s activities and 
the circumstances that led to its 
founding. 

ACCORDING to Eri Nishihira 
of the association Animal 
Donation, while Japan’s 

economy is the third largest in 
the world, its animal welfare 
policies remain underdeveloped 
in comparison to places such as 
Germany, the United Kingdom, 
Scandinavia and the United 
States. “After welcoming a dog 
into my family, I learned of many 
issues concerning the treatment 
of animals,” Nishihira says. “At 
the time, in 2010, some 280,000 
animals per year—800 a day—were 
being euthanized. I decided that I 
wanted to spend the second half 
of my life working to improve 

strict screening procedure for 
animal welfare organizations takes 
into account management criteria 
such as past activities, revenue 
and expenditure disclosures 
as well as operational criteria 
such as reliability, sustainability 
and innovation. All donations 
go exclusively to the specified 
recipient. The site also allows 
prospective donors unsure of 
where to direct their donations 
to “bundle” their contributions, 
sending money to sixteen 
approved organizations at once, 
including animal protection groups 
as well as organizations that train 
companion animals and conduct 

these conditions.” 
After gathering information 

from various sources, including 
participating in animal-related 
symposia and seminars and tours 
of animal protection centers, she 
heeded the voices of people at 
animal protection organizations 
who lamented that they could 
save one more animal if only 
they had the funding. Nishihira’s 
response was to establish Animal 
Donation, an online donation 
site that helps people find 
organizations to receive those 
funds. 

To help people donate more 
effectively, Animal Donation’s 

KAZUKO YAMAMOTO

IN PURSUIT OF  
WORLD-CLASS ANIMAL 

WELFARE 

Eri Nishihira, founder and representative director of Animal Donation, 
currently in its ninth year of operation
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educational activities. 
Launched in the same year as 

the Great East Japan Earthquake, 
the website initially struggled to 
attract donors, but a persistent 
campaign through word-of-
mouth and social media brought 
a gradual increase in donation 
volume. Also, perhaps due to 
the earthquake’s influence, the 
website received a donation from 
Humane Society International—
one of the world’s largest animal 
welfare organizations—of 
US$100,000. “This heartfelt 
donation was delivered to an 
animal protection organization 
headquartered in Iwate 
Prefecture,” Nishihira says. 

“Although people pay a lot 
of attention to the issue of 
euthanization, euthanasia rates 
are actually falling. Instead, 
I would love it if people were 
better informed about the 
fundamentals of animal welfare 
and animal ethics, including how 
best to interact with animals,” 

Nishihira notes. “To disseminate 
this information and improve 
access to animal welfare-
related information in Japan in 
general, we are concentrating on 
holding informational seminars. 
These include study groups for 
television, newspaper and other 
media professionals as well as 
animal-welfare seminars for 
families and study groups for 
college students.” 

Because new national and 
administrative policies are 
needed to improve animal welfare 
in Japan, Animal Donation 
also interviews administration 
officials on the status of and 
prospects for such policies, 
and publishes their reports 
online. Perhaps because of these 
efforts, the organization has 
gained widespread support not 
only for its donation-gathering 
activities but also for its extensive 
information-gathering and 
dissemination activities and 
operating philosophy. Donations 

are now flowing in from the 
media and companies involved in 
animal healthcare. 

Animal Donation also seeks to 
spread awareness about issues 
facing animals to segments of 
the public who are not especially 
concerned about the subject by 
collaborating with the movie and 
magazine industries, apparel 
companies and online media. 

Animal Donation plans to add 
a feature that allows donors to 
bequeath some or all of their 
estates to animal welfare and 
training organizations. They are 
also considering a mechanism 
that would allow elderly pet 
owners to bequeath funds to 
their pets. Ultimately, they aim to 
become an intermediary support 
organization with a role similar 
to that of the German Animal 
Welfare Federation. 

The ability of people and 
animals to live happily together 
is an indicator of a truly rich and 
mature society. 

Nishihira inspecting a dog shelter,
one of the Animal Donation-approved organizations

Board members meet once a year to select 
new groups to add to their list of approved 
organizations

Nishihira interviewing a representative of the 
Animal Welfare and Management Office of the 
Ministry of the Environment
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Toward a World Where 
Children Cannot Be Sold

D
URING her college years, Sayaka Murata, 
joint director of the Kamonohashi 
Project, had the opportunity to meet 
children rescued from Cambodian 

brothels at a shelter for victims of child prostitution. 
She had a visceral reaction to the sight of several 
pre-pubescent girls among the victims, thinking to 
herself that “this sort of inhumanity shouldn’t be 
allowed.” Born into rural families in acute poverty, 
the children were sold to pay off their parents’ debts 
and taken to brothels. At the time the situation in 
Cambodia was horrific, and the sale of underage and 
even pre-pubescent girls for sexual purposes was 
widespread. 

Together with two other cofounders, Murata set 
up her organization in 2002 with the aim to solve 
the problem in Cambodia. As a measure to stop the 
girls from being sold, they provided support for 
rural women to maintain independent livelihoods. 

TAMAKI KAWASAKI

Photo by Natsuki Yasuda

By employing sisters and mothers from the poorest 
families in a rural area with a high risk of child 
trafficking at a general goods factory, they gave their 
siblings or children the chance to get an education. 
As part of Kamonohashi’s action to stop buyers, 
they supported training for local police to raise 
their awareness and technical capabilities related 
to child trafficking, building on the efforts of other 
international agencies and NGOs. The activities were 
then handed over to the local government.

As the various efforts of international institutions, 
NGOs and the Cambodian government to tackle 
human trafficking coalesced, arrests of sex offenders 
have increased ninefold in the nine years up to 
2010. As a result of Cambodia’s economic growth 
and development, along with stronger deterrence 
methods, the proportion of minors working in 
brothels has fallen drastically, from around thirty 
percent in 2000 to 2.2 percent in 2015 (and just 0.1 

The NPO provides psychological care, language lessons 
and work training as part of their rehabilitation program 

The NPO Kamonohashi Project, founded in Japan in 2002, is 
determined to prevent children in Asia from becoming victims of sex 
trafficking. Working with local governments and legal authorities, 
Kamonohashi has been tackling the issue in Cambodia and India.
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Photo by Natsuki Yasuda

Sayaka Murata, joint director of the Kamonohashi Project

Young women working at the factory in Cambodia

Boosting coordination is an essential part of tackling issues
across state boundaries in India

Learning new skills gives the women Kamonohashi Project helps 
a new lease on life

percent for children under fifteen).  
“It was good to finally see that. We realized that 

we could solve major social issues by combining the 
efforts of a large variety of people,” Murata recounts. 
The Financial Times covered her activism in 2006, 
and in 2007 the Junior Chamber International 
recognized her as an Outstanding Young Person of 
the World.

Having spun off their Cambodian operation into 
an independent organization, the Kamonohashi 
Project is focusing on their Indian operation. There 
are numerous cases in India of children from states 
in poorer regions being tricked by traffickers and 
then sold in the country’s large, developing cities. 
Cooperation between Indian states is weak, because 
each has different laws, local governing bodies, 
languages, cultures and religions. 

Zeroing in on this, Kamonohashi has worked 
to boost coordination among administrative, law 

enforcement and nongovernmental organizations 
across state boundaries by supporting  local NGOs 
tackling the issue. In 2017, they helped 359 victims 
of trafficking by providing psychological care and 
support for social rehabilitation. 

Since the problem of child sex trafficking —the 
“most evil form child labor takes”—is something 
that as a society we are often reluctant to cast light 
on, there are times when Murata’s team encounters 
resistance to their efforts to solve the problem. But 
the project’s team members remain steadfast in 
their stance that their NPO is one of “imagination 
without borders, and with the mobility to tackle 
human rights problems head-on,” Murata states.

Kamonohashi, which started from a 
determination to eliminate the evil of child 
trafficking, is tackling these complex social issues 
head-on and hoping for nothing more than a world 
where their activism will become unnecessary. 
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J
APAN’S two State Guest Houses receive 
state and official guests from all over the 
world, and serve as venues for important 
international conferences and signing 

ceremonies—such as welcome ceremonies and 
summit conferences—including hosting visitors, 
banquets and summit meetings such as the Tokyo 
Summit Conference. Located in Tokyo and Kyoto, 
they are the true diplomatic arenas of Japan. 

The Japanese government opened these State 
Guest Houses in Tokyo and Kyoto for public 
year-round viewings in 2016, and they have 
become popular tourist spots for domestic and 
international visitors. “We opened these facilities 
that display Japan’s history, culture and arts to 
the public to help Japan grow as a leading tourist 
destination,” Takashi Kangoori of the public 
operation division of the Cabinet Office State 
Guest Houses explains. “In addition to the usual 
viewings, we organize events and services to 
promote the charms of the State Guest Houses 
to visitors, such as nighttime illuminations and 
gardens with seasonal flowers at the State Guest 

The Grand Staircase of the State Guest House Akasaka Palace

House Akasaka Palace. Multilingual audio guides are 
available for international visitors, and we also offer 
guided tours in English.”

Tsuyoshi Takeishi works with Kangoori in the 
same division as the assistant director. “What makes 
the State Guest Houses different from other tourist 
facilities is that they have been hosting distinguished 
international guests since they opened,” he notes. 
“We’d like our visitors to experience these stages 
that have supported Japanese diplomacy in person, 
and appreciate the country’s historical, artistic and 
cultural aspects they display.” 

Each State Guest House has highlights. The State 
Guest House Akasaka Palace in Tokyo, originally 
built as a Crown Prince’s palace in 1909, was turned 
into a facility to receive the increasing number of 
distinguished guests from overseas in 1974. In 2009 
the main building, the main gate and the palace’s 
fountain were designated as National Treasures—the 
first architectural works to be selected after the Meiji 
Period (1868-1912). In the main building, visitors can 
view small and large halls such as the Kacho no Ma, 
or Hall of Flowers and Birds, featuring oil paintings 

The State Guest Houses are facilities that receive 
distinguished international guests and serve as 
venues for diplomatic interactions between Japan 
and the rest of the world. Japan has two State Guest 
Houses, one in Tokyo and one in Kyoto. Both are 
open to the public throughout the year. This article 
introduces the role and history of the State Guest 
Houses and the highlights of each building. 

Regal Arenas of 
Diplomacy and 
Culture: Japan’s 
State Guest 
Houses 

KATSUMI  YASUKURA
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The Kyoto State Guest House is a more modern 
facility, opened in 2005 and designed to display 
the traditions of style and beauty of Japanese 
architecture with contemporary building technology. 
Its highlights include a garden that integrates a 
vast pond with the building. Fuji no Ma, or Wisteria 
Room, has a tapestry inspired by Japanese motifs 
covering a wall and kirikane (gold leaf cutting) stage 
doors crafted by a skilled Japanese artisan. The 
Kiri no Ma, or Paulownia Room, has an impressive 
12-meter-long black lacquer low table. Other marvels 
are the main entrance, where guests are greeted by a 
door paneled with massive single boards hewn from 
a 700-year-old Japanese elm, and other rooms such 
as Yubae no Ma and Juraku no Ma. 

The Kyoto State Guest House building itself 
showcases eleven types of traditional craftsmanship 
and the furnishings incorporate fourteen different 
kinds of crafts. In a city whose many temples and 
shrines make it a symbol of Japanese history and 
culture, the Kyoto State Guest House is not to be 
missed. 

and thirty oval cloisonné medallions depicting 
flowers and birds from both Japan and the Western 
world. Formerly known as the Ballroom, Hagoromo 
no Ma (Hall of the Heavenly Robe) sometimes hosts 
concerts. Sairan no Ma, or Hall Guarded by Mythical 
Birds, displays gilded reliefs with martial motifs 
contrasting Japan and the West, such as Japanese 
swords, sabers and even samurai helmets. Visitors 
can also visit Asahi no Ma (which is under renovation 
through March 2019), and the Front Entrance and 
Large Hall on the second floor. 

Visitors may take pictures in the Front Garden, 
which offers a sweeping 125-meter view of the 
only Neo-Baroque style palace in Japan, and the 
Main Garden has a beautiful fountain as old as the 
building. Visitors should not miss the Japanese 
design and authentic Japanese hospitality of the 
Japanese-style annex, Yushintei, which is only 
accessible on reserved guided tours. This annex 
exalts the beauty of Japanese houses and gardens, 
represented by beautiful red and white-flowered 
plum trees and a rippling pond that reflects wavy 
light onto the wide veranda.

Oil paintings and cloisonné medallions grace the Kacho no Ma 
(Hall of Flowers and Birds)

A view of the gardens from the refined Kiri no Ma (Paulownia 
Room) |  Photography by Hiroshi Tanaka

The Akasaka Palace is sometimes lit up after dark
The Kyoto State Guest House incorporates a large pond where 
elegant koi fish swim
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T
HE smart apparel “e-skin” is a wearable 
sensor that recognizes your physical 
movements. While preexisting VR 
gaming technology requires cameras 

to capture motion, e-skin is camera-free, which 
enables the device to register motion and track you 
outdoors and in other places where it is difficult to 
set up cameras.

 Beyond the gaming realm, e-skin technology 
will be useful for a vast range of applications, 
including analyzing form in sports and fitness; 
monitoring the movements, posture and 
respiration of babies and the elderly while they 
sleep; and keeping an eye on the wearer’s overall 
health. Dedicated software makes it possible 
for users to crunch the data the device obtains 
according to their needs.

 “In the initial stage of developing the device, 
we thought it would mainly be used in gaming, so 
receiving more inquiries from industries outside 
of gaming was unexpected,” says Ichiro Amimori, 
co-founder and CEO of Xenoma, the company 

developing it. “There has been much interest 
in using e-skin to improve workplace safety for 
people such as factory workers and truck drivers 
by monitoring their respiration and posture. We’re 
planning an experiment on tracking the posture of 
care workers to find ways to prevent backaches.”

 Professor Takao Someya of the Department 
of Electric and Electronic Engineering at the 
University of Tokyo developed the stretchable 
electronics technology e-skin is based on. Xenoma 
is a venture company created to find practical 
applications for his research results, the most 
famous being an organic sensor sheet that can be 
directly attached to your skin. Amimori, however, 
focused on his stretchable electronics technology 
and the potential for intelligent clothing.

 e-skin’s ultra-thin flexible circuit consists of 
multiple stretchable sensors that can be altered to 
suit the user’s purpose. A part called the “Hub,” 
positioned on the chest, features an accelerometer 
and a gyro sensor, and is also Bluetooth-equipped, 
allowing it to send data to smartphones and 

Smart Apparel That 
Tracks Your Vital Signs 
and How You Move

BIFUE USHIJIMA

A textile-based wearable device with stretchable 
sensors and circuits, “e-skin” monitors your 
movements and vital data. The smart apparel 
made using this technology has exciting potential 
in gaming, fitness, disease prevention and various 
other fields. Ichiro Amimori, 

co-founder and 
CEO of Xenoma
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computers. The Hub can be detached and charged 
by connecting it to a micro-USB cable.

 The product is elastic as well as highly durable 
and waterproof, so the wearer can sweat and it can 
be machine-washed just like normal clothing with 
no ill effects. Since twisting and stretching the 
sensors presented a greater challenge than getting 
the sensors wet, e-skin has been modified to endure 
repeated use, surviving 100,000 durability tests.

 “e-skin turned innovative technology into 
something with a practical use. However, we 
made such massive improvements during product 
development that the final product no longer 
resembles its original form,” explains Amimori, 
thinking back on the process. “For example, the 
original sensor used organic solvents in the sensor 
ink that cannot be used in apparel factories, so we 
switched to water-based ink instead. Unless the 
product can be made using preexisting production 
facilities, it will not become widely available. We 
optimized the production method, something 
which academia tends to overlook.”

 Xenoma is now developing sensing wear for 
dementia patients that constantly monitors their 
respiration, heartbeat and skin temperature, and 
also captures physical motion data if they fall over. 
The company aims to expand its targeted customer 
base beyond specific groups of people like athletes 
and dementia patients to every individual. In the 
future, smart apparel would monitor everybody’s 
day-to-day vital signs.

 Amimori’s vision for e-skin is far-reaching. 
“From the perspective of social value, we 
should be thinking about preventive medicine,” 
he explains. “Constant monitoring of vital 
signs will allow the gathering of big data that 
is medically meaningful—for instance, it may 
lead to pinpointing symptoms immediately 
before the onset of a stroke—as well as improved 
individualized healthcare.”

 Xenoma has already received inquiries from 
medical institutions overseas, so e-skin has taken 
the first steps to becoming a new preventive 
medical device around the world.  

This elastic e-skin shirt has fourteen sensors and an “e-skin Hub” that collects and stores 
information

The shirt is quite comfortable, 
as the sensors stretch with the 
wearer’s movements



H
ABUKA Village, located in the 
mountainous Northern Alps right in the 
middle of Honshu, is a well-known and 
popular ski resort area that also served 

as the venue for the 1998 Nagano Winter Olympic 
Games. However, not as many people know that 
there are nine ski slopes within the Hakuba Basin 
and that Hakuba is an international winter tourist 
destination drawing over 230,000 visitors from 
Oceania and North America during snow season.

 “I’m very happy that I’ve been able to help 
introduce Hakuba internationally. Skiers and 
snowboarders from overseas love the powder snow 
in Hakuba—they call it ‘Haku Pow’—including a 

 TAMAKI KAWASAKI
Australian native Daniel Bacon manages several successful businesses— 
including five rental apartment buildings, an importing business and 
a pub—in Hakuba Village, Nagano Prefecture. He is also a founding 
partner of Hakuba Brewing Company, a craft beer brewery based in 
the same area.  What does it take to create Western-style vacation 
experiences in Hakuba that attract international tourists and have 
helped energize the region in the process?

world-famous snowboarder who came to visit and 
stayed at our place in 2017,” says Hakuba-based 
Daniel Bacon. Bacon launched his first venture here 
in 2007, a Western-style rental house for long-term 
stays called Hakuba Holiday, and has vigorously 
extended his business since then. He welcomes 
guests to five apartment buildings with a total of 
forty-one rooms and a maximum capacity of ninety-
four people. Along with a British business partner 
and beer brewer who also lives in Hakuba, Bacon 
also runs a craft beer brewery and a nearby British 
pub.

 A native of Melbourne, Australia, Bacon came 
to Japan with a single backpack in 2000. His days 

SNOW, CRAFT BEER AND 
A WESTERN TAKE ON 
WINTER LEISURE
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were busy, working as an English teacher and then 
as a foreign executive recruiter at a Japan–based 
firm. While he was learning the key to connecting 
Japan and overseas countries through business 
from the CEOs he met at work, he visited Hakuba on 
vacation and found it to be a beautiful place full of 
possibilities.

 “For someone who grew up in the majestic 
nature just an hour from Melbourne, every season 
in Hakuba is great,” he states. “I had an instinct 
that foreign skiers would love this place.” Knowing 
how Westerners like to spend their long vacations, 
he established an apartment-style lodging facility 
rather than a hotel, offering rental apartments with 
a kitchen and multiple bedrooms. Even better, 
guests could don their skiing equipment and get on 
the lift from right in front of the place. Bacon’s place 
immediately became hugely popular.

“Hakuba is close to Nozawa Onsen, and is located 
in a great place to go to Kyoto on the way home,” 
he notes. “Our guests enjoy the hybrid appeal 
of Japan’s beautiful nature and culture and the 
Western vacation style of traveling by ‘living’ in the 
destination.”

 Bacon’s eyes have proved keen, and now there 
is a boom in Hakuba where foreign tourists arrive 
on direct buses from Narita and Haneda airports. 
Tourists cooking for themselves go shopping at large 
supermarkets in the vicinity, and at peak times the 
thousands of customers from overseas make the 
local scene truly international.

 “Japan makes it possible even for foreigners 
like myself to fund a business, and the culture 
of promoting entrepreneurship is wonderful,” 
says Bacon in satisfaction. He says that the only 
barrier for him to working in Japan is the language. 
Fortunately his wife, Ayako, solves that issue and 
is also a great business partner as well as his top 
supporter. The Bacons both chime in to say, “There 
is a fine balance in how we divide our roles.”

 Surrounded by the grand nature of the Northern 
Alps and blessed with family and friends, Daniel 
smiles. “I’ll keep trying to expand the business. 
Ideally, I’ll split the time I spend in Australia and in 
Japan in half for the family. I cannot think of a better 
life than this.” Clearly, Hakuba’s natural beauty has 
made his life a fulfilling one, and he’s doing his best 
to ensure that visitors here feel just as satisfied. 

1  Australian entrepreneur Daniel Bacon
2  A view of Hakuba from Mount Iwatake
3  The robust beer is brewed with pure water 

from the nearby mountains
4  Bacon’s accommodations have everything 

visitors could need for a nice long vacation
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M
ICROPLASTIC contamination of the 
sea has recently become a major 
environmental issue. Several nations 
and businesses have stopped using 

straws and shopping bags at supermarkets, which 
has created a need for an environmentally friendly 
material to replace plastic. This is one of the major 
reasons LIMEX has been gaining attention. Using 
limestone as its primary raw material, LIMEX is a 
durable substitute for plastic and paper, and can be 
made without using wood or water.

 Products made using LIMEX include business 
cards, pamphlets and other paper products, as 
well as plastic products such as storage containers 
and file folders. Over three thousand businesses 
throughout Japan are using it. 

TBM Co., Ltd. the company that created LIMEX, 
has been gaining attention worldwide. Out of over 
ten thousand businesses promoting corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) TBM was nominated as a 

LIMEX is a new material created in 
Japan using limestone that has been 
garnering attention worldwide. Limestone 
is found in many regions around the 
world. LIMEX has a small environmental 
footprint, and even nations without trees 
or water can use it to produce both paper 
and plastic substitutes, which is a prime 
reason this useful technology is rapidly 
spreading globally.

partner at the Brussels SDG Summit in 2018, operated 
by CSR Europe. During the summit, the pamphlets 
used for the event were made from LIMEX.

Nobuyoshi Yamasaki, founder and CEO of TBM, 
first learned about the potential of limestone when 
he came across “stone paper” ten years ago in 
Taiwan.

“We started by importing that stone paper, but 
it never really caught on, because unlike standard 
paper it was heavy, expensive and low in quality,” he 
recalls. “If we really wanted to help the environment, 
we would need to create a material that could truly 
replace paper and plastic. So we began collaborating 
with Yuichiro Sumi—the current chairman of 
TBM—who had been involved in the technological 
development of paper at Nippon Paper Industries Co., 
Ltd., and started creating products using limestone 
on our own from scratch.” 

The limestone needed to make LIMEX is 
inexpensive and can be found throughout the world. 

BIFUE USHIJIMA

PRESERVING TREES, WATER 
AND THE ENVIRONMENT
USING LIMESTONE
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Even in Japan, which has limited natural resources, 
there is enough limestone to cover the nation’s needs 
completely. While LIMEX is currently made using 20 
to 40 percent petroleum-based resin with the rest 
limestone, TBM is developing a process that uses 
products like corn to make LIMEX a biodegradable 
substance. The paper-like version of LIMEX is made 
using porous sheets that match the light quality of 
paper, while also being waterproof and more durable 
than wood-based paper.

LIMEX also has the advantage of being easy to 
recycle. Printed LIMEX sheets and its byproducts 
can be collected and remanufactured into plastic 
alternatives by using processes such as extrusion 
molding. TBM obtained a domestic patent for LIMEX 
in 2014, and also applied for a basic patent in over 
forty other countries, twenty of which have been 
registered so far. TBM intends to both sell LIMEX as a 
product and export the technology to the world. 

“The types of limestone available in each country 

can be used to create LIMEX, and they can use 
pre-existing facilities to make products,” Yamasaki 
notes regarding global expansion. “Even in Saudi 
Arabia and countries in Africa where water and 
trees are scarce, LIMEX will make it possible to 
produce paper and plastic using natural resources 
obtained locally. Since this reduces the need for 
transport, it will reduce the generation of CO2 
as well. By expanding the ability of countries to 
create what they need locally, LIMEX will become 
a material used globally. I hope it will reduce our 
environmental footprint.” 

LIMEX is spreading rapidly, and in December 
2018 TBM representatives attended the Conference 
of the Parties to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change held in Poland. As 
part of the Japan pavilion, they gave a presentation 
regarding the potential for decarbonization using 
LIMEX. The possibilities of LIMEX promise to grow 
on a global level. 

3

4
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1  Nobuyoshi Yamasaki, founder and CEO of 
TBM

2  Over two thousand companies in Japan use 
business cards made from LIMEX

3  Despite being made from limestone, LIMEX 
has the same properties and feel of plastic

4  Made from limestone and resin, this 
remarkable material can be recycled
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T
HE Kishu Railway runs through Gobo 
City on the nature-filled coastline of 
Wakayama Prefecture. The line has been 
an indispensable transport service for 

the locals of Gobo, which is surrounded by the sea 
and mountains and has a river running through 
it. Established as Gobo Rinko Railway, Inc. in 1928 
in collaboration with rich local families to provide 
citizens with a convenient means of transport from 
Gobo Station of the JR West National Railway to the 
city, the Kishu Railway is celebrating its ninetieth 
anniversary in 2018.

 The railway operates one-car trains that are just 
over fifteen meters long and carry up to ninety-
four passengers. Connecting Platform 0 of JR Gobo 
Station and Nishi-Gobo Station, they shuttle back 
and forth twenty times a day. The distance traveled 
is just under three kilometers, and a one-way journey 
takes just eight minutes at speeds of about twenty to 
thirty-five kilometers per hour.

 Between Gobo Station and Kii-Gobo Station, the 
line runs through rice fields, but once it leaves Kii-
Gobo Station for Nishi-Gobo Station it passes right 
by residential homes. What riders love most about 
the Kishu Railway is that they can take in both the 
pastoral countryside and a retro and bustling city 
view on a single leisurely jaunt.

 There are only three stops along the way: 
Gakumon Station, Kii-Gobo Station, and Shiyakusho-
mae Station. However, all three are convenient 
for reaching local government offices, schools, 
hospitals and libraries. The railway typically carries 
commuters and schoolchildren in the morning and 
evening, and people going to the hospital during the 
day.

 The line boards around three hundred passengers 
a day on average, but on rainy days it is often packed 
during rush hour. The locals all agree that the 
service is indispensable to their lives, and say they 
feel somehow empty if they don’t ride it for a while. 

The Kishu Railway runs slowly through fields and a 
residential area along a national route in Gobo City in 
Wakayama Prefecture, traveling so close to the houses 
that it nearly grazes their eaves. Both the locals and 
railway enthusiasts love this tiny local line.

A Short, Sweet Ride 
through the Heart of 
Wakayama

The Kishu
Railway

KATSUYA YAMADA

Series A Trip by Local Train
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and made famous by the legendary Anchin and 
Kiyohime characters featured in a famous kabuki play, 
is also a great spot to visit, and only about twenty 
minutes from Gobo Station on foot. “Take a picture of 
our train in motion against your favorite background 
after you get off, and it will become a special spot for 
you,” says Shigeyuki Okaji, the railway’s vice president. 

It’s also fun to get off at one of the three interim 
stops and stroll around the station. For example, 
just along the street in front of Kii-Gobo Station you 
can stop by Marukin Seiniku Honmachiten, a well-
established butcher shop long favored by locals. Get 
a fresh special croquette at the counter and enjoy its 
homey flavor while walking around town. You might 
even discover a new side of Gobo not yet featured in 
guidebooks. 

Take the Kishu Railway across peaceful green 
fields and a city that somehow feels familiar, and 
you’ll experience a heartwarming trip through the 
Wakayama way of life. 

Seniors love to see their grandchildren enjoy the 
ride when they come over, and still call the railway 
“Rinko,” just as it was known years ago. The railway 
runs parallel to a national road with a bus service, but 
regulars take their time, schedule and distances into 
consideration and use whichever suits them better.

Recently more passengers are coming to the area 
to sightsee. Besides railway enthusiasts, the line has 
now become a “sanctuary” for anime fans as well ever 
since one anime series featured the area around Gobo 
Station. 

Nishi-Gobo Station is surrounded by a temple 
town built by the followers of Hoganji Hidaka 
Betsuin Temple, which has a great historical feeling 
to it. Horikawaya Nomura is considered one of the 
best soy sauce shops around, even in Wakayama, 
the birthplace of soy sauce. Visitors can purchase 
premium-quality soy sauce as well as miso, and may 
also peek inside the storehouse if they wish. Dojoji 
Temple, the oldest temple in Wakayama Prefecture 

1

1  The Kishu Railway running along fields at dusk
2  Nishi-Gobo Station is surrounded by a well-

preserved temple town
3  Not far from Gobo Station is Dojoji Temple, 

Wakayama’s oldest temple
4  The delicate smell of soy sauce permeates the 

storehouse of a local brewery
5  A local specialty, these fried croquettes are 

so popular that the shop sells around one 
thousand each day

6  The tiny train passes right by traditional 
residences
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MATSUTAKI BONFIRE 
FESTIVAL

The Matsutaki-sai lights up the night every 
January 14 at Osaki Hachimangu Shrine in 

Miyagi Prefecture. The event, which marks the end 
of New Year’s celebrations, boasts an over three-
hundred-year history. People place daruma figures, 
New Year’s decorations and other objects in mounds 
that can reach up to three meters high and then 
ceremonially set them alight. Worshippers pray to 
the sacred fire for sound health and their family’s 
safety over the coming year. 

The hadaka mairi parade of half-naked 
participants is a festival highlight, with almost 
three thousand people wearing white headbands 
and sarashi wraps gathering to take part in the 
procession. Holding bells and lanterns, they race 
around the burning bonfire in an act of worship. 
Visitors are welcome to join in and experience 
a Japanese New Year’s celebration that is as full 
of energy and warmth as the rising flames of the 
bonfire.
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