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Born in Kushira Town, Gimozuki County, Kagoshima Prefecture.  After graduation from Kushira Commercial High School, moved to Tokyo to work in a bank.  In 1971, Toyoshige made a career U-turn and got involved in selling health-conscious foods.  In 1996, at the age of 55, he was elected to the head of the Yanagidani Resident’s Community Center; a post traditionally rotated among people 10 years his senior.  Since then, he has been advancing community development based on collective citizen participation with less reliance on government subsidies.  In 2002, he received the 8th annual Japan Association for Planning Administration Award for Excellence in Planning Administration.  In 2004 the village was chosen (from among 30 locations nation-wide) as a “Model Agricultural Village” by the Japanese government.

· High School Students are the Engine for Rural Community Revival

The village of Yanagidani; 128 households with population of 287, 34% of whom are elderly is where in 1998, a community wide karaimo (a type of yam) cultivation initiative was started so as to make use of fallow land.  With 3,000m² of farmland, villagers also offered left over seedlings.  The group that shouldered the work on the field was the 12 members of the “Yanagidani High School Students Club” which was recently launched this year.  In the start, adults passing by could not help but to offer assistance due to the students’ awkward way of spreading the compost and fertilizers.  The students however, did manage to grow the potatoes and made a profit of 350,000 yen that year.  With that money, the students dreamed of visiting Tokyo for one night to see a baseball game starring Ichiro (but the game they ended up seeing was at the Fukuoka Dome, Fukuoka).

These high school students are the “engine” for this rural community revival.  As village youth move elsewhere and the aging population increases, their presence is a model for primary and secondary school students and helps rejuvenate the whole village.  In turn, the high school students develop into responsible young adults whose ethic is recognized by surrounding adults.

Currently all the villagers are involved in growing karaimo.  The revenue of 800,000 yen per hectare was used for the benefit of all Yanagidani villagers, such as installing emergency alarm system or smoke detecting devices in single elderly persons’ houses, or for a crime prevention bell in all village households.

(Caption—With the Yanagidani High School Students Club, the entire villagers takes part in planting karaimo.  1 ha produces 800,000 yen.)

· People and Things Come Together, Independent Revenue Rolls In

As the high school students and their karaimo connected the villagers and their resources one after another, a sustainable, cyclic lifestyle emerged.  One result was the Indigenous Microorganism Center built with karaimo profits.  Indigenous microorganisms were cultivated on rice-bran from the indigenous microbes extracted from the area mountains.  Not only was this used in the production and cultivation of karaimo and vegetables, but also added to livestock feed for farmers working in animal husbandry.  When mixed with the feed, we saw a dramatic decrease in the stench of livestock urine and excrement as well as the disappearance of cases of diarrhea in baby cattle and pigs.  Furthermore, when the fertilizer that had been made from bacteria-fermented animal excrement was used, crop production increased.  Every household had also been outfitted with a composting system in which bokashi is added….  (Bokashi is organic fertilizer produced from efficient microorganisms [EM], in turn mixed with other organic material resulting in fermentation and decomposition.)   In a year, the center produces 30,000 kilograms of indigenous EM mixture, resulting in a 2 million yen profit, yet another substantial source of revenue for the village.


The  villagers even built the Indigenous Microorganism Center themselves.  They provided the lumber and saved 3 million yen by carrying out the construction without the help of private contractors.  The only cost they paid was 80,000 yen for the electric grounding work.  Each person thought about what they could do, and contributed in their own way.  This cooperation serves to form a network among villagers that allows people to grow.

In March of 2004, using high quality Yanagidani karaimo and indigenous EM, they started distilling “Yanedan” (meaning Yanagidani) brand shochu (Japanese brandy).  The mild taste is expected to appeal to female drinkers and become another source of income.  On top of that, there was the opening of a handmade buckwheat (soba) noodle shop by the same name (Yanedan) that welcomes over 2,000 visitors and travelers a year.  The village’s unveiled ability to connect people produced intangible “treasure” that cannot be found elsewhere.

· Wish for the Community’s Children to Grow Up in the Community

In 2000, the “Village Meeting” established the “Morning Call Week” campaign.  When problems arose at the junior high school, some students voiced concerns such as, “I wouldn’t know how to study even if I wanted to”, or “villagers don’t pay attention to the children who are late for school”.  Children should be raised in their own community.  Villagers ran a campaign and stood along the roadsides every morning as the children commuted to school in order to remember their faces and names.  When we conducted a survey, after listening to remarks such as “I don’t understand the school subjects”, we found that 3 secondary school students did not have a comprehension of fractions.  With the subsidy from karaimo profit, we asked a former teacher from the city of Kanoya to hold a weekly 3-hour tutorial session.  After five weeks, the children achieved a clear understanding of fractions, and the smiles on their faces were a source of encouragement to us.


There is something charming about children who are still growing.  That is why we want our children to be raised in the community.  When we manage to pool 5 million yen in our account, we want to establish a “Village Scholarship Fund.”  It would be a means of keeping in touch with children who have ventured away from Yanagidani—this dream is now attainable.


Through these efforts in Yanagidani, we are able to confirm a mutual sense of existence among villagers from children to the elderly, and we are striving to form a safe village community within our own capacities to achieve long-term participation during our lifetimes.

(Caption—In the Indigenous Microorganism Center, the “O-Takara Rekishikan” (Regional History Museum) was set up as an annex to display the daily goods and instruments used in days past.)
Q
What is the purpose of the Indigenous Microorganism Center?  Could you elaborate on the technical aspects?
A
Of the 128 households in Yanagidani, 31 practice husbandry.  They are primarily engaged in the propagation of specialty Japanese beef, totaling 200 heads of cattle, as well as keeping about 7,000 heads of swine.  The stench from the excrement of these animals has been an issue for years.



Without costing much, indigenous microorganisms are able to reduce the smell, and depending on the composition rate, are also effective in the treatment of the excrement for use as fertilizer.  Adding the microorganism mix into the feed at a rate of 1.5%, and giving it to the animals in the morning and evening, the animals ate well and it contributed to the diminishment of excrement odors.  In addition to that, the diarrhea suffered by the infant pigs and cattle also decreased.



Indigenous EM is made as follows.  In the ratio of 2:2:100, microorganism extracted from the leaf mold of bamboo or similar mountainous habitats, cultivated into elemental bacteria; brown sugar; rice bran; then mixed with 50%-60% water.  Let it sit for 2-3 days, after which it’s temperature should rise to 60-70°C, cut and turn it once a day, and let it set for about 3 to 4 weeks.  One batch will activate 1,500 kilograms of rice bran.  At the onset, husbandry farmers composed the core group, four people in a group, taking turns to cut the mixture for an hour every morning at 5:30.  Some members were in their 80’s, a task of manual labor that proved to be rather difficult, to the extent that a heavy machinery specialist had to be called in upon the completion of the center’s construction.  Currently 30,000 kilograms are produced a year.



When indigenous EM is mixed with animal excrement and let to ferment, the result is nutrient-rich compost, which benefits villagers who grow their own vegetables.  Moreover, everyone’s house has been outfitted with a compost bin allowing everyone to turn kitchen and garden waste into an advantageous natural resource.  In fact, people have completely stopped taking compost waste to the local garbage stations for pick-up.



Agriculture was originally a means of utilizing natural resources, while not creating excess waste.  In considering how to return to such a way of life, is not people’s attempt to conserve their natural environments a possible solution?

Q
What was the reason for creating your Historical Treasure Museum?  How many visitors are coming?
A
Twenty-one people’s names are inscribed on the panel on the wall of the Indigenous Microorganism Center, ranging from the donators of cedar logs to the tool operators, as well as “300 Villagers’ voluntary contribution”.  These names always make us aware that the center itself is the “village treasure” and the fact that all villagers are united.


Additionally, the museum houses 300 articles of cultivation tools and daily goods used in this area.  For the elderly people, these artifacts are the evidence of their lifestyles, and serves as a place for future generations of children to inherent important cultural values from previous generations.  In a nine-month span last year, 5,500 people visited the museum and Yanedan soba shop.

Q
What are the daily activities at the community center?
A
The community center serves as a village -wide organization, rather than community education center.  There are currently six divisions:  Elderly Citizens, Youth Training and Education, Woman’s Organization, Husbandry, Culture, and Environmental Enterprises.  Each division is allotted a set amount of finances from the procured yearlong budget of 2 million yen to invite guest speakers and observers to hold workshops.  Culture Division was the one I created when I was elected head, which the High School Students Club belongs to.  This year we launched the Environmental Enterprises.



As mentioned in the main article, a village meeting was established to determine the planning and administration of all these programs (which consists of 28 members in total from the Resident’s Community officers, Youth supporters, and delegates from PTA members, etc.) dependent on the revenue procured from the village.  Thanks to the number of enterprises, fiscal year 2004 saw an accumulation of 4 million yen to carry over to the next fiscal year.  In 2005, we reduced individual Community Center fees from 7,000 yen to 4,000 yen.

Q
Are there any anxieties or unsettling issues facing Yanagidani?
A
First, there is the issue of how we can maintain the area’s environment.  The periodic trimming of the bamboo forests and pruning the upper branches of the taller trees that grow along the roadsides is difficult work.  In a village where 34% of the population is currently considered “elderly”, ten years from now that percentage will reach 47%; needless to say, the community service will become limited.  That’s the reason we launched the Environmental Enterprise Division in 2005.  A system of labor consignment needed to be put into effect for the village.



Second, is how to maintain the level of education in the village.  As the young population decreases, people get over-protective of the youth, and the collective village ability to child-rear diminishes.  For that reason, the community center is managing after hours study-time.



Third, acknowledging that the voluntary work is not an endless resource, we recognize the need to accumulate the funds.

Q
In the midst of an increasingly aging population, a connection to the younger generation is critical.  In 20-30 years time, China and Asia in general will face this problem.  When that happens, what should be used as an appropriate reference?
A
An ability to make use of the natural environment of the area is imperative.  In our case, the microorganisms from the mountains have become the source of health for our fields and livestock.  Making use of all the unused land that will increase as the elderly population increases is a big point.  Inviting business-oriented development from outside is obsolete.  We have to use our own strength and the area’s natural resources, and refrain from outsourcing.  These factors are our sources of revenue, and should be able to give birth to new enterprises.



Also, if a grandchild acts, the parent and the grandparent will act.  High school students and their connections to various generations serve as the engine for activating the community.  We have found that if they act, both adults and younger children will get engaged.



The High school club is also in charge of receiving and relaying messages sent from those who have moved out of the village over local wired radio network on Father’s Day, Mother’s Day, and Respect for the Elderly Day.  “Mom, thank you for giving birth to me.” “Mom, thank you for raising me.” “Mom, thank you for looking after me.  “Everyone, please look after my mom who’s living all alone.”  Everyone sheds tears, not just the writer of the message, but also the listeners and those who relay the messages.  These students truly serve as the link between our village and those who have moved away.



People, not money, are what have revived such a small village like Yanagidani.  Inspiration is the only thing that can move people.  People can’t grow by relying on governmental or municipal subsidies.  The basic idea is “the village is a corporate body,” from which the profits of participatory enterprises allow for “lively welfare and real community revival.”  I think a leader with the ability to move people will come from the group who works together with sweat, and an awareness of the village as a whole can be reformed.

(Caption—March 2004, Yanagidani’s private brand, microorganism-grown karaimo and koganesengan (sweet potato) shochu is born.  “Mirai-kan” is set up as an annex to the Indigenous Microorganism Center, housing the “O-Takara Rekishi-kan” and “Yanedan” Soba Shop (opened in May 2004), the women of Yanagidani welcome visitors with handmade soba.)
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