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Journalist's Eye

Sews by Mami Maruko
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Beninese Ambassador Zomahoun Rufin, officially representing the West
African country in Tokyo since 2011, has a unique backgroud — he used
to be a TV “talent” who gained popularity on variety shows here in Japan.
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A relatively recent service being offered by convenience stores is local
home delivery. The delivery services of major chains including Seven-
Eleven and FamilyMart are increasingly catering to the needs of working

mothers and the elderly.
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Find true love on the
run at a jogging party

How do you find true love in
Japan these days? The answer
lies not so much inyour heart,
but onyour feet

JUN HONGO
STAFF WRITER

The first person to turn up at the meet-
ing spot for the jogging-kon (jogging
matchmaking party) — other than my-
self — is a 24-year-old male still dressed
in his business suit.

“I'm a bit early but is this where I
should check in for the jogging party?”
he asks, bearing a slight resemblance to
soccer player Atsuto Uchida.

It's 6:25 p.m. on a Wednesday night.
The event doesn’t even kick off until 7
p.m.

After changing into his jogging gear,
the man I'll call “Uchida” begins to
stretch beside me. I decided to get
straight to the point. “Is this the first time
you have attended a jogging party?” I
ask. “Do you run on a regular basis?”

“This is my first time,” Uchida replies.
“A colleague of mine recommended it to
me. I run almost every day, maybe about
10 km.”

He confesses that he hasn’t had a girl-
friend for about six months. In any case,
Uchida says with a wry smile, his female
co-workers are mostly in their 40s and
50s.

There are a variety of jogging parties,
but the one I am taking part in is con-
ducted in a relatively simple format. Par-
ticipants are asked to form a line accord-
ing to gender and jog around the 5-km
course around the Imperial Palace in

Tokyo, taking turns to chat with a poten-
tial partner at the same time. Each pair
has eight minutes to talk to each other
before they are required to move on to
someone else. There are eight men and
six women participating on this night.

The 14 participants gather in a circle
and began stretching at 7:10 p.m. The
organizers then deliver a brief set of in-
structions.

“We'll run the 5 km in about an hour,
so it won't be that tough,” one of the or-
ganizers says. “Then we will return here
and enjoy some free time before an-
nouncing if any matches have been
made.”

Standing beside me is a female partici-
pant wearing pink adidas shoes.

“Hey, how you doin’?” I ask. “Is this
your first time?”

“Yes, this is my first jogging party,” she
replies, before asking me how old I was.

“I'm 35,” I reply, but quickly wonder if
I should have gone with 33 or maybe
even 30. “How about you?”

“I'm 23,” she says, and then giggles.
“Just kidding! Ha! I'm 32.”

Her generous smile creates a dimple
on her left cheek.

We set off at 7:20 p.m. The pace is ex-
traordinarily slow, and I'm beginning to
wonder whether the event is actually a
clear example of false advertising. Hard-
core runners stare menacingly at our lei-
surely group as they pass, but the jog-
ging-kon participants are far too lost in
conversation to notice.

There are only three or four topics that
come up between most of the couples
during their eight-minute exchange. The
top two questions for the night are “How
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Love on the run: Men and women who are participating in a jogging matchmaking party

chat as they make their way around Tokyo's Imperial Palace in October.

often do you run?” and “Is this your first
time around the Imperial Palace?”

Then they would generally ask about
their partner’s job or which area in
Tokyo they are from. By the end of those
questions, the pace-setter running at the
front will have instructed runners to
change partners.

“I like jogging, but I also go scuba div-
ing,” one 27-year-old female tells me.

“This is fun. It's more natural than
going to an omiai meeting,” she says, re-
ferring to a formal traditional custom in
which unattached individuals are intro-
duced to each other to consider the pos-
sibility of marriage.

The 14 participants return to the
meeting spot near the palace at 8:30
p-m., with each one looking livelier and
much more relaxed. After a few minutes
of stretching, however, the organizers
pass out a pen and piece of paper. A rip-
ple of tension suddenly spreads
throughout the group.

The participants start sizing up the
other members of the group, hopeful
that this could be the night of that life-
changing encounter. Further conversa-

JUN HONGO

tions take place. A woman speaks about
her recent trip to Okinawa. A man talks
about his experience running a full
marathon. And all the while, the evalu-
ation continues. The participants are
then told to write down the names of
three people they met over the evening
that they liked. The ballots are then
turned in.

The event ends at 9 p.m. sharp, with
an announcement from the organizers
that there were five matches. Uchida and
the girl with dimples are one of them.
The successful couples leave side by side
and disappear into the streets of Tokyo,
exchanging some last-minute details as
they head for their respective homes.

The end result leaves me happy for the
rest of the evening, safe in the knowl-
edge that there are plenty of folk out
there still trying to find someone special
despite their overloaded work sched-
ules. Three men and a woman walk
away from the event alone but, judging
from their demeanor, I am certain they
will live to fight another day. If nothing
else, at least they managed to squeeze
some excercise in.

Government unpins Google Maps for

Official says Prime Minister's
Award not withheld over use of
rival claimants' names for islets

TOMOHIRO OSAKI
STAFF WRITER

In an unprecedented move, the gov-
ernment will not give the prestigious
Good Design Grand Award to Google
Maps even though it received the most
votes, prompting speculation that offi-
cials did not want to reward the service
because it includes contentious names
for disputed islets claimed by Japan.

Spearheaded by the Japan Institute of
Design Promotion, the annual Good De-
sign Award has honored products, peo-
ple and activities considered “well-de-
signed” for more than 50 years.

An average of 1,000 entries receive the
award each year, but only one gets the
most prestigious Good Design Grand
Award, also known as the Prime Minis-
ter's Award.

After being nominated for the top
prize by judges and the public, the can-
didate is scrutinized by the government
and usually is approved with no dis-
agreement.

This year is the first time since the
Prime Minister’s Award debuted in 2007
that the government has refused to go
along with the nominee that got the most
votes.

In response, the Japan Institute of De-
sign Promotion created a special award
called Global Design 2013 and gave it to
Google Maps. The institute lauded

top design prize

Google Maps for showing continued im-
provement in its functionality, including
navigation and the search system, not-
ing the design is “user-friendly” and
“well thought out down to the meticu-
lous details.”

“The maps themselves have existed
for more than 10 years, but they have
shown great adaptability in the advent of
smart- phones in the past few years,”
said spokesman Jun Akimoto.

Speculation has been rife online that
political interests were behind the snub.
Media reports in September said the
government urged municipalities and
universities nationwide to refrain from
posting maps provided by Google Inc.
on their websites as its English referenc-
es to some islands contradict Japan’s ter-

ritorial claims.

Hideaki Ibuki, an official in the Minis-
try of Economy, Trade and Industry, de-
nied that this played any part in the gov-
ernment’s unusual refusal and said poli-
tics had nothing to do with it.

Ibuki instead said Google Maps gar-
nered a lower than expected number of
votes at 2,752, or 22 percent of the total,
compared with the usual 25 percent. It
also surpassed the second-most popular
product, the Epsilon Launch Vehicle by
the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agen-
cy, by a relatively narrow margin.

“We just went over those objective fac-
tors and decided that (Google Maps)
didn’t satisfy the standard criteria,” he
said.

Starting in 1957, the award has been
considered the “only comprehensive sys-
tem with which to assess” good design in
Japan, the organizer says on its website.
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This graph shows the percentage of people who
own their own homes in Scandinavian countries in
a five-year period beginning in 1999. Overall, the
most significant trend is that home ownership has
improved in all three countries during these years.
Another interesting point is that Sweden had the
highest level of people who were homeowners at
the beginning and end of the time period, followed
by Norway and Finland. Norway and Finland show
gradual changes, although Sweden does fluctuate
quite dramatically during this time.
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