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Preface From Organizers 

 

In January 2019, we held the 2nd Japan Trek for the 

Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University. This 

report summarizes what trek participants felt and learned during 

the trek.  

 While we were staying in Japan, we traveled around 

Kyoto, Okinawa, and Tokyo to cover various themes including 

foreign policy, security, history, and traditional and modern 

culture, as well as economic and social issues. We are convinced 

that the participants could deepen not only their insights and 

knowledge but also enhance their motivation to engage with Japan 

throughout their future careers by visiting a number of sites and 

meeting people working on the opportunities and challenges 

Japan faces.  

 Last but not least, we would like to deeply appreciate all of 

those who supported our trek in various ways including through 

sponsorship and donation. We are all looking forward to 

continuing to collaborate with you to build a bridge between Japan 

and the world.   
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2019 Trek Itinerary 

Date Event 

Jan. 3 (Thu) Trekkers arrived in Tokyo 

Welcome dinner 

Stayed in Tokyo 

Jan. 4 (Fri) Moved from Tokyo to Kyoto 

Kimono experience 

Kiyomizu Temple 

Gion area 

Stayed in Kyoto 

Jan. 5 (Sat) Kinkakuji Temple 

Ryoanji Temple 

Moved from Kyoto to Okinawa 

Stayed in Naha 

Jan. 6 (Sun) Former Navy Underground HQ 

Okinawa Prefectural Peace Memorial Museum 

Shurijo Castle 

Mini-lecture on U.S. Military Bases and Okinawa by 

Lecturer Shino Hateruma 
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Stayed in Naha 

Jan. 7 (Mon) Meeting with Professor Masaaki Gabe at Ryukyu University 

Meeting at Okinawa Prefectural Office 

Meeting at the Japan Air Self  Defense Force (JASDF) Naha 

Air Base 

Moved to Tokyo 

Stayed in Tokyo 

Jan. 8 (Tue) Meeting at Temple University 

Lunch meeting with Eurasia Group 

Meeting with researchers from the Institute of  Energy 

Economics and the Middle East Institute 

Fletcher alumni party 

Stayed in Tokyo 

Jan. 9  (Wed) Meeting at Ministry of  Foreign Affairs 

Meeting at Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) 

Meeting at Ridilover 

Stayed in Tokyo 

Jan. 10  (Thu) Left Japan  

 

* The ideas expressed in this report belong solely to the author of each section, and not to any 
organization, committee, other group that the author belongs to or visited during the trek. 
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Thoughts From Participants 

1. Cultural Understanding (Kyoto & Okinawa) 

– Abisola Owoyemi (MIB 2019) – 

Fletcher Japan Trek 2019 was an insightful experience, giving us the chance to visit the ancient city 

of  Kyoto, the old capital of  the country and ancient cultural centre, and the prefectural island of  Okinawa, 

a historical and important fixture in Japan’s pre- and post-WWII history. We learned about a wide range 

of  history, from the pre-colonial reigns of  the Ryukyu Kingdom, to the United States occupation post-

World War II, and finally its present history. 

Kyoto 

Kyoto city, unlike Tokyo, had a slower pace to it, albeit still highly modernized, commercial and 

cosmopolitan. Kyoto holds the cultural history of  Japan, from the city’s architectural skyline to its streets 

and the people. Unlike Tokyo, where the pace of  the city allows you blend into the moving population, 

the presence of  traditionally kimono clad indigenes and tourists becomes even more apparent as we 

disembark from the Kyoto train station into the main streets. The air is clear and like all of  Japan, the 

people are respectful, the streets are pristine, and everything moves in a natural order. Our journey in 

Kyoto starts off  with the visit to the Kimono rental store, a known and celebrated experience, and in true 

tourist fashion proceeds on to a photo. Our first site visit of  the day is the Kiyomizu-dera temple, located 

in the largest and oldest part of  the Kyoto city, and a UNESCO World Heritage site. The walk to Kiyomizu 

is abuzz with activities of  commerce on each side of  the street, as vendors petitioned passerby to try their 

merchandise, from local sweets and ice cream with the distinct flavors that the world has come to identify 

with Japan, like matcha and black sesame, to memorabilia and specialist items of  various degrees, 

exemplifying the city of  Kyoto. 

The temple, while still currently undergoing building updates, was in itself  still a wonder to see, with 

its purposefully crafted structure and landscape. Our trip to Kyoto consisted of  two other temple visits, 

and like most of  the temples in Kyoto both temples were UNESCO World Heritage sites. The initial was 

Kinkaku-ji, which boasts of  the remarkable golden pavilion, and Ryōan-ji temple, famous for its rock 

garden. Kyoto’s temples left us with the lasting impression of  the planned and magnificently ancient 
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history of  Japan, from its crafted temples, landscapes and spaces for meditation, an indication of  a society 

with a balance of  art, discipline and mindfulness. The grand exit of  Kyoto, however, was its 15-floor 

Kyoto station, an architectural wonder of  glass, steel and concrete, which housed restaurants, shopping 

centers, and even offices - a 20th century wonder unlike the previous sites visited. The reoccurring theme 

of  art, foresight, order, sophistication of  understanding of  material, people and culture was evident, 

solidifying Kyoto as Japan’s culture-centric city with a true balance of  old and new. 

Okinawa 

We left the January winter of  Tokyo and Kyoto, as we landed in the tropical weather of  Okinawa 

prefecture. Okinawa is unique, and the first sight is not what one would instinctively associate with Japan. 

Tropical plants lined its airports with a humidity that is reminiscent of  tropical island nations. It is no 

wonder Okinawa is a popular cruise destination, most commonly with tourists from China. 

Although once an independent kingdom, Okinawa is now a tropical island prefecture of  Japan and 

its history is evident in its inhabitants, language, food and even customs. Okinawa is Japan, but it is also 

something else. 

Okinawa historically had ties to both Japan and China. The precolonial kingdom of  Ryukyu was 
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founded in 15th Century. It was a tributary to Chinese Ming and Qing dynasties and Tokugawa Shogunate 

Regime till 19th century. This piece of  history is evident from the majestic Shurijo Castle, a site visited in 

the last leg of  our visit to Okinawa, built in both Chinese and Japanese style and which historically housed 

the king before Japanese imperialism. Shurijo was destroyed in the battle of  Okinawa in World War II and 

was rebuilt to scale and likeness post-war. Our journey in Okinawa, however, began with the site visit to 

the former Japanese Navy Underground HQ from World War II. To tell the story of  modern Okinawa is 

to tell the story of  the happenings of  World War II and the role of  the United States. Okinawa was 

important in Japanese World War II history, for reasons different from such cities as Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki. Okinawa had the largest number of  civilian causalities in the war, with the Battle of  Okinawa 

said to be the deadliest battle in its history. This history is commemorated in the Okinawa Prefectural 

Peace Memorial Museum, which tells the story of  the war and life post-war in the rebuilding of  Okinawa. 

Okinawa’s history is heavy with grief  and the relics of  that era were evident, from the not-so-visible 

evidence of  thousands of  unexploded bombs and even more visible evidence of  US military bases present 

on the island, a mandate from the island’s occupation post–World War II. 
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2. Lecturer Hateruma and Professor Gabe 

– Sam Green (MALD 2020) – 

Meeting 1 

Lecturer Shino Hateruma 

Lecturer - Tokyo Institute of  Technology 

Ph.D Candidate - Waseda Univeristy, Graduate School of  Asia-Pacific Studies 

-----------------------------------  

Our first meeting in Okinawa proved one of  the better dialogues of  the entire trip, as Lecturer 

Hateruma was willing to engage in a meaningful exchange of  views surrounding the American – Japanese 

relationship and the implications on her home of  Okinawa. 

Lecturer Hateruma met us in a classroom setting in the heart of  Naha. There she presented about 

her research regarding the US military bases and installations located on Okinawa. She began by outlining 

some common misunderstandings: 1. Okinawa is anti-American, and 2. Okinawa wants to remove all 

American bases.  

She presented data that showed Okinawan citizens still valued the Japanese-American relationship 

far higher than the Chinese-Japanese bilateral relationship. Then she proceeded to clarify that Okinawans 

aren’t anti-base, rather they are specifically anti-relocating Futenma air base to the proposed Henoko 

location in northern Okinawa for a multitude of  reasons. I then proceeded to ask Lecturer Hateruma, 

“Isn’t Henoko a downsize in comparison to Futenma, and following the recent Guam agreement with 

proposed curtailments of  American forces on Okinawa, wasn’t that a step in the right direction?” She 

responded by emphasizing the heavy burden already placed on Okinawa. We learned that about 70 percent 

of  American military installations on Japan are located on the small island of  Okinawa (As of  January 

2019). She continued to point out that most of  the American military bases on the main islands of  Japan 

are joint ventures with the Self-Defense forces.  

Other issues raised in the meeting included the Status of  Forces Agreement giving American soldiers 

immunity when in Okinawa, resulting in a relatively high rate of  sexual deviance and crimes. In conclusion 

of  the meeting, Lecturer Hateruma offered a proposed solution, increasing the rotational deployment of  

the Marines throughout the Asia-Pacific region, including the mainland Japan, with the main thesis being 

that a show of  force regarding the Senkaku islands or Taiwan will require naval and air power but is unlikely 

to need the immediate deployment of  ground forces.  
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Meeting 2 

Masaaki Gabe 

Professor of  International Relations – University of  the Ryukyus 

-----------------------------------  

At the University of  the Ryukyus we met with Professor Gabe. He began his presentation by 

highlighting what differentiated the battle of  Okinawa from all other battles of  World War II. In most 

battles in World War II, Japanese soldiers after returning home did not share with their family and friends 

the true horrific nature of  their experience. But in Okinawa the war was on the homeland, and the people 

who lived on Okinawa bore witness to the atrocities of  that terrible conflict. The professor’s lecture echoed 

what we had seen earlier at a museum highlighting the terrible plight the Okinawan people bore. The 

lecture then turned towards the modern-day implications of  the war - primarily what impact the American 

bases has had on Okinawa today.  

The professor highlighted the loss of  economic opportunity caused by the bases. He emphasized 

that the Japanese government did subsidize the Okinawan prefecture but that it paled in comparison to 

the opportunity cost of  having the central part of  Naha unavailable for development.  

Many of  the issues raised in Lecturer Hateruma’s lecture resurfaced, including the conduct of  
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American soldiers under the current Status of  Forces Agreement and the vast total of  American soldiers 

present in Okinawa. The Professor’s final point was that in his opinion the nature of  war has changed to 

no longer be reactionary - that rather deployment is meant to simply maintain the status quo. Continuing 

that train of  thought, he argued that the utility of  the American bases in Okinawa was limited given the 

new face of  war.  
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3. Okinawa Prefectural Office & JASDF Naha Base 

– Sarah Gold (MALD 2020) – 

Perhaps the most fascinating part of  our Japan Trek for many participants was our trip to Okinawa. 

We were able to get an inside look at issues and locations that most visitors to Japan rarely see. As 

evidenced by the previous section, it is clear that U.S. base issues were our primary focus in Okinawa, with 

special attention paid to the plan to relocate Futenma Air Base to a location in the main island’s north. In 

service of  learning more about this, we met with a representative from the Okinawa Prefectural 

Government. 

Despite recognizing their strategic importance in the context of  the Japan-U.S. security arrangement, 

there is much opposition to the presence of  U.S. bases in Okinawa amongst the islands’ residents. These 

bases, which were forcibly erected by the U.S. military during World War II and the U.S.’s subsequent 27-

year occupation of  Okinawa, are connected today to water contamination, air pollution, noise pollution, 

aircraft accidents, and sexual violence, among other effects. The government of  Kadena Town, in which 

Kadena Air Base is located, received more than 1000 complaints from residents regarding the bases in 

fiscal year 2017 (around 200-300 complaints from FY2014 to FY2016 annualy), reflecting Okinawans 

ingrained and growing distrust of  U.S. forces. Some bases, such as Futenma (often called “the world’s most 

dangerous base”) are situated right in the middle of  highly populated areas. About 1.44 million people live 

in Okinawa prefecture, and many of  them live next to the bases. 

The accumulation of  incidents surrounding U.S. bases, the legal immunity enjoyed by U.S. officers, 

and the resultant anger of  the local population have been an impetus for the recent popular opposition to 

the plan to relocate Futenma Air Base to Henoko in the north, a plan concluded between the U.S. and 

central Japanese Governments without the support of  the people of  Okinawa. This issue is unresolved.  

The Okinawa Prefectural Government not only opposes that Futenma relocation plan, it also 

believes that the overall number of  U.S. bases in the prefecture ought to be reduced. Okinawa comprises 

only 0.6% of  Japan’s total land area, yet it hosts 70.3% of  the country’s U.S. military-exclusive facilities. 

The Prefectural Government believes that this burden must be reduced. In mainland Japan there exists 

the often-heard argument that the Okinawan economy depends on the ongoing existence of  these bases. 

However, base-related income today only accounts for approximately 5% of  the prefecture’s gross income. 

The Prefectural Government hopes that the removal of  bases could allow for the economic development 

of  that land and the creation of  jobs. 
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Unfortunately, the Prefectural Government is unable to liaise formally with base representatives. 

Instead, it is the regional branch of  security of  the Central Japanese Government that interacts directly 

with base leadership. The Okinawa Prefectural Government seeks dialogues between its own officials and 

those of  the Central Government in order to communicate its demands and have them considered during 

negotiations. Even in such circumstances, Okinawans would face the disadvantage of  having their ideas 

filtered through and diluted by a middleman. In my opinion, it may be more fair to provide Okinawan 

representatives direct seats at the table, as they are the ones most affected by - and often in the greatest 

danger from - the decisions made. As Japan’s security environment continues to change, perhaps 

alternatives outside of  Okinawa can be considered. 

The Prefectural Government also hopes that base issues will be perceived not as “Okinawan Issues” 

(as they often are on the mainland), but as “Japanese Issues.” 

In addition to meeting with a Prefectural Government representative, we were also fortunate enough 

to visit the Japanese Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) Naha Air Base. The air base, which was appropriated by 

U.S. forces during the Occupation and partially returned to Japan in the 70’s, is the largest in Okinawa, 

with around 3500 self-defense force soldiers working on the base.  

An officer from the Ninth Air Wing of  the Southwestern Air Defense Force described to us the 
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various types of  activities carried out by the JSDF in the area. These include: interception by jet of  

unidentified aircrafts entering the Air Defense Identification Zone and deployment of  Patriot Missile 

Systems to confront missiles launched by North Korea. The Air Identification Zones of  Japan and China 

overlap one another, leading to high tensions between the two states in these particular areas. 

I was especially curious about the relations between the JSDF and the U.S. Military in Okinawa, as 

well as locals’ perception of  the Naha Air Base compared the U.S. air bases. The officer told us that high 

ranking officials of  the Japanese and U.S. forces communicate quite often, and that the two forces engage 

in collaborative training. We heard that the local perception of  Japanese personnel of  the JSDF is 

considered to be generally positive because of  their behaviors and engagement. Based on his observation, 

it seemed individual U.S. force personnel were not necessarily perceived negatively despite the complex 

issue. 

We also had the unique opportunity to meet a JSDF pilot and have him explain to us the ins and 

outs of  his aircraft.  

I very much enjoyed this part of  the trek. I learned a great deal more than can be fit into this 

summary, and felt that the variety of  perspectives we heard created a multi-dimensional, complex image 

of  a highly relevant issue not discussed enough at Fletcher. While U.S. and mainland Japanese narratives 

are quite accessible, Okinawan narratives are more difficult to find. I appreciated this special opportunity 

to hear these voices. 
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4. Temple Univeristy & Eurasia Group 

– Lisa May (MALD 2020) – 

On January 8, the participants of  the Fletcher 2019 Japan Trek visited the Japanese Campus of  

Temple University, had a lunch meeting with the Eurasia Group, and met with researchers from the 

Institute of  Energy Economics and the Middle East Institute. The meetings were followed by cultural 

activities in Tokyo and the Fletcher alumni party later that evening. This write-up will cover the visits to 

Temple University and to the Eurasia Group.  

We arrived at Temple University (TUJ) at 9 am and were greeted by Dr. Bruce Stronach, Dean of  

the Japan Campus of  Temple University and a Fletcher alumnus, and Mr. Robert Dujarric, the Director 

of  the Institute of  Contemporary Asian Studies at TUJ. During the visit to the university, the hosts gave 

us a quick overview of  the school and its activities in Japan. Afterwards, we held a Q&A session, discussing 

a range of  topics, starting with the demographics of  Japan, and ending with education in the country. It 

was incredibly interesting to learn about how globalization has influenced Japan, and how the 

homogeneous Japanese society is adapting to rising interdependence between the countries, flows of  

people and goods, etc. Prior to coming to Japan, I did not realize that women have just recently started to 

actively join the work force in the country. When we spoke about education in Japan, the hosts mentioned 

discrepancies between hard sciences and social sciences. Another interesting point was made by Dr. 

Stronach when he said that Japanese universities have begun to evolve, focusing on developing the students’ 

ability to think critically rather than simply memorizing material in preparation for the exam. This was of  

particular interest to me, since in my home country, Ukraine, we are yet to see this change. Lastly, I learned 

that Japanese employment is also changing, with very few people having life-time employment anymore. 

Overall, we had a lively discussion, and I learned a lot about Japanese society!  

After a productive meeting at TUJ, we moved on to our next destination – the Eurasia Group. We 

arrived at the Eurasia Group’s office at 11:30 and were kindly received by Mr. Kei Sakaguchi, the Japan 

Country Representative of  the Eurasia Group. In all honesty, prior to this trek, I knew very little about 

the organization. I was fascinated when I learned that the Eurasia Group operates in over 90 countries! I 



 

 - 15 - 

also did not realize that the organization specializes in advising on political risks from a business standpoint. 

We were lucky because the day before we came in for the discussion, the Eurasia Group released its Top 

Risks for 2019 assessment – everyone in the office was incredibly busy answering phone calls and emails 

regarding the report. During our lunch meeting, Mr. Kei Sakaguchi asked us what our predictions of  top 

risks for 2019 would be, and each of  us said what was on our minds. Then we proceeded to look at the 

actual report, and many of  the participants’ assessments turned out to be in the top 10. For the rest of  

the meeting, Mr. Sakaguchi told us more about the main political risks that potential investors face in 2019 

as well as about how those risks were selected for the report. It was such an interesting meeting, and I 

wish we had a little more time for a longer Q&A session.  

To sum up my experience, both meetings were thought-provoking and engaging, and I feel grateful 

to have had an opportunity to learn more about Japanese society during the visit to Temple University as 

well as about the analysis of  political risks for businesses during our meeting with the Eurasia Group.  
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5. The Institute of  Energy Economics & the Middle East Institute 

– Adham Sahloul (MALD 2019) – 

With the presumed shift away from the post-Cold War unipolar era to a more multipolar world, allies 

and enemies of  the United States alike are assessing the U.S.’s posture towards its defense commitments 

and role in international affairs. A delegation of  graduate students at the Fletcher School of  Law and 

Diplomacy at Tufts University, all policy professionals from varied national backgrounds, visited Japan to 

better contextualize U.S.-Japan relations, Japan’s political, security, and economic priorities, the politics of  

East Asia, and Japanese culture and society. In conversations with academics, policy researchers, private 

sector actors, and government officials, some of  whom are proud Fletcher School alumni, the 2019 Japan 

Trek participants discussed Japanese foreign policy in a variety of  international fora. The Middle East 

factored largely due to the region’s economic importance to Japan, as well as Japan’s interests in 

humanitarian affairs, international development, and counterterrorism.  

The similarities between the foreign policy outlooks of  Japanese and Middle East policy practitioners, 

interlocutors, and observers should not be overlooked. For instance, one academic in Okinawa remarked 

that Japanese observers paid close attention to U.S. President Barack Obama’s 2013 “red line” moment in 

Syria. He suggested that the U.S.’s failure to uphold its commitment to the chemical weapons red line in 

Syria may factor into Japan’s assessment of  U.S. deterrence commitments in East Asia-- be it for Taiwan, 

South Korea, or the East and South China Seas. 

Japan’s Middle East policy can be described as “mercantile realism,” where Tokyo views the Middle 

East through the dual lenses of  energy interests and U.S.-Japan relations.1 Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo 

Abe has visited the Middle East more than any prior Japanese leader, and the Abe administration since 

2012 has sought to move from a “low profile orientation” in the region and the pacifist approach of  the 

previous administration, as Shirzad Azad writes, to meet Abe’s political and security reform agenda as well 

as meet Abe’s goal of  transforming Japan into an independent, “normal” country in international affairs-

- as opposed to a “trade country” or a proxy of  the U.S.2 Japan notably developed relations with both 

                                                
1 Miyagi, Yukiko. "Japanʼs Middle East Policy: ‘still Mercantile Realism’." International Relations of  the Asia-
Pacific 12.2 (2012): 287-315. Web. 
2 Azad, Shirzad. "Seeking a New Role: Japan’s Middle East Policy under Shinzo Abe." East Asia 34.4 
(2017): 287-305. Web. 
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Israel and Palestinians, in an effort to play a positive role in the peace process. Japan also provided $13 

billion in funding for the First Gulf  War in 1990-91. During the Second Gulf  War, Japan sent 5,500 Self-

Defense Force troops for reconstruction efforts in Iraq. Japan has maintained a Self-Defense Force base 

in Djibouti since 2011. 

At the Japanese Institute of  Middle Eastern Economies (JIME), at the Institute of  Energy 

Economics (IEE), the only private think tank specialized in the Middle East and North Africa, researchers 

provided us with unique insights on Japan’s hydrocarbon resource needs in relation to the Middle East. 

Japan imports 85% of  its crude oil and 30% of  its liquified natural gas (LNG) from the region. Particularly 

after the 2011 Fukushima nuclear plant incident, Japan’s energy vulnerabilities were showcased to the world, 

a reliance on the Middle East increased. The JIME researchers elaborated on Japan’s diversification policy 

in the interest of  maintaining neutral, if  not friendly, relations across the Middle East-- from Jordan and 

Turkey to Iran and the GCC. This may cause friction with the U.S. if, to maintain energy imports, Japan 

seeks a more neutral relationship with Iran while the U.S. re-imposes sanctions.3 On Saudi Arabia, the 

                                                
3 Sakanashi, Sachi, “Japan Strives to Keep Importing Iranian Oil Despite US Sanctions,” Atlantic Council, 
Jan. 14, 2019, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/iransource/japan-strives-to-keep-importing-
iranian-oil-despite-us-sanctions. 
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researchers concluded the the murder of  columnist Jamal Khashoggi concerned the Japanese business 

community, but in the long-term the business community is not interested in losing profits by jeopardizing 

relations with the Saudi kingdom. Japan would also not look to jeopardize oil imports from its two largest 

sources, Saudi Arabia and the UAE. On wider Arabian Gulf  affairs, Japanese firms and businesspersons 

are largely based in Dubai, and thus the blockade of  Qatar has made business and travel from the UAE to 

Qatar difficult. On counterterrorism, researchers spoke of  Japan’s posture towards the Muslim world, 

saying that Japan has a positive view of  Islam, is committed to countering violent extremism in the Asia-

Pacific region. For the past decade, Japan has been inviting Islamic scholars and religious leaders for 

cultural exchange. The researchers added that Islamic State terrorism, as well as the kidnapping of  a 

Japanese hostage by jihadist militants in Syria, certainly shaped Japanese public opinion about Islamic 

extremism, though not to a great extent. As a result of  its positive relations with Muslim-majority countries 

and positive treatment of  Japanese Muslims, Muslim tourists, and Muslims working in Japan-- especially 

relative to China-- Japan is able to play a more effective, credible role in diplomacy, peacekeeping, and 

international development.  

The researchers added multiple times that Japan is aware it lacks the leverage to affect political 

conditions, and that Japan operates under the U.S.’s framework. On Syria, Japan, which was a member of  

the “Friends of  Syria” nations that backed the Syrian opposition against Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, 

knows that Assad has won in Syria, at least for the short-term. Japan continues to provide humanitarian 

aid through the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA), which the Japan Trek participants 

visited. JICA has established a master’s degree scholarship for Syrian refugees to study in Japan to 

ultimately work on development and reconstruction for Syria. The Abe administration is concerned with 

both the substance and style of  U.S. President Donald Trump’s troop withdrawal plan for Syria, as it is 

concerned that the so-called Islamic State is not defeated. The resignation of  U.S. Secretary of  Defense 

Mattis as a result of  Trump’s Syria withdrawal announcement concerned many in Tokyo, according to the 

JIME researchers. 
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6. Ridilover & Sightseeing (Tokyo) 

– Emily Dumont (MALD 2019) – 

 

Ridilover 

Ridilover was the last site visit of  Japan trek, and was a great way to end our trip. Many of  us were 

glad to have the chance to visit Ridilover because it demonstrated a different work atmosphere and 

outlook from out other site visits, which had mainly been with government officials and academics. The 

Ridilover office was definitely casual and looked like a quintessential start-up – the staff  chatted to each 

other around the open floor plan while we were there. The company’s founder, Toshiki Abe, who spoke 

with us during the site visit, was wearing a t-shirt.  

Despite their casual office, it was obvious that the Ridilover team worked tirelessly on issues they 

were passionate about and that they believed required Japanese attention. Abe told us that the website 

provides information on more than 250 different issues to allow Japanese citizens to better understand 

social issues around them. These issues were all selected by the Ridilover team as important because they 

were issues that many Japanese did not know about it and did not have the ability to easily gather more 

research on. Abe explained that Ridilover was founded over the question of  why so many social issues 

were unknown, and aimed to provide background on real issues that should be important to people. He 

also walked us through 3 “hurdles” of  bringing awareness to social issues: attention, information, and 

access. Ridilover aims to overcome these three hurdles as part of  their mission. Abe also expressed that 

he feels as if  there is not a singular most important issue, but that all of  those included in Ridilover are 

critical. 

Tokyo Sightseeing 

Tokyo bookended the Fletcher School’s Japan Treak, so it served as both our introduction to Japan 

as well as our departure point. While there was certainly a lot of  the city we did not get to experience, we 

definitely made the most of  our time there.  

We spent a couple of  hours wandering around Harajuku in-between site visits. The streets were 

completely packed, upbeat music was playing, and the stores brimmed with cheery, rainbow-colored 

goods. Many of  us also tried some fun and vibrant sweets while in Harajuku, such as large crepes and 
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cotton candy. We did not spot many people who looked especially dressed up, but it was still a great 

place to shop and people-watch. 

Our last evening was spent in Odaiba. The first stop was teamLab borderless, an artwork exhibit 

which was indescribable. Many of  the rooms had thousands of  lights or mirrors on display that made it 

appear like the art was moving, and that you were in the artwork. My favorite display was a room filled 

with mirrors and little lanterns where the light appeared to be changing; it felt as if  you were completely 

immersed in the art. TeamLab borderless was definitely a highlight of  the trip for many Trekkers. 

Afterwards we went to a nearby conveyor belt sushi restaurant where orders were delivered by a device 

that looked like a Japanese train.  

We also visited a nearby Onsen hot springs which was a great way to relax after several days with 

full schedules. The hot springs gave us brightly colored robes to wear around the shopping and 

restaurant pavilion inside, as well as to the hot springs. The hot springs were different temperatures but 

very relaxing. Some of  us were even brave enough to try out the outside pools; despite the chilly night it 

was warm in the hot springs. 

We ended our last night of  Japan trek with a late-night karaoke session. The group had a private 

room where several trekkers sang pop hits together. What better way to end a great trip? 

 


