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TELEPHONE TALK BETWEEN 
PRIME MINISTER ABE SHINZO AND 

UNITED NATIONS SECRETARY-
GENERAL ANTÓNIO GUTERRES

On May 22, 2020, Mr. Abe Shinzo, 
Prime Minister of Japan, held 
a telephone talk with H. E. Mr. 

António Guterres, Secretary-General of the 
United Nations. The overview of the talk is 
as follows.

At the beginning, Prime Minister Abe 
stated that he paid his respects to Secretary-
General Guterres’s leadership in address-
ing the unprecedented global crisis of the 
pandemic caused by the novel coronavi-
rus. Prime Minister Abe also stated that he 
would like to convey the support of Japan 
for the United Nations’ efforts, and that 
Japan would continue working closely 
with the UN organizations. Prime Minister 

Abe explained the measures to prevent the 
spread of novel coronavirus infection taken 
by Japan.

In response, Secretary-General Guterres 
expressed his appreciation and gratitude to 
Japan’s generous support. Prime Minister 
Abe also stated that Japan remains commit-
ted to leading the efforts to overcome the 
crisis under the guiding principles of human 
security and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). 

The two sides shared the view that both 
the prevention for health crises in devel-
oping countries and the immediate recov-
ery of the world economy as a whole are 
important.

Prime Minister Abe meets with UN Secretary-General Guterres at the G20 Osaka Summit, June 28, 2019 (file photos)
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Feature FROM JAPAN TO THE WORLD
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FROM JAPAN TO THE WORLD
Japanese popular culture and services ranging from manga, anime and video games to 
food, hospitality and street fashion have captured the imagination of people around 
the world. Meanwhile, efforts are being made to communicate the attraction and 
potential of “things Japanese” in a variety of ways through the Cool Japan Strategy, as 
discussed in our Interview with Tak Umezawa of the Cool Japan Strategy Promotion 
Council (p. 6). In this month’s issue, we take a look at some examples of “Cool Japan” 
content and its popularity, utility and adaptation overseas.
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Feature FROM JAPAN TO THE WORLD

Photo: Courtesy of A.T. Kearney

Japanese popular culture and services includ-
ing washoku (Japanese cuisine), manga, 
anime, video games and omotenashi (Japa-

nese hospitality) are highly acclaimed worldwide. 
The Japanese government has branded such cul-
tural elements collectively as “Cool Japan” and 
is working to communicate their attraction over-
seas through the Cool Japan Strategy. We spoke 
with Tak Umezawa, Japan Chairman and Partner 
of A.T. Kearney, who serves on the government’s 
Cool Japan Strategy Promotion Council and as an 
independent director for the Cool Japan Fund.

How did you become involved with the Cool 
Japan Strategy?

The global financial crisis in 2008 struck a heavy 
blow to the manufacturing sector, including the 
auto and electronics industries, which had served 
as the economy’s main driver for decades in 
Japan. Feeling a sense of crisis at the time based 
on my extensive experience of working as a man-
agement consultant supporting a variety of com-
panies in Japan, I wrote an article published in 
2009 arguing that Japan must develop the culture 
business as one of the pillars of new industries for 
the future. I thought that Japanese culture was 
not fully developed as an industry despite its high 
potential.

Later, my article attracted attention from one 
of the senior officials at the Ministry of Economy, 
Trade and Industry (METI) of the Japanese gov-
ernment, who asked me to help with the govern-
ment initiative. At the time, METI was formu-
lating the Industrial Structure Vision, which is 

revised every ten years, listing the culture indus-
try as one of the strategic growth areas. Since 
then, I became involved with the government’s 
Cool Japan Strategy.

What specific aspects of Japanese culture have 
gained popularity abroad over the past ten years?

Manga, anime and video games have been popu-
lar aspects of Japanese culture for years. Look-
ing back on the last ten years, it is noticeable 
that Japanese food has gained huge popularity. 
According to a survey conducted by the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of the Japa-
nese government, the number of Japanese restau-
rants operating abroad was approximately 21,000 
in 2006, which grew to approximately 156,000 in 
2019, 6.5 times higher than thirteen years before. 
Today, consumers can enjoy a variety of Japa-
nese food abroad, such as sushi, ramen, yakitori 
and gyudon [beef bowl]. Many of these Japanese 
restaurants operating abroad are run by non-Jap-
anese owners. This suggests that Japanese food is 
highly recognized as high-potential business con-
tent even among non-Japanese.

Are there any other aspects of Japanese culture 
that are growing in popularity? What initia-
tives are being taken by the Cool Japan Strategy 
to increase the popularity of Japanese culture 
abroad?

To name a few, well-coordinated, stylish street 
fashion, museums of contemporary art on the 
islands of Naoshima overlooking the Setouchi sea 

 Exporting the Attractions of  
“Cool Japan” 
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(Seto Inland Sea), and Tokyo’s city landscapes of 
high-rise buildings with narrow alleys running 
below, where you can still find traditional wooden 
houses. People from abroad have become inter-
ested in a wider range of Japanese culture than 
before.

These diversities symbolize Japan’s cultural 
characteristics and attraction. For centuries, 
Japan has fostered its diverse culture by mixing a 
variety of cultural elements from the Korean Pen-
insula and China in ancient times, Europe during 
the Meiji  period [1868–1912] and the United States 
after World War II.

Attractive Japanese culture cannot be created 
by Japanese alone. I want more non-Japanese 
people to join in the creation of Japanese culture. 
Accordingly, it will be necessary to create an envi-
ronment in which people from abroad can enjoy 
traveling, studying and working in Japan. As part 
of the Cool Japan Strategy, the Japanese govern-
ment is striving to ease working visa require-
ments. For example, effective in 2017, interna-
tional students studying anime, manga, video 
games and Japanese cuisine at schools in Japan 
can work in Japan after graduation in selected 
Special Economic Zones. I strongly encourage 
international students to take advantage of such 
opportunities.

What will be required to publicize the attractive 
nature of Japanese culture, going forward?

Given the persistent spread of COVID-19, it is 
important to publicize Japanese cultural content 
more extensively around the world using the 
Internet. I am encouraging selected live music 
venues and dance clubs to be hubs broadcasting 
live concerts online to the rest of the world.

While it is expected that the tourism industry 
will remain in a very challenging business envi-
ronment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I believe 
that authentic and local attractions will serve as 

the key concepts in developing and promoting 
tourism. As more people from abroad have a keen 
understanding of Japan, they will explore even 
more authentic opportunities in local communi-
ties or aspects of culture that cannot be experi-
enced without actually visiting. Although Japan is 
a small island country, it is blessed with a wealth 
of diverse regional culture. Now it is important for 
Japan to find its cultural content with authentic 
and local appeal for people from abroad and pub-
licize these elements more extensively online in 
anticipation of the new environment unfolding 
after the pandemic. 

Interview by SAWAJI OSAMU

 Exporting the Attractions of  
“Cool Japan” 

Tak Umezawa, Japan Chairman and Partner of A.T. Kearney and 
member of the Cool Japan Strategy Promotion Council
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Feature FROM JAPAN TO THE WORLD

A
n exercise-based game title released in 
October 2019 by Japanese video game 
company Nintendo has gained popularity 
in Japan and abroad. The game is Ring Fit 

Adventure, and its biggest feature is that the move-
ments of the player enjoying the game take the form 
of exercise.

“I bought it to deal with my lack of exercise. I’d 
been wanting it for a while, but it was hard to get 
hold of. I finally got my hands on a copy in May,” 
explains Tango Makoto, an office worker living in 

All photos: © 2019 Nintendo

Exercising for Fun 
with Video Games
An adventure-style home video game that lets play-
ers enjoy an adventure story where they save the 
world from evil while doing a full-body workout has 
gained widespread popularity in Japan and around 
the world. While people spend more time at home as 
a measure to prevent COVID-19 coronavirus infec-
tions, some are likely playing the game to remedy 
their lack of exercise.

UMEZAWA AKIRA

The Ring-Con and Leg Strap accessories for Ring Fit 
Adventure (left); players progress through the game 
using body movements (right)

A young man enjoys the latest 
hit exercise game from Japan
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Shibata City, Niigata Prefecture. Since getting the 
game, Tango has been enjoying it together with his 
wife and daughter, who is in the second grade of ele-
mentary school. “Children are at home on weekdays 
due to school closures, and there are fewer oppor-
tunities to go out on the weekends as well. This is 
something I can enjoy playing with my daughter, and 
it also deals with the lack of exercise. My daughter is 
especially good at the knee crunches exercise. She’s 
so fast that I can’t compete with her,” smiles Tango.

Players operate the game by holding a steer-
ing wheel-shaped device called a Ring-Con in both 
hands, and wrapping a Leg Strap around one of their 
legs. The player is synced with the character on the 
screen and jogs in a virtual space. When enemies 
appear on the screen, the player can defeat them by 
moving according to the on-screen instructions. For 
example, when being attacked by an enemy, a player 
might need to tense up their abdominal muscles and 
push against their stomach with the Ring-Con tilted 
horizontally. In this way, a player exercises the whole 
body by moving in different ways through the game.

The jogging and fitness boom has been continu-
ing in Japan since the 1970s. But even though people 
know how important exercise is for their health and 
take up some form of exercise, some find it hard to 
stick with it. This game does a great job winning over 
that crowd.

“There was something accessible about this game 
because it involves exercises you can do at home, 
and the adventure elements were also appealing. I 
actually enjoyed it,” says Tango. His wife agrees, say-
ing, “The fact that you can have fun while continu-
ing to exercise in a casual way is good. I still have fun 
playing with my daughter, but when everyone goes 
to bed, I also have a go at it by myself.”

Nintendo was founded in 1889 as a producer of 
traditional Japanese playing cards known as Hana-
fuda. In the years since, it has continued to provide 
entertainment that can be enjoyed by the whole fam-
ily. The Nintendo Entertainment System home video 
game console and exclusive game titles released in 
1983 became worldwide hits. The company released 
the Wii console that can be played with intuitive 

controls in 2006. In addition to ever-popular game 
franchises including Mario and Zelda, Nintendo has 
continued to work on games such as Wii Fit and Wii 
Fit U that let family members enjoy casual exercise 
on a daily basis. Nintendo’s latest title allowing peo-
ple to have fun while exercising regardless of gender 
or age is the culmination of development capabilities 
supported by that legacy.

The game has also had an unforeseen effect on 
Tango.

“Actually, since I started playing this game I’ve 
been worried about my weight as an indicator of 
health, and I’ve started to weigh myself daily,” he 
reveals.

As we approach an era in which people typically 
live to a hundred, staying healthy is something of 
interest to everyone. Regardless of age or gender, 
engaging in fitness activities while enjoying yourself 
may further heighten families’ interest in health. 

Early incarnation Nintendo video game console and Super Mario 
Bros. game screenshot 
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T
akanawa Gateway Station, a new station 
on the JR Yamanote Line, opened this year 
in March. The new automated ticket gates 
called “Easy-to-touch automatic ticket 

gates” mount the location of the IC card readers at a 
slanted angle on the side of the gates to make them 
easier to use by children and passengers in wheel-
chairs. The gates are also equipped with a system 
that reads QR codes as part of a demonstration test. 
The station also offers new services based on cutting-
edge technologies everywhere in the station such as 
AI-based guidance robots, security robots, cleaning 

robots and an unstaffed store enabling AI-based pay-
ment with approximately 600 types of products, and 
more.

Even though IC cards and automated ticket gates 
have become the norm now, they date back to auto-
mated ticket gates for magnetic tickets, implemented 
for the first time anywhere in the world by the Han-
kyu Railway at Kita-senri Station along the Hankyu 
Senri Line in 1967 during a period of high economic 
growth in Japan. As railway users increased, stations 
were crowded with so many commuters during the 
morning commute as station employees punched 
tickets with hole punchers. Tateishi Electronics Co. 
(currently OMRON Corporation) worked to solve this 
problem. They took six years to complete an auto-
mated ticket gate system. The technologies of this 
system initially spread slowly, but it rapidly spread 
after JR East introduced the system in 1991. This 
innovation was praised outside Japan, being rec-
ognized as an IEEE Milestone to honor significant 
achievements in the history of electrical, electronics 
and computer engineering in 2007 by the Institute of 
Electrical and Electronics Engineers. 

Yagyu Hayato, Senior General Manager for the 

Gateway to  
  a New Era

The automated ticket gate system was developed 
in 1967 to alleviate the congestion at train sta-
tions in Japan. The system has undergone a series 
of improvements in the years since, and in 2020 
the latest iteration of the automated ticket gates 
appeared at a newly opened train station in Tokyo. 
The new station also operates as a model for the use 
of other cutting-edge technologies including AI-
based guidance robots and security robots.

SANO KENTARO

New automated ticket gates 
introduced at the new station. 

(The gates don’t look much 
different from the outside, but 

the slanted IC card readers offer 
much improved convenience for 

children and wheelchair users.)
Photo: Courtesy of JR East
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Development Center Social Solutions Business Head-
quarters of Omron Social Solutions Co., Ltd., which 
is in charge of automated gates in the Omron Group 
says, “I believe what underpinned the develop-
ment was the hands-on approach of gaining a thor-
ough understand of the situation in the field based 
on a strong desire to solve the morning and evening 
commuter rush, which had become a pressing social 
issue at the time.”

Yagyu explains, “Team members visited the sta-
tion often, exhaustively studying the flow of pas-
sengers, their walking speed and the size of their 
luggage. This was before the dissemination of com-
puters, so it was a time and labor intensive hands-on 
approach. Learning what was needed on-site and 
taking that insight back to the company to develop 
solutions through repeated prototyping and demon-
stration led to success.”

Later, the paper magnetic tickets developed into 
magnetic cards and IC cards. 

It was FeliCa, a contactless IC card technology that 
could send data at high speeds developed by Sony, 
that led to the development of IC cards. IC cards rap-
idly spread across Japan when JR East adopted the 

FeliCa technology in 2001 for Suica, its IC card ticket. 
This technology then came to be used inside the sta-
tion and around town, expanding to many uses, from 
a variety of passes to flight boarding passes, house-
hold appliances, and as electronic money.

Takanawa Gateway Station is looking for ways to 
further utilize these technologies.

If the utilization of the QR Codes currently under-
going demonstration testing advances to practi-
cal adoption in the future, it is expected to greatly 
improve the convenience for users, including visi-
tors to Japan.

Fukasawa Yuji, president of JR East, emphasized 
the high point of the station by saying that he would 
hope passengers would be able to experience tech-
nology that allows them to imagine the future of 
train stations at Takanawa Gateway Station at a press 
conference held in December 2019. 

Takanawa Gateway Station is five stations away 
from Tokyo Station and only one station away from 
Shinagawa Station. There, passengers will catch 
sight of a new style of station for the coming age, 
offering various new technologies all in an expansive 
space designed by the architect, Kuma Kengo. 

Services based on cutting-edge technologies provided by Takanawa Gateway Station. (From left) AI-based guidance robots, a cleaning robot and an 
unstaffed store supporting AI-based payments (TOUCH TO GO).
Photos: Courtesy of JR East

The world’s first automated ticket gate system developed by Tateishi 
Electronics Co. (currently OMRON Corporation) was introduced in the 
Hankyu Railway at Kita-senri Station along the Hankyu Senri Line in 1967.
Photo: Courtesy of OMRON SOCIAL SOLUTIONS CO., LTD.

Takanawa Gateway Station has redesigned the conventional station 
concept.
Photo: Courtesy of JR East
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“C
haracter bento,” known as kyara-
ben for short, are boxed lunches 
containing food that has been 
arranged and decorated to resem-

ble anime or game characters, mascots, teddy 
bears and other such cute things. Children will 
often eat food they don’t normally like if it has 
been presented in a fun, artistic way.

Maruo Tomomi is a food designer who shares 
All photos: Courtesy of Maruo Tomomi

Typically cute and nutritious kyaraben

Kyaraben  

Kyaraben, or “character bento,” are boxed 
lunches that have been decorated to resemble 
popular fictional characters and other creatures 
or things. Packing a cute lunch for a child is said to 
strengthen family bonds and prevent picky eating.

KATO KYOKO

Bringing Smiles to  
Children’s Faces
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her expertise in making kyaraben through food 
events and books. Known as the “Kyarabenist,” 
Maruo believes that “kyaraben are tools to commu-
nicate with children.”

“Creating a boxed lunch based on what children 
like and are interested in sends a message that says, ‘I 
care about you.’ For example, I recommend making a 
kyaraben based on a character or an impressive scene 
from a movie you watched together with your child.”

Maruo gave her eldest son a boxed lunch four 
days a week when he began going to kindergarten in 
2004, and this was when she began making kyara-
ben. At that time, kyaraben were not common, but 
wanting her four-year-old son to be able to enjoy 
his meal time even at kindergarten, she went about 
making them through trial and error.

“I looked forward to my child happily coming 
back home with his empty lunch box,” she says.

Soon, as she became able to create kyaraben just 
how she imagined them, she began to get requests 
from mothers of her son’s friends who had seen 
her beautiful creations, asking her to teach them 
how to make kyaraben. So she started “the Obento-
4Kids kyaraben workshop,” holding classes irregu-
larly whenever she received requests through her 
blog. Nowadays, she receives many requests to hold 
kyaraben-making events from corporations and local 
governments who have seen her blog.

Three-dimensional kyaraben are very popular 

lately, designed so that the character seems to jump 
out from the lunch box as the lid is opened. For exam-
ple, animal ears, paws, noses, and other three-dimen-
sional parts are expressed by using fried pasta and 
then fixed in place by sticking it in other ingredients. 
When it’s time to eat, the fried pasta will have become 
soft, taking in some of the moisture from the other 
ingredients, so there’s no worry of injuring the inside 
of the mouth as it mixes with the other ingredients.

Dried seaweed, cheese, ham and other ingredi-
ents are used for the patterns, and the design is stuck 
together and fixed with mayonnaise. It’s important 
to pack the food in so it is low enough that the ingre-
dients don’t touch the lid and thus ruin the design. 

Maruo states that, of course, in addition to the 
appearance, the most important thing is taste.

“I choose ingredients that taste good together, 
such as kombu seaweed and cheese with white rice.”

She is also careful to finish a kyaraben quickly 
while the ingredients are still fresh, keeping hygiene 
in mind. It’s important, she says, to be simple with 
the design and not worry so much about details, 
with preparations taking less than an hour at most.

Lately, interest in Japan’s kyaraben is increasing, 
with kyaraben workshops even included in tours 
of Japan for visitors from abroad. Both online and 
through other ways, Maruo hopes to support people 
who want to learn how to make kyaraben for their 
children and for personal enjoyment, too. 

Maruo Tomomi leads a kyaraben workshop for children
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T
he Japanese martial art of karatedo (the 
“way of karate”) was born in the Ryukyu 
Kingdom (present-day Okinawa Prefec-
ture) which existed for around 450 years 

from the fifteenth century. It is said that karate was 
formed as a fusion between the Ryukyu martial art of 
te (meaning hands; ti in Okinawan), which is a weap-
onless defensive technique that used arms and legs 
to strike, kick and throw the opponent, and martial 

All photos: Courtesy of JKFan

Karate started in the Ryukyu Kingdom (Okinawa) as 
a defensive fighting technique, but from the 1920s, 
it spread across the whole of Japan and later the 
world as a martial art that places emphasis on the 
building of character. In 2021, karate will appear 
for the first time as an official sport at the Summer 
Olympics in Tokyo.

SAWAJI OSAMU

Karate — 
Strengthening  
Mind and Body
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arts introduced from China, with which the Ryukyu 
Kingdom had much active contact.

During the 1920s and 1930s, karate experts from 
Okinawa traveled to Tokyo and Osaka and popu-
larized the art. Initially, the practice of karate was 
mainly based on kata (form)—sequences of tech-
niques anticipating the movement of the opponent 
and representing strikes, kicks and blocks. But as 
karate spread, kumite (sparring) was devised as a 
practical person-to-person training, in which practi-
tioners employ techniques against each other.

Karate was also influenced by the philosophy of 
judo, a martial art started by Kano Jigoro (1860–1938) 
in 1882 that enriches human character through the 
training of body and soul, before going on to develop 
as a martial art that places emphasis on character 
building. Funakoshi Gichin (1868–1957) studied 
karate in Okinawa, then did much to help spread 
karate across Japan from his base in Tokyo. He 
famously said, “Karate begins with politeness and 
finishes with politeness,” emphasizing the central 
importance in karate of showing respect.

After WWII, various schools of karate were estab-
lished with differing kata, techniques and kumite 
rules. A large number of dojo (karate schools) were 
opened in Japan and overseas under these different 
lineages, and karate became familiar to people of all 
ages, from children to the elderly.

“It’s not easy to get better at the kumite and kata. 
That’s why I am drawn by karate’s depth,” says 
Shindo Mai, who attends a karate dojo in Tokyo with 
her sons aged 8 and 12. “Everyone is relaxed before 
and after the practice, but during the practice itself 
they focus intently on karate. That atmosphere in 
the dojo is another thing I like.”

Shindo started learning karate with her two sons 
four years ago while living in the Philippines for 
work. The teacher was from the Philippines and 
most of the dojo students were local people. At first, 
her goal was to start getting some exercise, but she 
was impressed by the impressive character of her 
teacher and soon became fascinated by karate. On 
her return to Japan, she quickly decided to continue 

her practice at a dojo near her home. Shindo says 
that her children are particularly enthusiastic about 
kumite and, although they are annoyed when they 
lose in a kumite bout, they never say they will quit.

“The young people in the dojo who have been 
practicing karate for many years are polite, sincere 
and full of confidence,” says Shindo. “Karate places 
value on the building of character rather than on 
winning or losing bouts and I feel children get a great 
deal from it.”

Japan’s main karate styles are affiliated to the 
Japan Karatedo Federation (JKF), which belongs to 
the World Karate Federation (WKF), an organization 
that currently has members from 200 countries and 
regions. The WKF has 60 million karate athletes and 
in total there are said to be over 130 million karate 
practitioners. 

With karate’s internationalization, the level of 
competition in various countries has risen. At the 
24th World Seniors Karate Championships, held in 
Spain in 2018, there were sixteen kata and kumite 
contests divided into gender- and weight-based cat-
egories. The winners came from Japan, Azerbaijan, 
Croatia, Germany, Iran, Italy, Poland, Serbia and 
Spain.

Karate has also, for the first time, been accepted as 
an official Olympic sport, and both kumite and kata 
will feature at the Tokyo Olympics next summer.

In kumite, the opposing athletes compete for 
points awarded when delivering scoring kicks or 
strikes using controlled technique on their oppo-
nent’s head or body. In kata, the athletes perform 
alone, winning points for the accuracy, strength, 
speed and rhythm of their techniques.

“The force and beautiful flow of top athletes’ kata 
is incredible,” says Shindo. “It’s amazing that human 
beings can move with such precision. When athletes 
from around the world gather for next year’s Olym-
pics, I want to get a really good look at those top-
level techniques.”

Born in the Ryukyu Kingdom, the “Way of Karate” 
continues to build character in Japan and around the 
world. 

1 The Japan men’s team’s gold medal winning performance in the kata (form) team event at the World Seniors in Spain, 2018
2 Araga Ryutaro (right), men’s kumite event winner (-84 kg class) at an international championship in Tokyo, 2019
3 Shimizu Kiyou, women’s kata event winner at the 2019 Japan Cup Karatedo in Tokyo
4 Uekusa Ayumi (right) on her way to the silver medal in the female kumite (sparring) +68 kg class event at the World Seniors in Spain, 2018
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G
odzilla, a Japanese monster movie 
franchise, is among the world’s most 
famous monster movie series, rivaling 
the American-made King Kong movies 

for primacy. The first Godzilla movie was released in 
1954, since when more than thirty films in the series 
have been produced, together attracting more than 

100 million viewers globally. Attesting to the Godzilla 
franchise’s international appeal, Hollywood has pro-
duced four movies, including the latest, which will 
be released next year.

Godzilla (1954) referenced a real event when a 
Pacific Ocean bomb test irradiated a Japanese fishing 
vessel. This incident led to the concept of a hydrogen 
bomb test driving the monster out of its habitat deep 
in its sea and eventually stomping across Tokyo. The 
movie attracted an audience of over 9.61 million.

All photos: Courtesy of TOHO CO., LTD.

The Enduring 
Appeal of 
Godzilla

The giant monster “Godzilla,” 
capable of destroying cities with 
overwhelming power yet also a 
heroic character demonstrating 
love and kindness, continues to 
command affection from movie 
fans around the world.

UMEZAWA AKIRA
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Ota Keiji, the Chief Godzilla Officer (CGO) at Toho 
Co., Ltd., says the continuing popularity of Godzilla 
over more than half a century owes to producers cre-
ating movies and other works that are in line with 
the times while maintaining the Godzilla brand or 
identity.

"Within Toho, there is what we call the Godzilla 
Brand Promise; “Godzilla stirs your soul with its 
overwhelming life force.” We also have brand prin-
ciples embodied in the brand promise that can be 
translated into practical guidelines such as “sto-
rytelling” and “royal.” Yes, every piece of Godzilla 
content we develop needs to tell a story, from the-
atrical entertainment to consumer products, and 
every Godzilla we describe needs to be about being 
royal and proud. The Godzilla Brand Promise is 
Toho’s commitment to providing our brand com-
mitment throughout every aspect of our content 
business while also reflecting the nature of the 
times.”

King Kong vs. Godzilla, released in 1962, was a 
work with excellent entertainment value, directly 
responding to viewers’ interest in the question of 
which of the two mega monsters was stronger. And 
in Mothra vs. Godzilla, released in 1964, the histori-
cal background was incorporated into the movie’s 

theme, focusing on the negative aspects of an exces-
sive boom in tourism development.

Ota says, “The movies stick to being entertaining 
as monster movies while also changing themes and 
styles together with the times. I think this is why 
Godzilla has been loved across many generations.”

The Godzilla franchise soon expanded to other 
media including television around the globe. In the 
United States, young people who grew up watching 
Godzilla have since become Godzilla directors them-
selves. Ota cites directors like Michael Dougherty of 
Godzilla: King of the Monsters (2019) as an example 
of creators who have been lifelong Godzilla fans and 
taken the opportunity to bring the legendary mon-
ster to life.

These directors have taken the familiar appeal of 
Godzilla and created new images of the monster in 
their works. In doing so, Hollywood-made Godzilla 
has also come to be loved by people around the 
world. Just as people outside of Japan have created 
new appeal with sushi, Godzilla left his home in 
Japan, won affection in his adopted countries, and 
continues to evolve.

GODZILLA VS. KONG, set to be released in 2021, 
will showcase another new Godzilla, and is sure to 
entertain us all. 

A Scene from Godzilla (1954) 

Poster for Godzilla (1954) Poster for Godzilla: King of the Monsters (2019) Poster for Shin Godzilla (2016)
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C
olorful packages of ready-to-eat food 
line the shelves of Japanese supermar-
kets and convenience stores. The varieties 
continue to increase year after year, with 

more than 100 companies now selling over 500 vari-
eties of retort-pouch packaged foods.

Retort-pouch foods are foods that have been 

sealed in pouches or other containers made from 
plastic film, metal or multiple layers of these materi-
als, and then have been sterilized at a high tempera-
ture and pressure in a pot called a retort. Whether 
it be by submersing the pouch in boiling water for 
three minutes or placing the contents in the micro-
wave for two minutes, these foods can be heated up 
easily and in no time. Consequently, steamed white 
rice, curry, stew, hamburger steaks, and other pack-
aged foods are familiar in everyday life in Japan.

A vacuum-sealed package of sausage to be used 
as a field ration by the US Army was introduced in a 
professional packaging journal in the United States 
in 1964. Taking a hint from that, Otsuka Foods Co., 
Ltd. developed “Bon Curry,” the world’s first com-
mercially available curry in a pouch in 1968. Accord-
ing to Kamiya Hitomi of the product division at 

All photos: Courtesy of Otsuka Foods Co., Ltd.

Ready-to-Eat Food 
for All Occasions

What we now call “retort pouches for food” were 
first investigated by American researchers for use 
as US military field rations in the 1960s. However, it 
was a Japanese company that developed the tech-
nologies which led the way to the popularization of 
ready-to-eat foods in retort pouches and their entry 
into markets around the world.

KATO KYOKO

Retort pouch food from  
1968 heated by submersing  
the pouch in hot water (top);  
Retort pouch curry with rice (right)
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Otsuka Foods, development of the product utilized 
technology belonging to the Otsuka Group, which 
was founded as a pharmaceutical company.

“Curry was a very popular national dish in Japan 
even at that time. Product developers thought it 
would be convenient to be able to buy a single por-
tion of curry that could be eaten just by heating it 
up with hot water. They began a process of trial and 
error to create the conditions in which food could be 
stored long-term at room temperature, retaining its 
form and deliciousness without the use of preserva-
tives. To achieve this, they created an original retort 
that would sterilize food using heat and pressure by 
utilizing technology for sterilization of IV drips.”

Initially the researchers found that their method 
caused potatoes and other ingredients in the curry to 
lose their shape and the spices to lose their aroma, 
but they continued to refine their cutting techniques 
and adjusted degrees of pressure and heat, and 
finally came up with a successful recipe.

In the year after sales began, the three-layer con-
struction of polyethylene, aluminum and polyester 
was developed for the pouch, giving the curry a two-
year shelf life at room temperature. However, the 
product was met with skepticism at first, with many 
doubting that a tasty curry could be prepared in “just 
three minutes” and others wondering if the pouches 
in fact contained heaps of preservatives. Neverthe-
less, the curry’s reputation grew over time, reaching 

100 million units in total annual sales domestically 
in 1973.

Later, many companies entered the market for 
ready-to-eat foods, and other popular dishes besides 
curry such as hashed beef and pasta sauces became 
widely available in retort pouches.

First-class hotels and well-known restaurants also 
began to sell their specialty dishes as high-quality 
ready-to-eat food in pouches. These high-end brand 
packaged curries, soups, stews and other foods are 
never cheap, but they are nevertheless popular, 
including as seasonal gifts.

Lately, such foods have come to be sold online due 
to their excellent shelf life, enabling consumers to 
enjoy specialty foods from around Japan, even while 
travel has been discouraged to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19. 

Packaged foods are an essential household pres-
ence as a source of emergency food, too. And stock-
piled ready-to-eat food in pouches is a staple provi-
sion for victims at evacuation shelters when major 
disasters strike.

“Ready-to-eat foods in pouches, which do not 
contain preservatives and can be stored long-term 
at room temperature, make for excellent emergency 
foods during disasters,” says Kamiya. “They contain 
meat, vegetables and other nutritious ingredients, 
and they can even be eaten cold if no heat source is 
available.”

Ready-to-eat foods in pouches have become an 
integral part of the eating habits of Japanese people, 
both in normal times and in times of emergencies. The retort pots first used to sterilize food products

A creative way of using retort pouch curry
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T
he UN World Conference 
on Disaster Risk Reduc-
tion has been held in 
Japan three times, dis-

cussing international strategies for 
disaster risk reduction. The third 
Conference in 2015 was held in 
the city of Sendai, Miyagi Prefec-
ture, an area affected by the Great 
East Japan Earthquake of 2011, 
and at this Conference, the Sen-
dai Framework for Disaster Risk 
Reduction 2015–2030 was adopted. 
During the Conference, four pri-
orities for action were estab-
lished: (1) Understanding disaster 
risk, (2) Strengthening disaster 

risk governance to manage disas-
ter risk, (3) Investing in disaster 
risk reduction for resilience, and 
(4) Enhancing disaster prepared-
ness for effective response and to 
“Build Back Better” in recovery, 
rehabilitation and reconstruction.

Build Back Better is the concept 
of rebuilding an affected area to a 
state that is stronger against disas-
ters than it was before the disaster, 
rather than just restoring the area 
to its pre-disaster state. In Japan, 
based on lessons learned from the 
many natural disasters that occur 
here, various measures have been 
implemented. These measures, 

which include the establishment 
of laws related to disaster risk 
reduction and improvements of 
the infrastructure of disaster risk 
reduction, have supported the 
preservation of a safe society and 
stable economic growth.

Utilizing these experiences, 
Japan is currently putting effort 
into international cooperation for 
disaster risk reduction.

“In developing countries, some-
times a town in disaster-affected 
areas is rebuilt as it was before 
the disaster. In these cases, the 
areas are often damaged in similar 
ways as before when another natu-
ral disaster occurs,” says Matsu-
moto Hideaki, from the Global 
Environment Department at the 
Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA), an incorporated 
administrative agency under the 
jurisdiction of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of Japan. “To prevent 
damages from natural disasters 
from reoccurring, it is necessary 
to promote the strengthening 

All photos: Courtesy of JICA

An elementary school rebuilt with high 
floors using a grant from the Programme 
for Rehabilitation and Recovery from 
Typhoon Yolanda

Building the World 
Back Better
Japan has advanced its strong nation-building efforts against disasters 
by utilizing the lessons learned from earthquakes, typhoons and other 
natural disasters. Currently, Japan is working to contribute to the world 
by sending out the knowledge and experience gained from its nation-
building under the concept “Build Back Better.”

SAWAJI OSAMU
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against natural disasters for the 
entire country through the estab-
lishment of infrastructure and 
legal systems that are based on 
the lessons learned from natural 
disasters.”

JICA is carrying out various 
projects in developing countries, 
aiming to Build Back Better.

Below are some support proj-
ects that were carried out in two 
different countries.

Republic of the 
Philippines

The Project on Rehabilitation and 
Recovery from Typhoon Yolanda 
began in February 2014 in areas 
affected by Typhoon Yolanda, 
which caused great damage to the 
Philippines in November 2013. 
Through this Technical Coop-
eration project, JICA experts sup-
ported the creation of hazard maps 
for storm surges and flooding, and 
held workshops discussing local 
evacuation plans in which local 
government employees and resi-
dents studied the hazard maps. 
Subsequently, the Philippine 
government built a tide embank-
ment using their own budget. 
Additionally, JICA provided grant 
aid through the Programme for 
Rehabilitation and Recovery 
from Typhoon Yolanda for the 

rebuilding of elementary schools 
and hospitals, as well as for the 
procurement of necessary materi-
als and equipment for the resto-
ration of electricity, airports and 
meteorological radars. Elementary 
schools were rebuilt with high 
floors to reduce damage from water 
flow in powerful storm surges, and 
at the same time, wide corridors 
were equipped so that the schools 
could also be used as evacuation 
shelters during disasters.

Federal Democratic 
Republic of Nepal

In Nepal, support was offered for 
the rebuilding of housing that was 
destroyed through earthquakes 
in regions of the country affected 
by the large earthquake that 
occurred in April of 2015. Approxi-
mately half a million houses were 
destroyed in this earthquake, and 
many residents lost their lives. 
Most of the destroyed houses had 
been made through a traditional 
technique of filling in the gaps 
between piled up stones or bricks 
with mud. Through the Project 
on Rehabilitation and Recovery 
from Nepal Earthquake, which 
began as soon as July of the same 
year, JICA offered support in 
drafting the Minimum Require-
ments for rebuilt housing and 

held training related to rebuilding 
houses for construction opera-
tives and residents. Additionally, 
through the Housing Emergency 
Recovery Project, JICA provided 
funds through an ODA Loan to 
the Nepalese government’s Hous-
ing Reconstruction Program sup-
porting owners of earthquake-
damaged homes for rebuilding 
housing that met the Minimum 
Requirements of earthquake resis-
tance. When it came to rebuild-
ing, local construction operatives 
who had undergone JICA training 
visited towns, offering advice to 
residents. As of April of 2020, a 
completion rate of roughly 87% 
for earthquake- resistant housing 
has been achieved for the roughly 
83,000 households eligible for 
assistance in the two districts in 
which JICA offers support.

“Through a variety of sup-
port, I feel that an awareness of 
the importance of investments 
in disaster risk reduction before 
disasters occur is steadily spread-
ing among concerned parties in 
various countries,” says Matsu-
moto. “We will further our efforts 
providing support that protects 
life and property.”

Build Back Better will lead to a 
safer world, where tragedy from 
disaster is much less likely to 
reoccur. 

An earthquake-resistant house built with JICA support in Nepal Nepalese construction operatives undergo practical training from JICA in 
earthquake-resistant housing
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I
n Japan, no person other than 
an attorney at law, etc. may, for 
the purpose of obtaining com-
pensation, engage in the busi-

ness of handling of legal services in 
principle.  However, the Act on Spe-
cial Measures concerning the Han-
dling of Legal Services by Foreign 
Lawyers went into effect in 1987, 
establishing the registered foreign 
lawyer system, enabling foreign 
lawyers to handle legal services that 
related to their country of primary 
qualification in Japan as registered 
foreign lawyers, so long as they 
meet certain requirements.

The main services of registered 
foreign lawyers include represent-
ing clients in international transac-
tions that shall be governed by for-
eign law with foreign companies, 
drafting contracts for international 
transactions, and giving advice on 
things like local laws to companies 
expanding into overseas markets. 
They also provide procedural rep-
resentation in international arbi-
tration cases, where civil disputes 
over international transactions are 

decided by a third party (arbitrator) 
appointed by concerned parties.

The foreign lawyers must receive 
approval from the Minister of Jus-
tice and register in the Japan Fed-
eration of Bar Associations’ roll of 
registered foreign lawyers to work 
as registered foreign lawyers. There 
were 421 people registered as reg-
istered foreign lawyers as of April 
2019 and the breakdown by home 
jurisdiction was as follows: 221 
from the United States, 72 from the 
United Kingdom and 44 from China.

Since the Act on Special Mea-
sures concerning the Handling of 
Legal Services by Foreign Lawyers 
was established, it has repeatedly 
been revised, including the easing 
of relevant requirements of experi-
ence of having performed profes-
sionally to become a registered for-
eign lawyer. The need for further 
revisions has increased, including 
the expanding demand for foreign 
law services, following an increase 
in international business transac-
tions in recent years. Additionally, 
the number of international arbi-

tration cases is increasing globally, 
and international arbitration cases 
that don’t rely on trials have started 
to become the global standard as a 
step in resolving international dis-
putes between corporations. Pro-
motion measures are being carried 
out with the goal of creating hubs 
for international dispute resolu-
tions, particularly in Singapore, 
Malaysia, South Korea and other 
Asian countries. For this reason, in 
October 2019 the Japanese govern-
ment submitted a bill to the Diet for 
a revised law aiming to expand the 
scope of international arbitration 
cases in which registered foreign 
lawyers are permitted to provide 
procedural representation, based 
on discussions with legal circles, the 
business world and academia. The 
bill was passed in May 2020.

The revised law has the following 
three main features:
(1)  Expands the scope of represen-

tation in international arbitra-
tion; establishes provisions on 
representation in international 
mediation by registered foreign 
lawyers and foreign lawyers
Prior to the revision, inter-

national arbitration cases were 
defined as civil disputes with a 
place of arbitration within Japan, 
and as “those in which all or some 
of the parties are persons who have 
an address or a principal office or 

Promoting the Activities of 
Registered Foreign Lawyers

The Act on Special Measures concerning the Handling of Legal 
Services by Foreign Lawyers has been revised, including expand-
ing the scope of arbitration cases in which registered foreign law-
yers and foreign lawyers are permitted to provide procedural 
representation.

SAWAJI OSAMU

Series POLICY RELATED NEWS
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head office in a foreign jurisdiction.” 
But with this definition, there were 
problems where registered foreign 
lawyers could not intervene in mat-
ters where a Japanese subsidiary of 
a foreign corporation was a party in 
a dispute, or in matters where some 
of the procedures for hearings were 
conducted in Japan when the par-
ties in dispute agreed that the place 
of arbitration was in a foreign coun-
try. For these reasons, the scope was 
expanded for international arbitra-
tion cases where registered foreign 
lawyers could provide procedural 
representation. By abolishing the 
requirement to have the place of 
arbitration within Japan, it allows 
even matters where the place of 
arbitration is in a foreign country 
to be treated as international arbi-
tration cases. Additionally, like a 
Japanese subsidiary of a foreign 
corporation, it will be treated as an 
international arbitration case even 
if all parties involved have a head 
office or other such offices within 
Japan, if there is a specific connec-
tion to a foreign country as regards 

something such as a party to the 
case or the governing law.

　In addition to this, the revision 
establishes a provision for interna-
tional mediation cases, allowing 
registered foreign lawyers and for-
eign lawyers to provide representa-
tion, even though the target of con-
tractual disputes, trade disputes, 
and other commercial disputes 
between businesses is limited.

(2)  Easing of the relevant require-
ments of experience of having 
performed professional duties
Before the revision the law 

required three years or more of 
experience of having performed 
professional duties in order to obtain 
registered foreign lawyer qualifica-
tions, and allowed for a maximum 
of a one-year period of provision of 
services to the employer, attorney 
at law, etc. based on knowledge of 
the law of a person’s jurisdiction 
of qualification within Japan to 
be counted as part of the required 
three years. However, as there were 
foreign lawyers who had to leave 

Japan to acquire the two years of 
work experience in the country of 
primary qualification, and consider-
ing the opinion that it was desirable 
for registered foreign lawyers to 
acquire more experience providing 
work in Japan as it would improve 
legal services, the maximum period 
of provision of services in Japan that 
can be included in the calculation 
was increased to two years.

(3)  Establishing a joint corporation 
system
The Attorney Act was revised in 

2001 in Japan, allowing attorneys at 
law to become members and allow-
ing multiple offices offering legal 
services to establish a legal profes-
sional corporation. With revisions 
to the Act on Special Measures 
concerning the Handling of Legal 
Services by Foreign Lawyers in 
2014, it became possible for a reg-
istered foreign lawyer corporation 
to be established consisting only 
of registered foreign lawyers, and 
through this revision, it became 
possible for an attorney at law/reg-
istered foreign lawyer joint corpo-
ration to be established consisting 
of attorneys at law and registered 
foreign lawyers. If the number of 
joint corporations offering one-stop 
legal services for Japanese and for-
eign law all over Japan increases, it 
is expected that it will result in an 
increase in user convenience and a 
promotion of expansion overseas 
for small and medium-sized Japa-
nese corporations.  

(1) and  (2) will come into 
effect on August 2020, and (3) 
will come into effect on the date 
specified by Cabinet Order until 
November 2022. 
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T
he Internet of things (IoT), 
in which various elec-
tronic devices embed-
ded in social infrastruc-

ture, industrial systems and the 
natural environment connect over 
networks without human inter-
action, is making our lives more 
convenient and safe. In Japan, for 
example, wireless sensors have 
been widely installed in moun-
tainous and hilly areas so that 
potential landslides from typhoons 

and heavy rain can be monitored 
remotely on a screen rather than 
in situ. Bio-logging, in which wild 
animals are tagged with sensors 
for tracking and conservation pur-
poses, is another example of IoT 
use in the natural environment.

However, as this age of a trillion 
sensors has arrived, concerns over 
their impact on the natural envi-
ronment have arisen since the bat-
teries found in small sensors and 
other materials that make up the 
circuitry have a limited lifespan 
or utility and it is not possible to 
retrieve or recycle them all.

To address this problem, Nip-
pon Telegraph and Telephone Cor-
poration (NTT) has developed a 
battery that has no impact on soil 
or living organisms when aban-
doned in nature.

NTT announced the develop-
ment of the RETURN-TO-THE-
EARTH BATTERY in February 
of 2018 and has been working to 
improve its performance ever since. 
The environment-friendly RTTE 
battery is capable of generating cell 
voltage of 1.1 V at a measured cur-
rent of 1.9 mA/cm2, sufficient when 
placed in series to enable signal 
transmission from a temperature 
sensor module. Further, tests based 
on the Fertilizer Certification Act 

A Japanese telecommunications company has developed an all-
purpose battery for environmental monitoring devices which has 
no impact on living organisms when abandoned in nature.

SASAKI TAKASHI

Series SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY

After 
Use

No effect on the environment, 
even if left uncollected

Widely scattered sensors

THE BATTERY THAT 
RETURNS TO EARTH

 Sample of the 
RETURN-TO-
THE- EARTH 
BATTERY 
(length  
c. 25 mm)
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have been performed, confirming 
that unlike conventional batteries, 
the RTTE battery does not adversely 
affect the growth of plants.

Researcher Nohara Masaya at the 
NTT Device Technology Laboratories 
says, “It is estimated that an increas-
ingly large amount of sensors will be 
scattered around the natural world 
in the future as we aim for the real-
ization of the IoT society. However, 
we cannot collect and reuse all of 
those sensors. For example, it is not 
possible to collect all of the sensors 
that were attached to migratory 
birds in the search for the path of 
infection of the avian influenza. The 
purpose of developing the [RTTE] 
battery was to keep these batteries, 
which could not be collected, from 
negatively impacting the natural 
environment.”

Conventional dry-cell batter-
ies are typically composed of zinc 

alloy anodes, manganese dioxide 
cathodes, and a strongly alkaline 
electrolyte. NTT Device Technol-
ogy Laboratories replaced these 
components with fertilizer ingre-
dients for the anodes and electro-
lyte, and plant-based carbon for 
the cathodes.

According to Nohara, the big-
gest struggle in development was 
with the materials for the cath-
odes. With conventional technol-
ogy, fluorine-based resin and other 
binding agents are used to solidify 
powdered carbon, but these bind-
ing agents are not found in soil and 
they can release toxic gas upon 
combustion. Because of this, a 
special pretreatment was applied 
to biological materials, solving 
the problem through developing 
electrodes that don’t use binding 
agents and leading to success in 
the development of a small, envi-

ronment-friendly battery.
“In my department, we origi-

nally developed highly func-
tional rechargeable batteries for 
cell phones,” Nohara explains. 
“We took many technologies and 
our knowledge from that work 
and applied it to environment-
friendly batteries.”

NTT has worked on the devel-
opment of semiconductors and 
circuitry for communications over 
many years, and has carried out 
research on other sensors and 
devices that can return to the earth 
besides the RTTE battery. There are 
high expectations for the realiza-
tion of an IoT society that is also 
concerned with reducing its impact 
on the natural environment, in par-
ticular given the expected rapid 
increase in use of widely scattered 
sensors for natural disaster mitiga-
tion measures.  

Photos and Figures: Courtesy of NTT Device Technology Laboratories
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Oya Koc, founder of 
Oyraa Inc.  
Courtesy of John Amari
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O
ya Koc, a Turkish-
born resident of 
Tokyo, continues her 
global activities lead-

ing Oyraa Inc., a company she her-
self established.

Oyraa Inc. provides an app 
through which clients can request 
remote interpretation wherever 
they are in the world, 24 hours 
a day. Users select the most 
appropriate interpreter from the 
company’s list in terms of lan-
guage, area of expertise or other 
requirements, and directly make a 
request online.

“Conventionally, in order 
to request interpretation, you 
needed to designate a date and 
time and make a reservation with 
the office to which the interpreter 
belonged,” Oya explains. “But in 
day-to-day life, there are many 
times when you need interpre-
tation immediately for a short 
period of time. I wanted to solve 
this problem.”

There are few examples of this 
kind of interpretation platform 
anywhere in the world.

Oya first came to Japan as a uni-
versity student, having applied 
for an internship at a Japanese 
semiconductor manufacturer to 
use the electronics and telecom-
munications engineering that she 
had studied.

“I was supposed to get on a 
plane to Japan, but I wondered if I 
had made a mistake and had trav-
eled to heaven instead. That’s how 
much each day of the internship 

felt like a dream. Japanese people 
are all kind, warm and really nice. 
It was also great that I headed not 
to the city in Tokyo but to nature-
rich Shiga Prefecture.”

Oya later served a second cor-
porate internship in Japan and 
returned to Japan once again for 
graduate studies at the Univer-
sity of Tokyo. After graduating, 
she began working at a consult-
ing company and decided to per-
manently relocate to Japan. As 
she had become fluent in Japa-
nese, she began to receive many 
phone calls asking for help from 
non-Japanese friends who were 
struggling with nuanced com-
munication such as when signing 
contracts at apartments or when 
at the hospital. 

“For the most part, when 
they gave me the phone to inter-
pret, we reached a solution in a 
short amount of time. For simple 
daily conversations, AI-based 
interpreting apps will do, but to 
understand and relay each side’s 
thoughts, I realized it was impor-
tant to have someone in the 
middle.”

Oya left her job, started Oyraa 
with a friend, and began devel-
opment of an app. She was able 
to generate support and steadily 
grew her service. Currently, there 
are over 900 registered interpret-
ers on the Oyraa platform, sup-
porting 153 languages. There are 
many interpreters with expert 
knowledge handling IT, financial, 
construction, and a wide range 

of other fields, and the number 
of users, from corporations to 
city halls and other public orga-
nizations, is increasing. More 
than 9,000 interpretation assign-
ments have been completed to 
date, and the company has come 
to receive words of gratitude not 
only from users but from its reg-
istered interpreters, as well.

Respecting the flexible working 
style of its professional interpret-
ers, Oyraa allows those joining the 
platform to set their own working 
hours, location, pricing and other 
details.

Oya says, “My stage for action 
is global, but there is a reason 
why I set up my base in Japan. It’s 
because Japan is a special country 
that gives me a sense of peace.” 

Oya’s original idea, born from 
a simple wish to help her friends, 
is now bringing peace of mind 
to all kinds of people around the 
world from her “heavenly” base 
in Japan. 

Oya Koc holds 
a smartphone 
showing her 
company’s 
interpretation app
interface 
Courtesy of John 
Amari (top), Oyraa 
Inc. (bottom)

There are many times when people living in a foreign country run into 
language barriers. Based on personal experience in Japan, Turkish-
born Oya Koc established what is now a global business enabling users 
to request remote interpretation wherever they are in the world at any 
time of the day.

SATO KUMIKO
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J
apanese sake, a fermented 
liquor made from steamed 
rice and koji mold, is known 
to have been made for at 

least 1,200 years, since it is men-
tioned in the early-eighth century 
Fudoki manuscripts. Shochu, a 
beverage which may be distilled 
from a variety of ingredients, has 
a relatively short history, with 
origins in southern Kyushu only 
about 500 years ago. 

Of the various main types 
of shochu, namely buckwheat, 
rice, barley, sugarcane and sweet 
potato, the sweet potato shochu 
of Kagoshima Prefecture is held in 
particularly high regard. Satsuma 

Shochu is made using sweet pota-
toes, water and rice or potato koji 
mold exclusively from Kagoshima 
Prefecture and is produced entirely 
within the prefecture, from the fer-
mentation of ingredients to distilla-
tion, storage and bottling. Only sho-
chu produced in this way can bear 
the Satsuma Shochu Mark confirm-
ing it has met the standards to be so 
certified as a Geographically Indi-
cated (GI) product. Satsuma Sho-
chu was granted GI status by the 
WTO in 2005, providing it the same 
kind of protection from misuse and 
imitation afforded to such global 
brands as Bordeaux and Cham-
pagne or Scotch. Ryukyu (Okinawa 

Prefecture), Kuma (Kumamoto Pre-
fecture) and Iki (Nagasaki Prefec-
ture) brand shochu have also been 
approved as GI products.

According to Nakatamari 
Yutaka of the Kagoshima Shochu 
Makers Association, “The his-
tory of potato shochu began when 
Maeda Riemon, a fisherman from 
southern Satsuma (modern-day 
Kagoshima Prefecture), brought 
sweet potatoes back from the 
Ryukyu Kingdom (modern-day 
Okinawa Prefecture) in 1705.”

Kagoshima Prefecture is located on the southernmost tip of the 
main island of Kyushu in southwestern Japan. Formerly known 
as Satsuma, the prefecture is well known for its sweet potatoes, 
or Satsuma Imo. By extension, the prefecture is also well known 
for its Satsuma Shochu, a spirit distilled from locally grown 
sweet potatoes which is winning fans around the world.

SASAKI TAKASHI

Series ENJOY DRINKING

Satsuma Shochu:
The Spirit of Kagoshima 

Satsuma-age fried fish paste 
(center) and kibinago silver stripe 
herring sashimi (top right) – two 
local foods that pair well with 
Satsuma Shochu

Serving hot Satsuma 
Shochu pre-mixed 
with water
Photo: kai / PIXTA
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　The Shirasu-Daichi plateau, 
formed by volcanic eruptions and 
pyroclastic flows, covers much 
of southern Kyushu, including 
Kagoshima Prefecture. As the soil 
has excellent water drainage, it is 
not suited for rice harvesting, but it 
is extremely well suited for the cul-
tivation of sweet potatoes. In the 
closing days of the Tokugawa Sho-
gunate (1603–1867), the feudal lord 
encouraged the creation of shochu 
made from sweet potatoes, and the 
popularity of this Satsuma Shochu 
then quickly spread.

　Today there are about eighty 
companies producing Satsuma 
Shochu in the prefecture.

　The aroma and taste of the sho-
chu varies according to brewery 
owing to differences in the sweet 
potato varieties and mold used, 
as well as to distillation methods. 
This means that a characteristic of 
the Satsuma Shochu brand is that 
one can find a shochu that pairs 
well with Japanese, Western, Chi-

nese or any other type of food. It 
goes without saying that Satsuma 
Shochu goes particularly well with 
local specialties such as Kagoshima 
Kurobuta (black pig) pork, kibinago 
silver stripe herring sashimi and 
Satsuma-age oil-fried minced fish.

Satsuma Shochu is typically con-
sumed on the rocks or mixed with 
hot or cold water. When mixing 
with hot water, Nakatamari recom-
mends, “Rather than boiling water, 
add hot water at around 80°C to 
the glass first, and then add the 
shochu. Doing so causes a convec-
tion current where the hot water 
and shochu mix well and the aroma 
from the potato rises properly.”

Japanese distilleries enter more 
than 100 varieties in the shochu cat-
egory of the International Wine & 
Spirit Competition held in Novem-
ber every year in London. The win-
ner last year (2019) was a Satsuma 
Shochu called “Daiyame,” which 
was described by judges as being a 
“complex spirit with a fruity nose 

with floral elements such as rose,” 
and offering “a fluffy texture on 
the palate, good balance and a long 
finish.” Satsuma Shochu and other 
Japanese shochu also received high 
marks in the International Spirits 
Challenge and San Francisco World 
Spirits Competition.

Kagoshima Prefecture is blessed 
with hot springs and many scenic 
spots, including Mt. Kirishima, 
Mt. Sakurajima and Kinkowan Bay 
(see HJ February 2018 ). The famed 
local cuisine and Satsuma Sho-
chu are two more big draws of this 
beautiful prefecture.  

1 At the distillery, workers check 
the Satsuma potatoes for quality 
and trim them by hand

2 Steamed and crushed sweet 
potatoes are mixed with rice koji 
mold and water to form a mash 
before transfer to the pot stills

3 Shochu maturing in earthenware 
pots

4 Traditional wooden pot stills are 
still used in Kagoshima Prefecture

Photos: Courtesy of Kagoshima Shochu 
Makers Association

1

3

2

4



| highlighting japan30

L
ocated in Matsumoto, 
Nagano Prefecture, the 
Former Kaichi School 
building was completed 

in 1876 by a master carpenter who 
followed the traditional archi-
tectural methods of Japan while 
introducing Western architectural 
features. That was in the early 
Meiji period, when after more than 
250 years of feudalism Japan was 
embracing the concept of “civili-
zation and enlightenment,” incor-
porating many aspects of Western 

civilization in its daily life, from 
new technologies to education for 
all. Many Western-style buildings 
were constructed at this time.

The Former Kaichi School build-
ing with its beautiful white walls 
and glass windows looks typically 
“Western” at first glance. How-
ever, the masonry-like features at 
the foot and corners of the walls 
are merely painted with stone-col-
ored plaster, while some of the pil-
lars also appear to be made of brick 
but are in fact painted wood. The 

structural pillars are made of wood 
and once supported a temple. The 
roofs of the porch and balcony are 
designed in the karahahu style 
of traditional Japanese architec-
ture. The balcony itself is adorned 
with Buddhist temple-style carv-
ings of clouds, while the eaves are 
decorated with carvings of drag-
ons, another Eastern motif. And 
yet, carvings of two cherubs, the 
winged babies of biblical art, float 
above the clouds on the balcony, 
holding a banner announcing the 
name of the school. Atop it all sits 
a large octagonal tower.

Unique and mysterious, the 
mixed architectural style of the 
Former Kaichi School building 
is referred to as giyofu-kenchiku, 
meaning “pseudo-Western-style 
architecture.”

“Kaichi School opened in 1873 

The full-scale modernization of Japan dates back to the first year of 
the Meiji period, 1868, and architecture is no exception. Beginning 
around that time, Western-style buildings were constructed around 
the country. One such building still standing is the premises of the 
Former Kaichi School, although this beautiful structure is not quite as 
“Western” as it might at first appear.

SATO KUMIKO

Series ARCHITECTURAL TREASURES

The Old School Building from 
the Dawn of Modern Times

The Former Kaichi School building
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in an abandoned temple. Behind 
the construction of the new school 
was the need for a building that 
would symbolize a new era filled 
with hope,” says Endo Masa-
nori, curator of the Former Kaichi 
School building.

Design and construction of the 
building were assigned to Tatei-
shi Seiju, a local master carpenter. 
Tateishi visited Tokyo and Yoko-
hama to see Western-style build-
ings for reference and employed 
his skills and inventiveness to cre-
ate the school building in a unique, 
quasi-Western style. 

Having flourished as a strategic 
point of commerce since ancient 
times, the people of Matsumoto 
had long been enthusiastic about 
education and small private 
schools were well established in 
the town during the Edo period 
(1603–1867). According to statis-
tics compiled three years after the 
Meiji government launched the 
modern school system in 1872, the 
school enrollment rate in the area 
around present-day Matsumoto 
or the former Chikuma Prefecture 
reached 71.5%, twice as high as the 
national average of 35.6%. After 
the completion of Kaichi School 

in 1876, more than 1,000 pupils 
gathered there. Nearly 70% of 
the construction expenses for the 
Kaichi School building are said to 
have been paid for through local 
donations.

After a while, buildings in the 
giyofu architectural style fell out 
of favor and were often destroyed 
because they were not authenti-
cally Western and lacked function-
ality. The Kaichi School building 
however survived and served as 
an elementary school until 1963, 
when a new school building was 
completed nearby.

“The Former Kaichi School 
keeps documents written by 
teachers from different genera-
tions along with many other mate-
rials to emphasize the significance 
of learning at the historic school 
building. Graduates have also 
continued preservation activities 
by, for example, giving donations 
for the remodeling of the school 
building,” says Endo.

Over the years, some parts of 
the building had been damaged or 
repaired, so in 1964, after the new 
school was completed, the former 
school building was renovated 
to look just as it did when it was 
new. Inside, the lecture hall with 
its solemn atmosphere, stained-
glass decorations and other details 
remain the same as they were dur-
ing the school’s heyday.

For its high cultural value, the 
Former Kaichi School became 
the first modern school build-
ing to be designated as a National 
Treasure in 2019. Pupils from the 
new municipal Kaichi Elemen-
tary School take pride in cleaning 
the old school building, ensuring 
its legacy continues to be handed 
down.  

The curious mixture of dragon, 
cloud and cherub motifs

An authentically restored classroom, corridor and 
stairwell in the Former Kaichi School building

All photos: Courtesy of National Treasure Former Kaichi School
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Japanese Tea: 
Eight Centuries of Tradition
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Drinking tea is an integral part of Japanese culture. The custom can be traced back to as early 
as the ninth century, but production began on a much larger scale around the year 1200, after 
the Buddhist priest Eisai (1141–1215) brought back a new type of tea from China. Tea was 

initially cultivated in Toganoo, the western part of present-day Kyoto City, and gradually spread to 
Uji and the rest of southern Kyoto Prefecture, whose soil and topography is particularly suitable for 
growing tea.

Tea was originally reserved for monks and aristocrats. However, by the mid-16th century, tea cer-
emonies became popular among feudal warlords. They drank matcha, or finely-ground, powdered 
green tea dissolved in hot water, following a distinct set of rules and etiquette. These practices devel-
oped into sado (or chado), the art of the Japanese tea ceremony.

It was not until the 18th century that tea became more broadly available with the creation of sencha, 
brewed by infusing tea leaves that are steamed, kneaded, and dried. This type of tea is still widely 
enjoyed today. In the 19th century, gyokuro was born and is considered Japan's finest green tea.

The tea plantations have created beautiful landscapes with unique lines and shapes in the hills of 
southern Kyoto Prefecture. Visitors will also find exquisite tea utensils, confectionery, cuisine, and 
much more, a reflection of the rich tea culture that is deeply rooted in this area.
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