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Grabbing Air Time

Two-time Olympic snowboarding silver medalist Hirano Ayumu, 20,
won the men’s park title at the Japan national skateboarding
championships at Murakami City Skate Park in Niigata Prefecture
on May 12. With the victory, he is closer to securing a spot at
the Tokyo 2020 Olympics, where skateboarding was adopted as an
official Olympic sport for the first time - and a crack at
becoming the first Japanese athlete to win a medal at both the
Summer and Winter Games.

Park competitions take place on a hollowed-out course with a
complicated assortment of sweeping curves resembling deep bowls.
The incline at the top of the bowl is vertical or nearly
vertical, and skateboarders can emerge at high speed, performing
elegant mid-air tricks. Each competitor gets three tries at the
course, with points awarded for individual tricks plus overall
performance. The best total score of the three runs is counted
for the competition.

Hirano's highly distinctive aerials generated excitement for the
1,000-plus-strong crowd in the arena. Even though he lost his
balance and crashed near the end of the final run, "I took this
challenge with my eye on the Tokyo Olympics. I managed to take
one step toward that goal," said Hirano.

Hirano, a Murakami native, has been skateboarding and
snowboarding since he was 4 years old. He used to practice at the
skate park owned by his father and on local ski hills in the
winter.

He also came in third at a March skateboarding meet in Fujisawa,

Kanagawa Prefecture. It was his first competitive skateboarding




event in more than 10 years, but his stable performance supported
by his core strength shined.

Hirano says his skateboarding technique is still only "40%" of
what it should be, adding "though both (skateboards and
snowboards) are ridden on a sideways stance, they're completely
different ... but I keep on trying."

Yokozuna Hakuho gets Japanese citizenship, could stay in sumo

Record 42-time sumo champion Hakuho, 34, has acquired Japanese
citizenship, the government's official gazette revealed on Sept.
3.

Under Japan Sumo Association rules, only Japanese citizens can
become sumo elders after retirement. Hakuho's citizenship change
means he could remain in the sport after leaving the ring.

Hakuho, whose Japanese name is Hakuho Sho, was born in Mongolia
as Munkhbat Davaajargal. Debuting in 2001, his first championship
was as an ozeki in the 2006 Summer Grand Sumo Tournament. He
became the 69th yokozuna after winning consecutive tournaments
for his third title win in 2007. His overall 1,132 bout wins and
1,038 top-division victories are both records.

The Miyagino stable wrestler married a Japanese woman in 2007,
and from early on expressed his wish to teach after retirement.
Nine foreign-born wrestlers have become sumo elders, four from
Mongolia.

"I want to work hard as befits a Japanese person. Training

strong sumo wrestlers i1s one way I can give back to the sport,"
Hakuho said.
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Hair-raising Heritage

UNESCO added "Raiho-shin, ritual visits of deities in masks and
costumes" of Japan to the Representative List of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Humanity on Dec. 1.

The decision to add the visits by the deities, known as "raiho-
shin" in Japanese, was made during a meeting of the
Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of UNESCO in Port Louis, Mauritius.
As the newly registered visiting deities were added to the
existing entry "Koshikijima no Toshidon," a raiho-shin from an
1sland in the southwestern Japanese prefecture of Kagoshima, the
number of Japan's intangible cultural heritage listings remains
at 21.

In the ritual visit, a person dons a mask and a costume to look
like a certain deity, and visits neighborhoods or houses around
New Year's Eve, New Year's Day or other special occasions to warn
lazy residents and bring luck to the locals. The committee said,
"By performing the rituals, local people -- notably children --
have their identities moulded, develop a sense of affiliation to
their community, and strengthen ties among themselves."

Besides "Toshidon," which was registered in 2009, the updated
listing includes the deities "Oga no Namahage" of Akita
Prefecture, "Noto no Amamehagi" of Ishikawa Prefecture along the
Sea of Japan, "Miyakojima no Paantou" from Okinawa Prefecture and
others ranging from the Tohoku region in the north to Okinawa,
spanning eight prefectures. All 10 raiho-shin are already
designated as important intangible folk cultural properties by
the Japanese government.

As "Namahage" resemble Toshidon, calls to make a separate entry
for them on the UNESCO list had been rejected in the past.
Because of this, the Japanese government submitted a proposal to




have all of the raitho-shin added to a single listing in March
2016.

Dawn of a New Eral<

Emperor Akihito abdicated on April 30 and Crown Prince Naruhito
acceded to the Imperial Throne at the stroke of 12 a.m. on May 1,
becoming the 126th emperor of Japan.

The Imperial era of Heisel, which was ushered in on Jan. 8,

1989, came to an end, making way for the new era of Reiwa.

New Emperor Naruhito, 59, accompanied by new Empress Masako, 55,
took part in a ceremony called "Sokui-go-Choken-no-gi" in the
"Matsu-no-Ma" room of the Imperial Palace on the morning of May
1, in which he gave his first address to the nation as Emperor.

"I ... will devote myself to self-improvement. I also swear that
I will act according to the Constitution and fulfill my
responsibility as the symbol of the State ... while always
turning my thoughts to the people and standing with them," he
said in the address.

Some 290 representatives of the people, such as ministers and
prefectural governors, attended the ceremony, as did adult
members of the Imperial Family including new Crown Prince
Akishino, 53. Emperor Naruhito's younger brother Akishino is one
of only three heirs in line to the Throne.

A ceremony called "Kenji-to-Shokei-no-gi" was also held in the
same room, where the new Emperor inherited a part of the Imperial
Regalia, as well as the State and Privy seals.

Emperor Akihito's abdication was the first in 202 years since a
late Edo-period emperor stepped down. The Imperial succession
came 1n accordance with the Constitution and a special law
allowing 85-year-old Emperor Akihito to abdicate. He stated in
his final speech on April 30, "I sincerely thank the people who
accepted and supported me in my role as the symbol of the State."
Emperor Akihito became Emperor Emeritus and Empress Michiko, 84,
became Empress Emerita.
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Raising Spirits

A paracheer team, comprising cheerleaders with physical
disabilities, performed with a professional cheerleading team for
the first time at the halftime show of a game of the country's
premier Women's Japan Basketball League (WJBL). With the
possibility that cheerleading will become an Olympic and
Paralympic sport in the future, those involved in paracheer are
enthusiastic about spreading the sport to a wider base of
participants and spectators.

During halftime of a WJBL game in Tokyo's Ota Ward on Feb. 2,
four members of the paracheer team at Spitzen Performance, a
nonprofit organization based in Sagamihara, Kanagawa Prefecture,
appeared on the court with 10 cheerleaders from the Professional
Cheerleading Association. Along with the 10 cheerleaders, members
with lower limb disabilities danced to the music, ending the show
with huge smiles across their faces.

Spitzen Performance, whose activities include dispatching
physical trainers and running sports sessions, created a
paracheer team in April 2016. What directly sparked the move was
the sight of children with disabilities performing spiritedly at
a world cheerleading competition in the U.S. The NPO's
representative director, 50-year-old Tada Hisayoshi, who
witnessed the competition, was moved to provide the same
opportunities to those with disabilities in Japan. Today,
paracheer practice 1s held once a week, and the team performs
every year at a national cheerleading competition.

Meanwhile, the International Olympic Committee has provisionally

approved the International Cheer Union as the world governing




body of cheerleading. The chances that cheerleading will be
approved as an Olympic and Paralympic sport seem to be growing.

"We want to work toward increasing paracheer's visibility, and
being able to aim for world competitions," Tada said.
Blossoming Heroes

Japan bowed out of the 2019 Rugby World Cup after being defeated
by South Africa on Oct. 20, but not before making historic
strides in the tournament and proceeding to the quarterfinals for
the first time, thrilling legions of rugby fans.

The diverse Japanese team of 31 members, including 15 players
from overseas, bonded together under the slogan "One Team," and
won all four of their pool stage games to advance to the best
eight of the tournament, which was held in Asia for the first
time.

In the pool stage, Japan beat Ireland, a team that entered the
World Cup ranked No. 1 in the world and which had been seen as a
contender to win the tournament. They also felled Scotland, which
have regularly made the World Cup's best eight. At one stage
Japan rose as high as sixth in the world rankings - its best
position to date.

In the quarterfinal match before a crowd of 48,831 at Tokyo
Stadium in Tokyo, the Brave Blossoms sought to repeat the victory
over the Springboks that they achieved in Brighton, England,
during the 2015 World Cup. At the end of the first half, they
narrowly trailed 3-5, but in the second half, South Africa's
powerful forwards got the better of them. When the final whistle
blew, Japan's 3-26 defeat was settled.
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Editorial: Actions based on post-disaster determination needed to
change Japan for better

The 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and tsunami, and the
ensuing Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster shed light on a harsh
reality: the foundation upon which modern society and its
abundance are built is fragile.

During that time, many thought about what had been the bedrock
of their everyday lives, and they reconsidered their ways of
living and how society 1s structured. Faced with an unprecedented
level of destruction, more and more people developed a strong
sense of their family bonds. There were also those who
rediscovered a sense of connectedness within local communities,
and the need to help each other in society as a whole.

Public transportation and communication networks were paralyzed
in the greater Tokyo area that day, resulting in some 5.15
million people not being able to get home from work or wherever
they happened to be when the quake struck. It underscored the
vulnerability of a major metropolis, with its overconcentration
of people and functions.

The "safety myth" of nuclear power fell apart, and people's
energy conservation awareness rose due to a power shortage.

Ten years have since passed, but how 1s Japan's current state of
being?

Local community connectedness has weakened and many have become
1solated. The rate of new membership in neighborhood and
residents' associations is declining. A survey by the Cabinet
Office shows steady annual declines in the percentage of
respondents who say they have relationships with other members of
their local communities.

The overconcentration of people in Tokyo has accelerated
further, leaving regional areas to decline due to the population
outflow of young people, mainly young women.

While energy conservation technology has advanced, Japan's
electricity consumption has not dropped drastically. And while
the country has seen more renewable energy come online, its




primary dependence on power generated at coal-fired plants has
not changed. Several nuclear power plants are back in service,

and voices in favor of utilizing nuclear power to tackle global
warming remain persistent.

Amid all this, the previous administration of Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe sought economic recovery with his flagship economic
policy mix, dubbed "Abenomics." However, the core ideas people
held at the time of the disaster were blurred through the lens of
Abe's slogan, "Taking back Japan."

Japan Research Institute Ltd. chief senior economist Kosuke
Motani, who served as a member of a study group for the advisory
panel to the prime minister's Reconstruction Design Council,
explains, "The disaster placed a great deal of stress on society,
which might have triggered people's defensive tendency to forget
bad things."

Today, a decade since the March 2011 disaster, society is again
faced with challenges amid the coronavirus pandemic.
Opportunities for people to closely interact with each other have
declined, and the number of people struggling is increasing as
support measures fail to reach them.

The question of whether we should go on like this is being
raised once more.

Under such circumstances, there are groups of citizens engaged
in building new communities seeking to change our way of life.
The 1nitiative 1s known as the "transition towns" movement, first
introduced in the United Kingdom. "Transition" refers to
breaking away from a spend-and-consume culture.

The movement spread throughout Japan, including urban areas, in
the wake of the 3.11 disaster, and today some 60 areas are
mvolved. But the community pioneering the concept in Japan was a
group of people in the mountainous Fujino district of the
Kanagawa Prefecture city of Sagamihara, south of Tokyo.

In response to the nuclear meltdowns, Fujino residents called
for efforts to generate their own electricity. Without relying on
businesses, the group built small-scale solar power generators
using solar panels, and then disseminated information on their
methods. The move, named "Fujino electric power," attracted




attention from around the country, and Fujino residents have held
workshops in various parts of Japan.

The Fujino district has had a framework in place in which those
who need particular things or services and those who can provide
them share information and help each other. Fujino residents
cooperate in thinning trees to conserve the forest, and work
together in grain and poultry farming.

While each project is small, each resident thinks about what
they need, takes action and supports others. Doing this, Fujino
residents aim for community sustainability.

Mikae Koyama, 53, one of the core members of the group, says,
"One person may be helpless, but there are things that can be
achieved if done by a community. (The movement) has helped deepen
connections among residents in the district."|<

The importance of connectedness among members of a regional
community in everyday settings is being acknowledged once again
amid the coronavirus crisis, and those involved are reportedly
getting more inquiries for transition towns.|<

Meanwhile, efforts in other areas to maintain long-established
communities i1s gaining new recognition.

More people started engaging in volunteer work and nonprofit
activities in the wake of the 1995 Great Hanshin Earthquake, and
these movements became rooted in society following the 2011
disaster. Knowhow from these past activities have helped in
disasters that have occurred since.

The movement of those who have transformed their thinking and
who strive to act on their own initiative may still be small, but
if each person does what they can, others who are sympathetic
will join and the circle will grow. And if such activities
accumulate, they will become the power to change the society,
even if by little.

We call for people to reconfirm the determination we each had
that time 10 years ago, and act based on that.

March 13, 2021 (Mainichi Japan)
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Editorial: Intro of digital textbooks to Japan's classrooms must
benefit learning|<

An education ministry expert panel has finalized a report on
using digital textbooks in Japan's classrooms. The report pegs
academic 2024 as the year to begin introducing the textbooks in
earnest, and suggests using them primarily alongside paper
textbooks.

Digital textbooks, viewed on computers and tablets, have the
same content as their printed equivalents. Hopes are high that
they will help deepen students' understanding of the material
covered, as they can be paired with videos. The children will
also be able to write comments in the text to be displayed on the
digital blackboard and shared with the rest of the class.
Furthermore, the text can be enlarged, or read out by the device,
so digital textbooks should also prove useful for children with
disabilities or immigrant students.

However, we cannot say that there has been sufficient study on
the educational outcomes of using digital texts.|<

Some critics have pointed to a risk of students thinking they
understand but not actually taking in the material just by
looking at it on-screen. Many experts also insist that reading
comprehension is bettered by students having to read carefully
off a paper page. <

What is important is that children build up the capacity for
independent thought. We would like to see a thorough search for
methods on how to use paper and digital texts together,
leveraging the best aspects of both to achieve the best results.

There are many issues that need to be resolved on the road to
full introduction of digital texts. The national government pays
the full cost of textbooks for compulsory education, but this
system only applies to the paper versions. It would be natural
for the state to pay for digital texts, too, but debate on




systematic reform with simultaneous use of paper and digital
editions in mind is needed.

Meanwhile, for students to use their digital textbooks at home,
every household must have the appropriate digital communications
infrastructure in place. How to help destitute households cover
the cost of installing this and paying for the service is a major
task to consider going forward.

Teaching staff must also have the technical skills to use
digital texts to the best effect. To prevent educational
inequality from emerging among schools and regions, there ought
to be thorough digital text training for teachers.

This school year, the education ministry is conducting digital
textbook pilot programs in about 40% of Japan's primary and
junior high schools. In addition to learning outcomes, the
ministry is investigating the texts' impact on the children's
health, such as on their eyesight.

Rather than starting out with a particular launch date for the
digital textbooks, the education ministry must carefully work
through all the potential problems associated with them, and make
sure they are used to actually improve learning.

June 21, 2021 (Mainichi Japan)
Editorial: Big changes to Japan Art Academy chance to promote
broad idea of art, culture

The Japan Art Academy, a national institution made up of artists
with a long list of stunning accomplishments, is widening its
scope of recognition to new fields, including film, photography,
manga and animation.

The move stems from reform proposals put together by an expert
committee at the Agency for Cultural Affairs. This will be the
first time new artistic forms have been added to the academy's
remit since 1946.
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Editorial: New law for children in Japan needing medical care
aims to boost social support

Japan 1s set to enact a new law supporting children in need of
medical care in their daily lives, including those who use
ventilators or who have undergone gastrostomies.

The government aims to create a system enabling the children to
recelve appropriate support anywhere in the country. Immediate
challenges include making it possible for them to attend schools
or day care facilities without the need for parental
accompaniment.

The Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare estimates that about
20,000 students aged 19 or younger remain at home, with the
figure trending upward.

People using ventilators need to have phlegm removed, while
those who have had gastrostomies need assistance taking liquid
food. Only certain people outside their families can provide this
assistance.

At elementary and junior high schools, parents and guardians are
often asked to accompany their children to school, placing a
heavy burden on the family. Quite a few areas have no day care
facilities that can accept these children. /<

The new law stipulates for nurses and other medical workers to
be dispatched to schools and day care centers attended by
children needing medical assistance. People including teachers
and day care staff can also handle care if trained to. The
government and local bodies must quickly train workers able to
handle the care.

One of the new law's listed aims was to avoid situations where
the burden of care forces families to leave their jobs. It is
important to provide day services that people can use after
school hours so they can keep working during that time, but too
few facilities meet such needs. Furthermore, the number of
children these facilities can accept is limited, creating cases
in which they can attend only a few days a week. Support needs to
be provided so operators can increase staff numbers. We would




also like to see efforts to secure transportation such as school
buses for children's commutes to the facilities. <

Families have apparently struggled even to find out what kind of
support they can receive locally. The new law includes the
establishment of support centers through which prefectural
governments can handle families' inquiries. We would like to see
stronger collaboration between related bodies such as those
providing medical care, education and welfare.

There was one case in which a hearing-impaired child in need of
medical care was able to attend a school for the deaf thanks to
related parties' cooperation. The child reportedly learned sign
language and became able to express their feelings.

The needs of those involved are diverse. The government and
local bodies should prepare fine-tuned support measures so that
children's opportunities to grow, and their lives with their
families, are not diminished.

Yoroku: 'Children's cafeterias' evolving into community hubs for
all those in need|<

Often the people most in need are the ones who do not ask for
help. That's because they do not know what to do, where to look
for assistance and what to ask for. However, their silence
doesn't stop them from becoming hungry.

In the Taisho era (1912-1926), when the price of rice sharply
rose, eventually triggering rice riots, public cafeterias
offering cheap food spread across the nation. These facilities
were operated by local governments to support people in poverty.
Because such establishments provided a lot of food for little
money, workers and students also apparently lined up to eat.

Now we have "children's cafeterias" providing free or low-priced
meals to local kids. There are children who have smartphones,
but whose only decent meals are school lunches. Some of them
barely have the chance to bathe. Today's children's cafeterias
are privately run volunteer operations to help these kids, who
may consider their circumstances ordinary despite their
hardships.|<

Nonprofit organization Musubie announced in June 2019 that the




number of children's cafeterias had increased to at least 3,718 -
- 1.6 times more than the figure recorded a year ago. They are
being started by a range of people and organizations, from those
looking for ways to repurpose Japan's many vacant homes to
companies seeking to make a social contribution.

However, the regional distribution of the cafeterias remains
uneven. In Japan's southernmost prefecture Okinawa, 60.5% of
primary school districts have a children's cafeteria, while the
ratio was just 5.5% in Akita Prefecture in northern Japan.
Meanwhile, Shiga Prefecture in western Japan has set out to make
sure there is at least one of the facilities within walking
distance of every child.

Recently, the cafeterias are being visited by people on their
way home from work as well as elderly people who live alone. The
facilities have thus evolved from establishments solely for the
use of children from impoverished families into local social
hubs.

It 1s hoped that these cafeterias become places where
"hikikomori" shut-ins as well as people suffering from abuse,
addiction and various difficulties can come together.
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