
Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi traveled to Thailand Feb 12-19 to
attend a U.N. Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)
meeting. Following the collapse of World Trade Organization
(WTO) talks in Seattle last November, delegates from 180

nations gathered in Bangkok in hopes of advancing the free-trade 
agenda, and bridging the gaps between rich and poor nations. The
Prime Minister said in the conference that Japan is ready to provide
more financial assistance, and will send 2,500 personnel to help 
developing nations advance in human resources and information 
technology to better take advantage of globalization. He also reiterated a
call for a new round of WTO talks, and said Japan intends to join an
initiative to implement duty-free and quota-free treatment for products
from poorer countries. He also met with Southeast Asian leaders to
discuss Asia’s interests which he will represent in the upcoming
Kyushu-Okinawa annual Group of Eight (G-8) summit in July.
Meanwhile, Foreign Minister Yohei Kono visited Washington 
Feb. 18-21 for talks with President Clinton and Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright on a variety of topics, including preparations for the 
Kyushu-Okinawa summit. The U.S. wants the summit to concentrate on
free trade and the world economy. Prime Minister Obuchi welcomed
Washington’s willingness to give Tokyo a “free hand” in planning the
annual meeting of the major industrial nations.
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Japanese Foreign Minister Yohei Kono meets with President Clinton in the Oval Office of the White
House, Feb. 18. (AP Photo/White House, David Scull)
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• MINISTER KONO’S U.S. VISIT.
Foreign Minister Yohei Kono’s Washington
visit included talks with the President,
Secretary Albright, Trade Representative
Charlene Barshefsky, National Security

Adviser Sandy Berger and White House Economic
Adviser Gene Sperling. State Department spokesman
James Foley said Kono’s two-hour private meeting
with Secretary Albright was “extensive” and “very
substantive.” President Clinton reiterated his stance
to cooperate for the success of the Kyushu-Okinawa
G-8 summit, and both sides agreed on the 
importance of starting a new round of negotiations in
the World Trade Organization (WTO). Several 
bilateral issues including the Japan-U.S. security
alliance were discussed with U.S. officials, as well as 
Asia-Pacific matters, as the two nations considered
how they could further help contribute to the region.
After the talks, Spokesman Foley summarized 
bilateral relations as “excellent.”
• RUSSIAN RELATIONS. Prime Minister Obuchi
met with Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov on
Feb. 10 in Tokyo. Minister Ivanov told Mr. Obuchi
that Russia's Acting President Vladimir Putin would
continue his nation's policy to develop bilateral
relations with Japan in all areas, and that he would
respect all agreements achieved between the
President of Russia and the Prime Minister of Japan.
Both sides agreed that it is desirable that an early
visit to Japan by the Russian president take place,
and that it is important for Japan and Russia to 
cooperate closely to assure that the Kyushu-Okinawa
summit be a success.
• MIDEAST. Senior State Secretary for Foreign
Affairs Shozo Azuma traveled to Moscow Feb. 1 to
attend the Multilateral Steering Group meeting of the
Middle East Peace Process. Steering Group ministers
called for renewed efforts on the peace process and
endorsed formal meetings of the Working Groups on
Water, Environment, Regional Economic
Development and Refugees in the first half of this
year. Japan will chair the Working Group meeting on
Environment to be held in Tunisia May 31-June 1.
• NORTH KOREA. Following a visit to
Pyongyang in December, and encouraging 
developments since, former Prime Minister Tomiichi
Murayama says he believes full-scale normalization
talks between the two nations could take place later
this month, or in March or April. On Jan. 31, Japan
signed a contract with a U.S.-led consortium to lend
up to $1.09 billion to help finance a $4.6 billion 
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Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi makes an address at the opening session of the
United Nations Conference on Trade and Development in Bangkok, Feb. 12.
(AP Photo, Itsuo Inouye)

project to build light-water nuclear reactors in North
Korea as part of the effort to dissuade the North from
developing nuclear weapons.
• WAR ON DRUGS. Four anti-drug conferences
were held in Tokyo in January to address “the rapid
increase in illicit manufacture, trafficking and abuse
of synthetic drugs” in the Asia Pacific region.
Participants issued a joint statement pledging 
“international, regional and domestic cooperation
among related agencies in exchange for information
on illicit drug trafficking” and to work together to 
develop “relevant demand- reduction programs and
countermeasures.”
• YOUTH EXCHANGE. The Ministry of Foreign
Affairs will carry out the 2000 (Sixth) Global Youth
Exchange Program from Feb.9-March 12. The
purpose of the program is to promote mutual 
understanding among young people of various 
countries and regions of the world. This year, 50
young people from over 40 countries, including
Japan are expected to attend. The participants will
take part in an Open Symposium in Tokyo, using
English as a common language, with the theme “The
Environment Surrounding Young People — What
Should We Do Toward the 21st Century.” 
• TEST BAN TREATY. The government will 
dispatch two more persuasion missions this month to
facilitate the entry into force of the Comprehensive
Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty (CTBT). One headed by 
former Foreign Minister Masahiko Koumura will
travel to Egypt and Algeria, and the other headed by
State Secretary for Foreign Affairs Ichita Yamamoto
will visit China.  Japan, which believes the early
entry into force of the test-ban treaty to be extremely
important, has been dispatching a series of teams to
countries which have not yet ratified or signed the
treaty, with the aim of convincing them to do so. To
date they have been to the U.S., Russia, Ukraine,
India, Pakistan, Vietnam and Indonesia.



CONVENIENCE STORE
SERVICES
The move by convenience stores into the 
service sector is accelerating. They no longer

simply sell products; they are now places where you
can complete nearly every task essential to modern
life, including paying utility bills and using fax
machines and automatic teller machines. Recently
they have begun to offer package tours, movie and
concert tickets, and CDs, and even online shopping
and banking services. In the fiercely competitive
world of retailing, convenience stores appear to be
going from strength to strength in their position as
“urban access points.”

When most people think of a convenience
store, they think of a retail outlet where food and daily
necessities are available under one roof. These stores
are known for opening early and closing late, with
many open 24 hours a day. They are convenient for
busy people like office workers and young people 
living alone, for whom they are often said to take the
place of a refrigerator. In the last several years, 
however, convenience stores have been undergoing
radical change.

Consider this store in the suburbs of Tokyo. It
is an average one, stocking about 3,000 products in a
floor space of about 1,100 square feet. This store is
nontraditional, however, in that it offers products
and services that in the past were not found in 
convenience stores. Video game software, CDs, 
and cosmetics are just a few of the unconventional 
products that can now be bought. In one corner
stands an ATM, so customers can withdraw cash 
without going to the bank. They can also pay 
electricity, gas, water, and telephone bills.
Photocopying, fax, and express delivery services 
are also available.

Through tie-ins with travel and ticket 
agencies, the store has recently been selling package
tours and movie and concert tickets through a special
online terminal. It also acts as an agent and collection
point for the sale of books over the Internet. It has
even started delivering products to elderly people 
living alone and, in partnership with a nursing 
services firm, has begun checking up on the 
well-being of seniors living nearby on a daily basis.

The concept of the convenience store was
born in the United States in the 1950s and was
imported to Japan in the mid-1970s. They started off
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as small franchise shops open long hours, located
near stations or residential areas and stocking essen-
tial everyday items. Subsequently, as well as expand-
ing their selection of products — especially box
lunches and cooked meals — they introduced a
computerized point-of-sales system that enabled 
thoroughgoing inventory control. This dramatically
improved their attraction to customers and boosted
sales, leading to rapid growth. According to Ministry
of International Trade and Industry figures, as of
1997 the number of convenience stores operating in
Japan was 36,631. 

The convenience store market has now
reached saturation point, however. With various 
discount stores and specialty shops making inroads
into the market, convenience stores are making little
progress with sales of their staple goods, food and
daily essentials. The August 1999 mid-year
results of the five major chains indicate that sales are
falling at the outlets of three chains, with sales at
branches of the other two leveling off.

Each chain has now begun trying to 
strengthen the service side of its business.
Representative of this is one big chain’s plan to
expand into banking. It is aiming to install at least
one ATM in every one of its nearly 9,000 stores. This
would generate income from service charges levied
when customers use the ATMs to deposit, transfer, or
withdraw money. Some chains are also planning to
become involved in online sales of a wide range of
products, from clothes to cars, by taking on the role 
of payment and collection points. It seems that 
convenience stores, which are characterized by their
large numbers, prime locations, and long opening
hours, will continue to evolve in their pursuit of 
market dominance.

SONY’S INTERNET JUMP
Electronic giant Sony Corp. shocked its 
distributors Feb. 1 by announcing that it will
start selling its products online — and that it
had reached agreement with the nations biggest
network of convenience stores to sell its
PlayStation games on the Internet. The move
will enable fans to order a game online and 
collect it at their local corner store. Many 
convenience stores are planning multimedia
terminals, amid forecasts that within two years
30 percent of domestic game software sales will
take place online. Sony plans to release its new
PlayStation 2 on March 4, which boasts 128-bit
CPU processing, a PC card slot and supports
both CD-ROMs and DVDs. Seven Eleven
Japan is a partner in the venture and has 
plans to create the nation’s first Web-based
supermarket



Birthrates in Japan after World War II peaked
between 1947 and 1949, when some 2.6 to 2.7 
million babies were born annually in the first baby
boom. Those born during these three years have
been collectively called the dankai (mass) 
generation. This generation brought about the second
baby boom, bearing over 2 million babies each year
from 1971 to 1974. The dankai juniors, as those
born during the second boom are called, are now
about 24 to 28 years old — in other words, around
the normal age to enter parenthood. But instead of
their giving rise to a third baby boom, the number of
births is actually falling at an alarming rate.

In February 1999 the Prime Minister’s Office
carried out a public opinion poll on the falling
birthrate. Of the men surveyed, 30 percent said that
they see marriage as a burden, with over half of them
giving financial factors as the reason. Women 
viewing marriage as a burden came to 40 percent,
their reasons mainly being housework, child rearing, 
nursing their aged parents-in-law, and coping with
the double responsibilities of work and homemaking.

Asked whether they felt that married couples
should have children, over 20 percent of women
between the ages of 18 and 39 said no, close to twice
the percentage for men. These attitudes point to the
possibility of a further decline in Japan’s birthrate. 

Deeply concerned with the current situation,
the Japanese government has allotted around $2 
billion of the first supplementary budget for fiscal
1999 to measures for stepping up child-rearing 
support, such as the construction of more day-care
facilities near train stations.

The parties of the ruling coalition, headed by
the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), have also drawn
up concrete plans to extend the child allowance to
parents of children through preschool age in the 
fiscal 2000 budget; currently only parents of children
under three years old are eligible to receive the
allowance, which aims to ease the financial burden
of child rearing.
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The number of babies being born every
month in Japan has been falling rapidly since
May 1999, a survey by the Ministry of Health
and Welfare has revealed. Ten years ago, in
1989, shock reverberated throughout Japan

when the country’s total special birthrate — the 
average number of children that a woman bears over
a lifetime — plunged 0.9 points from the previous
year to 1.57. If the current pace continues, though,
the 1999 rate is set to be the lowest ever recorded.

It would be below the 1998 figure of 1.38 and
much lower than even the most pessimistic forecasts.
Gravely concerned with the possible effects of
this trend on Japan’s society and economy in coming
years, the government has begun looking earnestly
into measures to reverse the situation.

According to the Health and Welfare
Ministry’s survey results, from January through April
1999 babies were being born roughly at the same
pace at the same period the year before. Since May,
however, when the number of births fell short by
2,500, the birthrate has been in slump: 4,300 fewer
babies than the year before were born in June, 4,000
in July, and 2,000 in August. At this rate, the annual
total is destined to fall below not only the 1998 figure
of 1.203 million babies, but also the all-time low
of 1.187 million recorded in 1995.

The National Institute of Population and
Social Security Research had predicted that in 1999
the number of childbirths would rise from the
previous year’s figure to its intermediate estimate of
1.23 million. But in reality the total may dip under
the 1.19-million line, the institute’s lower estimate.
The total special birthrate for 1999 may also end 
up considerably lower than the 1998 level of 1.38,
running against the Health and Welfare Ministry’s
projection that it would remain stable before rising
again soon.

The ministry is not certain what has caused
this drop, saying, "In 1998 the annual number of
marriages shot up from the year before by about
9,000, so it seems strange that the childbirth rate
would drop after May.” It speculates, though, that
many couples faced with decreased incomes and job
insecurity caused by a prolonged economic slump
may be putting off having children. Others suggest
that a number of young couples were waiting to have
their babies born at the dawn of a new millennium or
new century.

T

BIRTH RATES STILL 
DECLINING

A group of elementary school children, Japan’s next generation, together on a
field trip.
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My business partner, Michelle Brown, and I
opened our first Teaism tea house in 1996.
Last year we opened two more. With 
backgrounds in fine dining, Michelle and 
I wanted to do something interesting and

unusual — and inexpensive. We watched people get
excited about wine and coffee, and gourmet products
in general. Exploring and popularizing loose leaf tea
was the logical choice. With the help of our talented
friends, we created a simple, rustic Asian tea house.
There are enough places that present tea in a formal
British setting, but we wanted a casual setting
authentic to the origins of tea itself.

After months of tasting tea and educating
ourselves, we crafted a list of about fifty different teas
from Japan, India, China, Taiwan, Sri Lanka, Kenya,
Korea, and Vietnam, but only top-quality loose leaf
teas as they have been grown and prepared for 
centuries. No tea bags and no scented teas (except 
for the classics like Earl Grey, Jasmine, and Lapsang
Souchong). We’ve steered clear of the trend to corrupt
tea with perfumes and essences. It’s criminal!

Our Hungarian-born chef has created an
Asian-inspired menu to accompany the loose leaf
tea selections. There are Japanese bento boxes and
ochazuke dishes, Thai curries, Indian kebabs and
breads. The restaurants are all very casual — 
people place their order, get their food and tea from
the open kitchen and then have a seat. There are
low stools and rough-hewn mahogany tables and
counters. Our customers come in, they eat, and then
they can buy everything they need to make tea at
home or at the office. We sell the tea in packages,
tea pots, cups, books about tea, and strainers.

Besides talking to people about tea and
encouraging them to try new kinds, one of the things
that Michelle and I enjoy most about our tea houses
is hosting special events to share loose leaf tea and
Asian culture with our guests. It’s an important part
of our mission here at Teaism. People are excited
about tea and they want to know more. So when our
friends Katherine and Austin at the Urasenke
School of Tea in McLean, Virginia introduced us to
Norie Watanuki, a certified kimono instructor, we
decided to host a demonstration. We talked with
Norie and decided to book three “shows,” at one,

three and five o’clock on Feb. 4.
Norie arrived about noon with an assistant and

a couple of suitcases. We set up a rack and she started
to unpack — so many beautiful things! Soon people
began to show up, about 15 at each demonstration.
The guests were mostly women, but there were a few
men. Several Japanese women came, as well as people
who had lived or traveled in Japan. Like us, they had
seen women in kimono and they were curious!

We served several Japanese green teas, gen
mai cha, sencha, and hojicha, which one can enjoy
regularly at our shops. Our chef prepared homemade
mochi rice cakes. The three o’clock batch was better
than the one o’clock batch and the five o’clock batch
was the best ever. Everyone found it amusing that our
Hungarian chef was making delicate Japanese treats.

Michelle and I hadn’t expected to have a
role. At our other events, we just say a few words,
introduce the visiting expert and then sit back to
soak up information. We like to think of ourselves 
as matchmakers, connecting people who have 
interesting things to share with people who want to
learn more about tea and Asia. So when Norie asked
us to be models, we were a little taken aback. She
handed me a stack of white undergarments, a tiny
pair of socks, and sent me in the restroom to change.

For the next half hour I was fussed over.
Strings and ties were wrapped round and round.
Padding and boards were hooked in places to box out
the few curves in my figure. And then she dressed me
in a 70-year-old kimono that belonged to her mother. I
was awed and honored. It took my breath away, not
just the multiple layers of bindings tied tightly around
my rib cage. I was captivated by the luster of the silk
and the refinement of the garments. Norie’s fingertips
touched me with such skill and precision that the
graceful elegance of her ritual was mesmerizing.

Whether it’s a kimono dressing, a tea tasting
dinner, or just a bento lunch and a pot of sencha,
this is what happens when people come to Teaism.
They reflect, they slow down, and they find a little
peace and harmony in a pot of tea.

It happened for Michelle and I and that is
rare. For us Teaism is usually just a hectic restaurant.
We call to get the disposal fixed, scramble to find a
replacement when a cook can’t work, and place orders
for chopsticks and carryout containers. But then
sometimes we are transported — swept away by tea
and culture — to someplace like Japan.

• Michelle Brown and Linda Orr own three
Teaism tea houses in Washington D.C. For
more information, see their website at
www.teaism.com. They like to say “For best
results, drink lots of tea!”

M
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GOING VOLLEYBALL CRAZY
The 1999 volleyball World Cup was held in Japan 
last Nov.-Dec. The host country finished sixth in 
the women’s tournament and a worst-ever tenth in
the men’s tournament. Formerly a volleyball 
powerhouse, Japan has clearly gone downhill. 
And yet the home teams remained extraordinarily
popular, with every Japan game sold out. Given the
decline in skills, the excitement generated during
the recent tournament has all the appearance of a
big media hype.

The World Cup, which, along with the
Olympics and the World Championships, is one 
of the three major titles in world volleyball, takes
place once every four years, and has been hosted 
by Japan continuously since 1977. The reason is
that worldwide, volleyball is still a minor sport but 
it has had a strong following in Japan since the
women’s team, known as the Toyo no Majo (Witches
of the East), won the gold at the 1964 Tokyo
Olympics.

Popularity means high TV ratings and 
stations will pay handsomely for broadcasting rights.
This is even more true in the host country. Payments
for the World Cup broadcast ran to several billion
yen, and the International Federation of Volleyball
(FIVB) is heavily reliant on funds from Japanese 
TV companies. 

The TV station that broadcast the 1999 Cup
exclusively, introduced a number of innovations 
turning what had been just a sports event into an
entertainment spectacle. It used a popular male pop
group to appear whenever Japanese teams played.
Suddenly hordes of young women became hooked
on volleyball, and the venues were soon filled with
screaming fans, reminiscent of a pop concert.
Furthermore, the station ran a viewers’ quiz with a
prize of $9,500 whenever Japan played.

Television money has even brought rules
changes and reforms to the scoring system used for
the 25-point sets (or 15-point deciding fifth sets).
Under the previous rules, points could only be
scored by the serving team, and games going to a 
fifth set sometimes lasted more than three hours. The
system was therefore altered starting with the recent
Cup, so that points could be scored regardless of
which team was serving. Matches became quicker
taking at most about two hours to complete.

Unfortunately, both the men’s and women’s
teams faced stiff competition. If either had finished
in the top three they would have automatically 
qualified for the 2000 Sydney Olympics. Now, 
however, Japan must win an Olympic spot via either
the Continental or World Olympic Qualification
Tournaments.

SOCCER TICKET TO
OLYMPICS
Japan has qualified for the men’s soccer 
tournament at the Sydney Olympic Games,

which will open on Sept. 15, 2000. Having qualified
for the Atlanta Games in 1996, this will be the second
successive Olympic appearance for Japan’s younger
players — only players 23 years old or under can 
compete in Olympic soccer. Hopes are rising in Japan
that the team may be able to bring home a coveted
Olympic medal, especially since the Olympic squad
includes star midfielder Hidetoshi Nakata, who plays
for Perugia in Italy’s Serie A, one of the world’s top
professional leagues.

In the Asian zone Olympic qualifying 
tournament the young Japanese team, coached by
Frenchman Philippe Troussier, swept away every team
in their path. Drawn with the Philippines, Hong Kong,
Malaysia, and Nepal in the first qualifying stage,
Japan dominated the group, winning all eight of its
games while scoring 53 goals and conceding just 1.

In the final qualifying group Japan faced
Kazakhstan and Thailand for one ticket to Sydney. The
team won their first away game, defeating Kazakhstan
2-0 in Almaty on Oct. 9; that was  followed on Oct. 17
by a 3-1 victory over Thailand. Roared on by a crowd
of 55,000 in the return match against Kazakhstan in
the National Stadium in Tokyo on Nov. 6, Japan came
from 1-0 down to score three goals in the final 20 
minutes and win 3-1. In their final match the young
Japanese team overwhelmed Thailand 6-0 in Bangkok
on Nov. 13. Having won all four games in the final
qualifying group Japan now advances to Sydney.

Japan used to be a developing nation in soccer
terms, but thanks to the creation of the professional 
J-League in 1993, young Japanese players are rapidly
approaching world class. The Olympic squad contains
a number of players from the under-19 team that was
runner-up at the FIFA World Youth Championship in
April 1999. At the last Olympics in Atlanta in 1996
Japan caused the upset of the century by  defeating
Brazil, although it failed to reach the final round.

The aim in Sydney will be to win the country’s
first Olympic soccer medal since the Mexico City
Games in 1968, when the Japanese team took
home the bronze. The Sydney Olympics are not 
limited to amateurs, so the Japanese could well cause
a few surprises. And these same players will form the
backbone of the full national team when Japan
cohosts the World Cup with South Korea in 2002.

S
SPORTS WATCH
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Even though there are several different
methods used to create netsuke, most
artists prefer to carve them. Edwin C.
Symmes, Jr., in his book, “Netsuke,
Japanese Life and Legend in Miniature,”

spent considerable time with one such artist.
Katsutoshi Saito is a fourth-generation carver of
netsuke who uses his family artist’s name of
“Bishu,” and who maintains the high standards
expected of him.

Bishu’s grandfather was able to expand 
the great-grandfather’s family business into a 
carving workshop. But by the time Bishu’s father
had inherited the business, the world of netsuke had
changed. To bring in the amount of money needed to
maintain a workshop, he would have had to turn out
production work. The father, also named Bishu,
chose instead to close down the workshop. That left
him free to continue to create one-of-a-kind pieces.

Symmes comments that as he and his 
photographer watched the contemporary Bishu
work, it seemed that they had entered an older era,
one in which time was not of the essence. “Bishu’s
netsuke come from a period when brilliance of 
concept and quality of execution, rather than mass
production of low-cost items, were the most 
important criteria.”

Symmes learned that even the tools of the
traditional netsuke carver are unique to the artist,
because they are not found at the Japanese 
equivalent of an art supply store. Instead, they are
carefully made by the carver himself to suit his 
carving style, and to be comfortable in the hand,
given the methods he uses.

Symmes points out that netsuke are not so
much carved as they are “scraped” into being, which
necessitates wooden handled tools with strong metal
pick-like shapes that extend from one end. As a
modern man living in this century, Bishu has made a
couple of concessions. He uses a power grinder to
sharpen his hand-carving tools. He also uses electric
lighting to see what he’s doing. And that’s about it.

Symmes says, “Although modern power
tools are available to contemporary netsuke
carvers, they still rely on traditional tools. One 
reason is that they enjoy working with the material.
When using the traditional tools to scrape and
drill, the object being created is being liberated by
a living, creative force. It is imbued with the 

energy and the spirit of the master carver. Power
tools create an interface — a distance between the 
creator and the object. They may allow impressive
technical accomplishments to be produced faster,
but they block the spirit of the master carver from
penetrating the netsuke.”

When Bishu was searching for an 
acceptable substitute some years ago for the ivory
his family had been using for generations, he tried
such things as boxwood, Siberian fossil walrus 
tusks, mahogany, and tusks recovered from frozen 
mammoths. To work as a base for netsuke, a 
material must be hard enough to hold up under the 
considerable strain put on it by the artist.

It must be fine-grained enough to bold a
sharp carved edge. The artist must also be able to
work with it using his traditional netsuke tools.
And it must both look and feel good. Some netsuke
are made up of more than a single material, so 
whatever the artist uses must be of a quality that
will accept lacquer, metals, or inlays.

Bishu has discovered that hippopotamus
tooth is particularly suited to the task. Almost the
same as ivory, it is actually a little harder, which
allows the artist to incorporate finer detail into his
work. The good thing is that hippopotamuses that
live in captivity must have their teeth cut off 
periodically, because they do not get worn down in
zoos, as they do in the wild.

Another favorite material of Bishu’s is
mammoth ivory, which is expensive and mostly
found in Siberia and Alaska. Because such ivory 
has been buried for so long, it takes on subtle 
colorations, which add character to netsuke. To
make sure than no one is breaking the ban on the
export/import of elephant ivory, customs officials
have come up with ways to identify netsuke made
from mammoth ivory.

Bishu’s workday lasts between six and eight
hours. Although he says he tried carving at a desk, it
left him feeling tired. He returned to sitting on a
couple of cushions on tatami. Carving while seated
on the floor in the traditional Japanese fashion,
helps him to tap into the energy from his entire
body, rather than just from his hands, he believes.

Bishu was one of the first netsuke carvers
to take in a non-Japanese student, saying that it is
important to spread understanding of Japanese
culture and tradition by teaching people who will
carry what they learn to other parts of the world.

• Carol Marleigh Kline, is a freelance writer
in Washington, D.C., who spent 11 years 
living in Japan. Next month she will write
about collecting netsuke.

NETSUKE’S ARTISTIC
CHALLENGES

E
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Japan’s deep-sea biological research, like
that of the U.S., received a great boost from
the development of manned submersibles
and remote operated vehicles (ROVs).
Research submersibles capable of operating

at depths of 300 to 600 meters were developed in
Japan after 1969, but the first true deep-sea 
submersibles were the Shinkai 2000, unveiled in
1981 and capable of achieving depths of up to 2,000
meters, and the Shinkai 6500 in 1989, capable of
navigating at  6,000 meters below the surface. 
The Dolphin 3K, a 3,000-meter-class ROV, was
developed soon after. With these developments, it
finally became possible for deep-sea biologists to
directly observe living deep-sea organisms and to
selectively collect particular specimens.
Consequently, the volume of data on deep-sea 
organisms has grown enormously in recent years.

Another important development has been
the use of the same global positioning system (GPS)
used in car navigation for determining positions both
on the land and the sea, and the use of transponder
navigation systems for precisely determining 
underwater positions. By using these scientists can
visit and observe a particular location in the hadal
zone (ocean trenches below 6,000 meters) time and
time again.

The development in 1995 of Kaiko, Japan’s
deep-sea ROV capable of depths over 11,000 meters,
made it possible to study the deepest marine
environment on the planet — the Challenger Deep in
the Mariana Trench. Kaiko brought back amphipods
(small crustaceans) and deep sea holothurians (sea
cucumbers) from the seafloor 10,900 meters below
the surface. Now there is no place in the ocean that is
too deep to be reached for study and observation.

The most important achievement in 
deep-sea biological research to come out of Japan’s
series of deep-sea studies by research vehicles is the
discovery of deep-sea chemosynthetic communities in
Japan’s vicinity. In 1977 a rich community of diverse
organisms was found around a warm water vent at the
depth of 2,600 meters off the coast of the Galapagos
Islands in South America. Scientists at the time were
puzzled by the rich diversity of the community, which
contained life-forms never before seen. Discovery of
similar communities were quickly reported in 
tectonically active areas such as the Earth’s plate
boundaries. In one case, the community was found

around water with temperatures exceeding 300
degrees Celsius while in another case there was a
plume with temperatures no different from 
surrounding seawater.

Research has shown that these ecosystems,
unlike all others known on Earth, do not rely on the
sun as their ultimate source of energy. The primary
building blocks for these unique ecosystems are
chemosynthetic bacteria, whose production of organic
matter is powered by chemical rather than solar 
energy. Scientists are beginning to think that these
organisms could become a source for as-yet-untapped
resources. They survive under high pressures, low
temperatures, darkness and high concentrations of
toxic low-molecular weight compounds, such as 
hydrogen sulfide, and have developed strategies for
dealing with these extremes, which could involve 
as-yet-unknown organic compounds that could have 
possible uses for mankind.

Japan sits atop the junction of the Pacific
Plate, the Philippine Sea Plate, the Eurasian Plate and
the North American Plate, which is why it has so many
volcanoes, hot springs and earthquakes. But its geology
is also highly conducive to finding these deep-sea 
communities. Since the first one was found in 1984 in
Sagami Bay, a total of 16 cold seep communities and
10 hydrothermic vent communities have been found by
submersibles in the oceans around Japan, and 49 new
species have been identified. Many more are expected
to be located by scientists whose work in the field is
attracting international attention.

• This is excerpted from an article by
Hashimoto Jun of the Japan Marine Science
and Technology Center in Look Japan (12/99)

NEW LIFE-FORMS IN
THE OCEAN DEPTHS

J
A comb jellyfish, found 700 meters down in Sagami Bay, near Tokyo. The
beautiful, fragile jellyfish uses its ribs to propel itself through the water.
(Look Japan)


