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F
arming in Japan is no longer a 
man’s business. Women are 
increasing their presence in Jap-
anese agricultural communities 
traditionally dominated by men.

Struggling with male-centered 
values, some women farmers have joined 
hands to find ways to survive and prosper 
after taking over their family agricultural 
businesses or entering the industry on 
their own initiative.

Chika Yasumaru, 30, inherited her fam-
ily farm and is growing melons in Kamifu-
rano, Hokkaido.

Yasumaru had wanted to be a farmer 
ever since she was a child, and after she 
graduated from an agricultural university 
she returned to her hometown to take 
over the farm.

But the community awaiting her was 
one in which men play the central roles.

“They thought that at local farmers’ 
meetings, women should be farmers’ 
wives. They thought I came home not as 
the heir but just because I had failed to 
find a job and would stay only until I got 
married,” she said.

Things changed four years ago when 
Yasumaru got to know Arisa Takagi, 28, a 
dairy farmer from Kamishihoro, southeast 
of Kamifurano, during a workshop orga-
nized for female farmers.

The two women hit it off instantly and 
shared their concerns and dreams. In 
December 2013, they formed “Harapeko” 

— a group whose sound and written char-
acters indicate a meaning of “Hungry 
Girls” — together with about 20 other 
women farmers to encourage and support 
each other.

“What we first did was look for a man,” 
Yasumaru said, stressing that it is an 
urgent issue for female farm heirs as the 
husband must be someone who is willing 
to be adopted into the wife’s family.

The group organized matchmaking 
events and Takagi found her husband 
Hiroki, 26, at one of them held in Sapporo.

Takagi, the youngest of three sisters, 
decided to take over the farm that was 
founded by her grandfather after her elder 
sisters married into other families when 

she was a college student.
Takagi said she had never thought of 

inheriting the family business, but 
decided to do so after hearing her grand-
father say sadly, “Well, we’ll have to shut 
down our farm.”

After beginning to farm, Takagi found it 

harder than she had imagined. The reality 
was that she had to wake up before dawn 
every day to milk and feed cows and to 
stay in a shed for hours to take care of a 
cow that had gone into labor.

“In the first year, I was hardly able to 
find time to leave the farm,” she said.

 About a year ago Takagi married 
Hiroki, who was also raised on a dairy 
farm. He did not have to take over his 
family’s farm because he was the second 
son. Typically the eldest son inherits the 
family business in Japan.

Aside from matchmaking, the Hara-
peko group has engaged in other activi-
ties, including arranging events to share 
their farming experiences with female 
students of an agricultural high school.

 “If possible, however, I want the day to 
come sooner when it will make no differ-
ence whether you are a man or woman 
and a group like ours won’t be necessary,” 
she said. “But until then, we’ll keep going.”

The number of women who began 
farming in 2015 was less than 16,000, 
according to the Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries Ministry.

To help women go into agriculture, 
Yukiko Iwatate, 29, plans to launch in 
March an online matchmaking site specif-
ically for women interested in farming 

More women taking up farming in Japan

Private groups, ministry 
working to bring more 
females into the fold

Above: Arisa Takagi and her husband Hiroki 
take care of calves at their farm in the town of 
Kamishihoro, Hokkaido, on Nov. 1. Left: Kaori 
Mitsumori works at her grape farm in Koshu, 
Yamanashi Pref., on Nov. 1.  Kyodo

New year Special

BUNKAHOSO Career Partners Co., Ltd.      ■Tel : 03-5776-3211 ■Mail : jtj-usersupport@careerpartners.co.jp

Recruiting Website by The Japan Times
Specialized in Bilinguals

 第３種郵便物認可



January 1, 2017   |  the Japan times on sunday |  35    

and male farmers struggling to find a 
spouse, by raising money via 
crowdfunding.

Iwatate, who used to work for a major 
securities firm, said, “I would recommend 
marrying a farmer” if a woman wants to 
make a living in agriculture. She herself 
liked farming and married a farmer, 
Masayuki, 36, in 2014.

She is currently assisting in matchmak-
ing events in which men and women har-
vest vegetables together. An event held in 
November in Matsudo, Chiba Pref., was 
attended by about 30 men and women 
and produced three couples.

Takayoshi Enomoto, 61, the director of 
the nonprofit organization that organized 
the event, said, “The story of a woman 
like Ms. Iwatate who married a farmer is 
useful and I hope it will inspire other 
women to take a step forward.”

Elsewhere, women are teaming up to 
give a boost to local agriculture on the 
back of the drive to attract women into 
agriculture and encourage female 
farmers.

About 40 female farmers in Okayama 

Prefecture work together in a group to 
produce and sell their vegetables and pro-
cessed food.

“There is probably less rivalry among 
women than men as they would rather 
support each other,” Misa Fujii, 51, deputy 
director of the group called “Okayama 
Nogyo Joshi” (Okayama farmer girls), said.

Hisako Okamoto, 47, co-leader of 
Okayama Nogyo Joshi, said that farms are 
now mostly run by nuclear families and 

support is needed for female farmers to 
take care of their children.

More than 500 members are currently 
taking part in the ministry’s “Farmer 
Girls” projects, compared with 37 when it 
started in 2013, according to the ministry.

“I suppose women understand consum-
ers’ perspectives better than men,” a 
senior ministry official said.

The official’s assumption is supported 
by a Japan Finance Corp. study that 
found large-scale farming businesses 
tend to be more profitable if women join 
the management.

Kaori Mitsumori, 51, a grape farmer 
from Koshu, Yamanashi Pref., who is a 
member of a government advisory body, 
praised moves by female famers to 
empower themselves, noting that a kind 
of “feudalistic nature” remains in Japa-
nese farming communities.

“What women need in farming is just 
an accumulation of experience,” she said. 

“I hope they will encourage each other 
and grow together.”

(Ryuichi Kadota contributed to this 
story)
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Why not celebrate the season 
with a cup of your favorite 

sake? Japanese put their hearts and souls 
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Yukiko Iwatate helps out at a farming-cum-
matchmaking event hosted by an group run 
by Takayoshi Enomoto (left) in Matsudo, 
Chiba Pref., on Nov. 6.  kyodo
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N
ew Year’s is one of the best 
times of the year when one 
can relax with family and 
friends. But for those who pre-
fer to go out and enjoy the fes-
tive season, there are 

numerous exciting events going on. Here 
are some ways to spend quality time in 
Tokyo during the New Year’s holidays. 

Roppongi Hills 
On Jan. 1 from noon to 3 p.m., there will 
be wadaiko (Japanese drumming) and  
shishimai (lion dance) at the Roppongi 
Hills Arena. From 1 p.m., furumaizake 
(New Year’s sake) will be offered to the 
first 200 visitors. 

    On Jan. 2 and 3, from 11 a.m. to 4 p.m., 
in addition to wadaiko and shishimai per-
formances, people can enjoy listening to 
and playing koto and traditional Japanese 
games, including kendama (a Japanese 
ball-and-cup toy) and otedama (bean-
bags), for free. There will also be a work-
shop where guests can make furoshiki, a 
square cloth that has long been used in 
Japan for wrapping, storing and carrying 
items.  

From New Year’s Day to Jan. 3, fuku 
gohan, or good luck menus, will be offered 
at 14 restaurants in Roppongi Hills.  

Between Jan. 1 and 15, many shops in 
Roppongi Hills will hold a winter sale 
with discounts up to 80 percent, while 
about 70 shops will offer fukubukuro, or 
lucky bags, each packed with stylish 
clothes and miscellaneous goods. The 
bags are usually on sale from Jan. 1 to 3.

Additionally, the trees that line Keya-
kizaka Street are illuminated with 1.2 mil-
lion lights between 5 p.m. and 11 p.m. 
through Feb. 14.

Tokyo Skytree Town
Various events will be held at Tokyo Sky-
tree through Jan. 8 to celebrate the fresh 
start of 2017, including a strength compe-
tition and a photo session with a sumo 
wrestler at the 350-meter-high observa-
tion deck between New Year’s Day and 
Jan. 3. There is also furumaizake served 
by a sumo wrestler on Jan. 1 on the first 
floor of Tokyo Skytree Town.

A shodo (Japanese calligraphy) exhibi-
tion will be held at Tokyo Skytree Town, 
and a kakizome (first calligraphy of the 
year) workshop will take place at Tokyo 
Solamachi, both on Jan. 2 and 3. 

    There is also a skating rink on the 
fourth floor of Sky Arena until March 5. 
Additionally there will be sales at many 
shops with discounts up to 70 percent, 
and street performances will be held from 
New Year’s Day until Jan. 3.  

Sake & Shochu Information Center
Taruzake, sake poured straight from a 
wooden cask — will be offered to guests 

for free on Jan. 5, at noon and 5 p.m., at 
the entrance of the Japan Sake & Shochu 
Information Center in Shinbashi.

The first 200 guests will receive a 
masu, a small wooden box that sake is 
served in, with a rooster carved on it. 
Some people are said to collect the masu 
every year as lucky charms and have 
masu collections of all 12 Chinese zodiac 
animals. Kagami-biraki, or sake barrel 
opening ceremony, will be performed on 
the day for visitors to celebrate the new 
year together. 

For more information, visit www.
roppongihills.com. Tokyo Skytree Town is 
connected to Tokyo Skytree Station (Tobu 
Skytree Line) or Oshiage Station (various 
lines). For more information, visit www.
tokyo-skytreetown.jp/english. The Japan 
Sake & Shochu Information Center is 
three minutes from Toranomon Station 
on the Tokyo Metro Ginza Line. For more 
information, call 03-3501-0108 (Japan 
Sake and Shochu Makers Association, PR 
Department), or visit www.japansake.or.jp/
sake.

Getting out to ring 
in the new year

Right: People can take on a sumo wrestler at 
Tokyo Skytree’s observation deck from New 
Year’s Day to Jan. 3. Above: On New Year’s Day, 
there will be a shishimai (lion dance) 
performance at the Roppongi Hills Arena.    

                   TOKYO-SKYTREE, ROPPONGI HILLS 
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STAFF REPORT

N
ew Year’s, or shogatsu in 
Japan, is a time when people 
can get a taste of traditional 
Japan. People generally take 
the time around the New 
Year’s holidays to relax with 

their families and engage in traditional 
activities to remind themselves of their 
heritage.

Below are some New Year’s main events 
and activities in Japan.

Hatsumode
Hatsumode is the first visit to a Shinto 
shrine of the New Year, although some 
people also go to Buddhist temples and 
call it hatsumode. People usually make 
their visit during sanganichi, or the first 
three days of the year, when many people 
take holidays.

During hatsumode, people throw saisen, 
or monetary donations, into a saisen bako 
(box) in front of a bell they ring by pulling 
a thick rope. They make a wish as they 
ring the bell.

Some shrines and temples attract mil-
lions of visitors during the first three days 
of the year. Meiji Jingu Shrine in Tokyo 
attracts the most people almost every year, 
with as many as 3 million visitors making 
the pilgrimage.

Hatsumode is a long-standing tradition 
that began when people welcomed the 
dawn into their house on Jan. 1 and then 

went to ujigami-sama (a nearby shrine) to 
pray for a good year. But as the rail system 
developed during the Meiji Era, people 
began traveling to popular shrines and 
temples.

Nengajō
Similar to Christmas cards in Christian 
countries, nengajō are simple postcards 
labeled — typically in red ink — with two 

kanji characters reading nenga (new year) 
that are sold throughout November and 
December. Japanese have a custom of 
greeting their relatives, friends and 
coworkers on New Year’s Day and thus 
send nengajō at the end of the year to 
have them delivered to the recipients on 
New Year’s Day.

The greeting on nengajō reads, almost 
without exception, either akemashite 
omedeto gozaimasu or kinga shinnen.

The former is usually translated as 
“Happy New Year,” but literally means 
“Congratulations for the Turning of the 
Year.” The latter, consisting of four kanji 
characters, means the same.

Because of the many nengajō that are 
sent, the end of December and the begin-
ning of January are the busiest times for 
Japanese post offices, creating an oppor-
tunity for many students to work part 
time sorting nengajō. It is advisable to 
post nengajō before Christmas so post 
offices are not too overwhelmed at the end 
of the year.

It is customary to not send nengajō 
when one has had a death in the family 
during the year. In such cases, a family 
member sends a simple postcard called 
mochu hagaki (mourning postcard), usu-
ally in November or December, to inform 
friends and relatives they will refrain from 
sending nengajō out of respect for the 
deceased. Because nengajō say omedeto 
(congratulations), it is considered inap-
propriate to send them to people whose 
family members have recently died. 

A celebration of Japanese traditions

Long wait: People line up to offer their prayers 
for the new year at Meiji Shrine in January 
2012.  Wikimedia Commons / gerald ford
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Kota ishikawa
Kyodo

H
umankind has cast an eye 
toward another “giant leap” 
forward nearly half a century 
after the United States’ Apollo 
11 spacecraft delivered 
humans to the moon for the 

first time.
The U.S. National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration (NASA) is planning 
to put a manned spacecraft into orbit 
around Mars in the 2030s, before sending 
humans to explore the red planet.

Similar in size to Earth, and relatively 
close, Mars is widely considered as the 
most promising and realistic candidate 
planet for manned space exploration. 

The planet, however, is more than 50 
million km away from Earth even when 
their orbits are at their closest. With a 
round-trip journey taking multiple years, 
a realistic approach to the journey calls 
for fuel and other required materials to be 
made available along the way.

NASA, therefore, plans to build a space 
station to put in orbit around the moon 
by the end of the next decade as a supply 
base for future journeys.

It is also developing a spacecraft, 
named Orion, which is capable of carry-
ing a crew of four, and making prepara-
tions to build a Space Launch System, a 
powerful rocket to carry Orion into deep 
space.

Orion needs to be equipped with a vari-
ety of systems to support the long journey 
to Mars, which would take more than a 
year from a starting point in the moon’s 
orbit.

NASA also envisions building a base on 
Mars for resource exploration.

The Mars program will be promoted in 
close cooperation with various aerospace 
companies. For example, Lockheed Mar-
tin Corp. is proposing to build a Mars-
orbiting base, the Mars Base Camp, to 
accommodate six astronauts. Given the 
U.S. company’s involvement in the devel-
opment of Orion, it is considered likely 
that NASA would support this idea.

Space Exploration Technologies Corp., 
a U.S. aerospace venture business known 
as SpaceX, envisions developing a large-
scale reusable spacecraft capable of carry-
ing more than 100 Mars settlers per flight, 
the first of which is reportedly planned 
for 2022 at the earliest.

There are also space projects elsewhere. 
The International Space Station (ISS) 
orbiting around Earth at an altitude of 
400 km will be privatized over time.

Bigelow Aerospace LLC, another Amer-
ican space technology start-up, is plan-
ning to create a private sector-run space 
station that will serve as a “space hotel” 
consisting of balloon-like modules for 
tourists from Earth.

There are a number of hurdles to over-
come if the challenge of completing long 
space journeys is to be realized. Among 
the issues of vital importance is how to 
secure sufficient amounts of food, as 
spacecraft can only carry a limited vol-
ume of materials.

The production of vegetables in space 
was proved possible when Japanese astro-
naut Kimiya Yui grew lettuce using a 
light-emitting diode lamp, water and fer-
tilizer during his stay of nearly five 
months aboard the ISS in 2015. Self-suffi-
ciency may be achieved if a wide variety 
of food can be produced in space.

A system to allow the reuse of water 

and air is also a must. In addition, excre-
ment can be processed into fertilizer for 
food production or into energy, using 
microorganisms, to run systems on a 
spacecraft.

Advances in 3-D printing technology 
are expected to be a boon for journeys 
between Earth and Mars because tools 
and parts to make repairs can be pro-
duced on demand.

The outer shell of a spacecraft also 
needs to be designed to reduce astronauts’ 
exposure to harmful cosmic radiation, 
while robots may be developed to replace 
humans on dangerous spacewalks.

To ease the stress that comes with pro-
longed time in a close, isolated space, arti-
ficial intelligence is expected to play an 
important role as an “adviser” or “conver-
sation partner” for astronauts.

Donald Trump’s rise to the U.S. presi-

dency may also put the Mars program in 
jeopardy. Some worry that the huge cost 
involved in such a project, including 
funds for the ISS, may not be palatable to 
someone with his business background.

An international forum will be held in 
Japan in the latter half of 2017 to discuss 
manned space exploration.

Although Japan has yet to decide 
whether to participate in a joint interna-
tional program for the manned explora-
tion of Mars, the country has been 
promoting the development of necessary 
technologies.

In the absence of its own manned 
spaceship, Japan currently relies on Rus-
sia to send astronauts to the ISS. Japan, 
however, has accumulated technologies 
to develop such a spacecraft through 
activities in its “Kibo” experiment module 
attached to the ISS.

The Japan Aerospace Exploration 
Agency (JAXA) is developing the 
upgraded model of the “Konotori” series 
of unmanned cargo ships for launch in 
fiscal 2021. The new transporter, code-
named HTV-X, will be designed to be 
capable of unmanned flight.

“It is technologically possible to give 
spaceship-like functions to the trans-
porter if it is equipped with a life-support 
system,” a JAXA official said.

Together with a large H-3 rocket cur-

rently under development, the trans-
porter is expected to help expand Japan’s 
activities in space.

Russia, which has a proud history of 
space exploration and in 1961 was the first 
country to put a person into space, is 
planning to send humans to the moon by 
2030 and build a lunar base.

China is looking to construct its own 
space station by around 2020. As part of 
preparations, the Asian power in October 
sent two astronauts to a space laboratory 
orbiting Earth for a 30-day stay and suc-
ceeded in lifting a large Long March 5 
rocket into space the following month.

A Japanese expert familiar with China’s 
space program said the heavy-lift rocket 
has given the world’s second-largest econ-
omy “all it needs to build a space station.”

Interest is growing about whether, or 
how, China will be involved in any poten-
tial exploration of Mars.

Humans are moving into another stage 
of space exploration, working toward a 
time when the indelible words of Ameri-
can astronaut Neil Armstrong (1930-2012) 
may again be truly apt to use.

“That’s one small step for man, one 
giant leap for mankind,” said the com-
mander of the 1969 Apollo 11 moon land-
ing mission after climbing down the 
ladder to become the first person to set 
foot on the surface of the moon.

Mankind eyes Mars as next ‘giant leap’

Nations and businesses 
vying to expand space 
exploration endeavors

Digitally produced representations of the Orion 
spacecraft and  the Space Launch System (left), both 
being developed by NASA for manned exploration of 
Mars. Top: An artist’s rendering of an exploration base 
on Mars   NASA / viA kyodo

Advances in 3-D printing 
technology are expected 
to be a boon for journeys 
between Earth and Mars 
because tools and parts 
to make repairs can be 
produced on demand.
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have tried to freeze the status quo in  
cross-strait relations with a policy of ambi-
guity. The U.S. allows others to believe it 
would defend Taiwan against invasion, 
but that it will not support any move 
toward independence by Taiwan. 

Trump said in an interview in early 
December that he doesn’t “know why we 
have to be bound by” previous under-
standings on Taiwan’s status. China’s 
response was predictably angry, and some 
form of measured retaliation is likely. 

These two countries aren’t going to war 
over comments like this, but there is a risk 
that a consistently bellicose approach by 
Trump could create an antagonism that 
prevents cooperation between the two 
countries in resolving their disputes and 
from working together on crucial chal-
lenges of common concern such as cli-
mate change and North Korea. 

Japan’s relationship with Trump
If there is any U.S. partnership likely to 
remain on solid ground, it is the relation-
ship with Japan. That might seem surpris-
ing, given Trump’s promise to abandon 
the TPP, a deal so important to Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe. Yet, many of 
Trump’s other stated goals fit well with 
Abe’s plans. Common concern over the 
implications of China’s rise gives them 
plenty to talk about. 

Trump’s insistence during the cam-
paign that U.S. allies should take greater 
direct responsibility for their own security 
may not play well with cash-strapped 
NATO partners or the increasingly anx-

ious Saudis, but it fits well with Abe’s goal 
of redefining the role of Japan’s Self-
Defense Forces and investing more in 
their capabilities. 

Further, Trump’s early positive relations 
with Putin allow Abe to continue to try to 
improve Japanese-Russian commercial 
and political ties — and to make further 
progress on the future of the Northern Ter-
ritories without undermining relations 
with the White House. 

Abe’s decision to meet with Trump 
quickly after the election was a shrewd 
choice that has already helped to build 
trust between the two leaders.

Yet, Japan is right to recognize that Chi-
na’s rise will continue, creating risks and 
opportunities that are much more likely 
than relations with Washington to define 
Japan’s future. 

Relative to China, Japan has crucial 
comparative advantages. The greatest of 
these is its innovative commercial culture. 
China’s leaders face many challenges, and 
one of the most daunting of these is the 
construction of a social safety net capable 
of providing care for China’s growing pop-
ulation of elderly citizens. 

Japan, of course, has demographic 
problems of its own, and it has 
responded with state-of-the-art technol-
ogy to provide older citizens with new 
leases on life. Building relationships with 
Chinese companies in this field provides 
a good example of the ways in which 
Japan can build stronger and more resil-
ient commercial ties with its giant neigh-
bor. Wherever possible, a focus on 
complementarity rather than competi-

tion will serve Japan, China, East Asia 
and the entire global economy.

Diversifying partnerships
More broadly, Japan’s ability to con-

tinue its strategy of diversifying its politi-
cal and commercial partnerships across 
East and Southeast Asia will be crucial. 

A commitment to deepen political, secu-
rity, trade and investment ties with India, 
Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines 

will serve Japan well in the years to come.
As Japan enters 2017, its citizens and 

elected leaders are well aware of the coun-
try’s many problems. But whatever one 
thinks of Abe and his plans, his strong 
approval ratings, the super-majority his 
party enjoys in both houses of the Diet 
and the lack of any credible alternative to 
his leadership gives him a freedom to 
maneuver that is the envy of Western 
democracies paralyzed by populism and 
intense polarization. 

There are certainly political limits on his 
most ambitious policy proposals, and most 

of the decisions that will determine East 
Asia’s future will likely be made in Beijing. 
However, Abe’s ability to strengthen politi-
cal and commercial relations with China, 
the U.S., India and many other countries 
creates important opportunities to build a 
stable and prosperous region. There is also 
a positive role to play in the geopolitical 
education of Trump. By moving quickly to 
build the personal relationship, Abe can 
earn the new president’s trust. 

Trump will need friends in the interna-
tional arena, and Abe is better suited than 
most to offer that friendship. This can help 
Abe persuade Trump to trust the values that 
bind Japan and the U.S. Shared respect for 
democracy, rule of law and open markets 
unite the two countries. Lasting partner-
ships depend not just on warm relations 
between leaders, but on institutional coop-
eration based on common values. 

Maybe Japan’s experienced prime min-
ister can help America’s new president 
see the value in that principle.

Ian Bremmer is the president and 
founder of Eurasia Group, the leading 
global political risk research and 
consulting firm. He regularly expresses 
his views on political issues in public 
speeches, television appearances, and 
top publications. “G-Zero,” his term 
for a global power vacuum in which no 
country is willing and able to set the 
international agenda, is widely accepted 
by policymakers and thought leaders. He 
has published nine books including the 
national bestseller “Every Nation for Itself: 
Winners and Losers in a G-Zero World.”

Japan set for key role in East-West relations
Continued from Page 36

Building relationships 
with Chinese companies 
in this field provides a 
good example of the 
ways in which Japan can 
build stronger and more 
resilient commercial ties 
with its giant neighbor. 
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