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Brief Overview of Higashi-Shirakawa Village

Geographical Conditions

Higashi-Shirakawa Village is located in the eastern part of the Gifu Prefecture and is a part of Hida
Region. This is a valley type village located in the mountainous part of Ura-Kiso Range.
Shirakawa-River flows into the center of the village and forms a valley. Along with the river,
National Road 256 runs through the village. The Road extends along the river in the mountainous
district where 20 households are scattered in the vicinity. In this sense, it is a typical mountainous
region. Given this geographical situation, the only available mode of transportation is car. The way
to reach Nagoya by vehicle is via Nakatsugawa or Minokamo and it takes at least 2 hours and 30
minutes even when one uses Chuo Highway. As for the railway service, there 1s the Shirakawaguchi
Station of JR Takahayama Line, accessible from the village center by the bus. So, the village is not
particularly near the big city of Nagoya.

The altitude of the Village ranges from 230meters to 1132meters above sea level and the
vertical interval is big. The flat land is only a small portion of sediments brought by the river. The
majority of habitable area is located on 300meters to 400meters above sea level. The climate of the
village demonstrates a continental characteristic. So the lowest temperature is minus 14°C while
the highest temperature is plus 35°C. The average temperature is 13°C. As for the annual
precipitation of the village, it is 2258mm and we consider this to be high. Although it sometimes
reaches beyond 30 cm, the amount of snow is relatively small. The total area of the village is 87.11
square kilometer. 4.5 % of this area is agricultural land. 0.6% is used for residential purposes.
Mountains and wilderness occupies 90.9% of the area and rivers make up the rest 4.0% of the area.
As at 2002 (Heisei 14), the population of the village was 3111 made up of 1498 male and 1613
females. There are 897 households. Although depopulation trend confronts this village as well, the

village maintains the slight decreasing trend of the population.

Village Industries

The biggést obstacle facing the village today is that of depopulation. This phenomenon also
confronts most other local villages in Japan. The depopulation issue from the stand point of the
administration means the declining re-vitalization activities and therefore it has become the focal
point of policy intervention for the village council. Higashi-Shirakawa Village, for a long time, has
been noted for forestry. Right after the end of the Second World War, the village center was an
active commercial center with a post station outlook. The population of the village exceeded 6000 at

that time. However, it eventually decreased to the level of 3000 and it has been fluctuating along








































































































































































































































































# 43 Economic Development

to produce eco-friendly products (made from waste materials and from the non-emission of harmful chemicals)
as new product lines, Three years ago, the just-in-time system (which originated in Toyota) has been introduced
and installed in the production system.

The Higashishirakawa plant has 140 employees, of which roughly 60 percent come from the village
and 40 percent from outside the village. Most of the employees are middle-aged female workers with 110

female workers and 30 male workers; 80 percent are full-time workers and 20 percent part-time workers.

Table 6: Age Distribution of Workers in Gifu Buhin Ltd.

Apge Range Number of Workers Percentage
20-40s 42 30%
40s 42 30%
50s 56 40%

Source: Gifi Buhin Ltd.

In-house training (e.g. introductory training and training for installation of new system/technology) is
given to workers, and only in exceptional cases does the company send staff outside for training.

Accordingly, “the nature of the work is suited for women and the company has safe place for them to
work” (quoted during the interview). Lately, the company has employed foreign female workers (e.g. Filipinas)
due to the declining numbers of the available local labor-force.

As a result of the economic recession in the Japanese economy during the last few years, the company
has to lower prices to become competitive in the market. The trend towards overseas investment of many
Japanese companies to countries where labor cost of doing business is cheap has driven them to lower prices.

For this reason, competition has become stiff,

3-4. JA-related place

3-4-1. Tomato Production Cooperative

One of the main agricultural products of the Higashishirakawa village comes from growing tomatoes
(see table 7). The reasons why farmers specialize in producing tomatoes are the geographical location of the
village; climate, and the shortage of the land are suitable for tomato growing. The village is located 400 meters
above the sea level; temperatures in this region vary from -25 C during the winter up to +35 C during in the
summer.

Thirty years ago the village had only one hectare of land in tomato production, but today the total
area of cultivated land in tomato production is four hectares. Annually, farmers produce 215 tons of tomatoes.

The Tomato Production Cooperative was established with the purpose mainly to exchange
information between farmers about tomato production, grafting new seedlings, and to represent the interests of
the farmers in the market. Today there are sixty-five members in this cooperative, thirty-one of them from the
village and thirty-four from the adjacent Shirakawa town.
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5% 5 I Tourism Development

beautiful nature of the village.

6. Village Hall (Park Division)

Parks in this village has no direct economic effect except one, which has an auto-camp area, which is
run by the Shirakawa chaya. The parks in this village are mainly built for the villagers’ use. The local
government subsidizes all park developments. The park division of the village hall is responsible for the
identification and planning of the parks around the village. They advise that they found it difficult to make the
whole village into a park as most of the land are private land. It is also difficult to spread the location of the
parks evenly throughout the village.

There are 10 members on the Higashishirakawa Village Park Pianning Committee, they consists of
people from all walks of life in the village, including intellectuals, who are interested in this project. The
committee conducted surveys on what type of parks do the villagers want in the village. The survey resulted in
the identification of ten parks sites for development into parks with modern facilities. Out of which, currently
six are fully operational.

The facilities available at the park depend on the natural surroundings of the sites. Each park site is
different. The park sites are designed according to the natural physical structure of the area. Professionals not
by the village people do the designing of the parks. The designing of the parks are based on the advice and
instructions of the village council. The village council constructs the parks after they approve the designs.

The selection of the park sites is based on the natural attractions of the area. The villagers are against
any artificial enhancement or any artificial structures to be built in and around the village. The dissent was so
strong that the villagers turned down even a proposal for a golf park. They want to keep the beautiful nature and
its natural surroundings and only ten areas were identified around the village.

Some parks are found on the Shirakawa river estuaries and others on the branches of the Shirakawa
river. This is to promote clean water project and to maintain the park in good condition. Some parks have
playground for children. One such park is the Nakagawarakasen Park. Most parks have staircase to the riverside,
toilets, benches and atsuma houses. Some parks have barbeque areas that can accommodate 20 persons at a
time. The incidental income from the parks come from the sales of charcoal for barbeque, the charge for the use
of cooking stove pays for some of the expenses to maintain the park concerned.

The names of the parks are also dependent on the unique features of the area. One example, the
Tsuchinoko Park is where the tsuchinoko (a mythical animal) was said {0 be seen in the surrounding area,
Another example is the Gotsuke no Taki Park, which is said, that once there was a famous highway robber by
the name of Gotsuke lived there and stashed his loot in the area. The Gotsuke no Taki Park has hiking trail for
the adventurous visitors. The events held in the parks are mainly orgamized and supervised by the park
management committee (kanri inkai). There are the sakura viewing (hanami) festival organized by the
Hananoki Park management committee.

The villagers do not believe in exaggeration of the beauty of the village to attract tourism. They
would like to maintain the calm natural surrounding, protect the natural environment for their enjoyment and
for their future generation. They would rather the visitors to the village discover the place themselves and enjoy
the place with appreciation of nature and the beautiful surroundings. The villagers themselves maintain the
parks.

‘One striking feature nowadays at the parks is that you are able to see out of town visitors interacting
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# 5 % Tourism Development

7. Private Ryokan

The Yoshimura-ya Ryokan has been in the Kurimoto family for more than 100 years. This ryokan was
renovated 8§ years ago and offer accommodation services and entertainment services in the village. They can
accommodate up to 50 persons per night stay in 13 rooms and for entertainment up to 70 persons per occasion.
Ags this is a private establishment, there is no support from the village hall in terms of subsidies and advice.

The ryokan is mainly managed by Mr. Kurimoto Tadayuki and his wife Sumiko. There are 6 full time
staff at this ryokan including Mr. Kurimoto and his wife. They believe that the main attraction of their ryokan is
the attentiveness of the staff and the beautiful setting of their ryokan.

This ryokan is mainly used by businessmen for overnight stays and locals use the ryokan for
entertaining guests. During summer, they sometimes get fishing enthusiasts staying at their ryokan. 90% of
their revenue from accommodations is generated from businessmen who frequent the area. The bulk of which
comes from regular customers who frequent their establishment. The relatives of villagers do not stay in the
ryokan when they come to visit. There are some foreign visitors but the numbers are insignificant.

The income from the accommodation services has declined due to the development of transport
infrastructures such as highways. The economic slump exacerbated the situation. Public investment funds
decreased causing less public officers stay in ryokan. Businessmen, especially those in their 30°s and 40’s find
it cheaper to conduct day-trip business activities without scheduling stays in the ryokan.

Every year, winter season brings the least income for the accommodation services. In winter there are
no fishing festivals. During the New Year season, there are even less customers for accommodation services.
This is because in Japan, New Year celebration is a family affair. It is a time where families from all over get
together in homes of relatives. They seldom entertain outside their homes during this season.

Their other income mainly comes from entertainment activities held at their establishment.
Entertainment covers all occasions from birth, marriage to wake as well as year-end parties. These services are
mainly used by the local villagers including the village hall and other village organizations. They cater mostly
to year end party (bonenkai) of the companies and organizations in the viltage. This is their main income for the
December every year.

The Kurimoto’s feel that the economic slump is the major cause of the reduction in their revenue.
They get their customers via local networking and word of mouth. Most of their business are from regular
customers. They have intensified their advertising campaign through building of websites and via fishing
competition festivals held by the Chambers of Commerce and Village Hall annually. They do feel that their
current competitor is mainly from the Furusato Kikaku’s Komorebi no Sato. For this reason, they are now
agpressively trying to improve their services in their ryokan with the input from their son’s hospitality
experience gained while working with a large hotel in Osaka and studying in Australia.

Summer is the time when they aggressively advertise their services to the visitors that come to the
area. The fishing enthusiasts come to the area for the fishing festival and the visitors who come to the area for
the Tsuchinoko Fiesta organized by the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of the village. Besides the
Chamber of Commerce and Industry, there is the Ryckan Kumiai or the innkeepers association but the activities
of this association is not much and is not strong enough to influence the economic activity of the innkeepers in
the area. The membership of this association is the four inns in the Shirakawa-cho and one from the

surrounding area.
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