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Family Net: Building bridges between the Japanese and JET

communities in Fukui

I’d like to share with you some of the work I do to promote
international exchange in Fukui, both as a CIR in Echizen Town,
and as a volunteer for a culture exchange program called Family
Net.

From around the age of 17 I dreamt of becoming a CIR. This
dream came true 2 years ago when I was assigned to be a CIR in
Echizen Town, Fukui Prefecture. Echizen Town has a population
of around 25,000 people, of whom 171 are foreign nationals.
The town puts a lot of effort into its internationalisation
activities, and as a result my daily work is incredibly varied and
stimulating.

In a typical work day my job responsibilities include
organising events which aim to deepen cross-cultural
understanding in the community, teaching an English class for
adults, and providing information and support for JETs and
other foreigners in the area. I also conduct monthly pre-school
visits, interpret for town officials and foreign visitors, and
translate pamphlets and other materials. My experience as a CIR
has definitely lived up to my high expectations.

In my free time I like to travel, and as a result many of my
weekends are dedicated to discovering new places in Japan.
During these travels, I am frequently asked where I am from
by the people I meet. When I answer “I live in Fukui”, what
comes next is usually “Why did you choose Fukui?! Why not
somewhere like Osaka or Tokyo?” Indeed, Fukui is relatively
small in comparison to large cities such as Osaka or Tokyo, but
the fact that it is a smaller community is exactly why I love it.
The sense of community, both within my town and within the
JET community, is very strong.

One organisation in Fukui which works to create a sense of
community and mutual understanding between JET participants
and local Japanese residents is an organisation called Family
Net. Family Net was started in 1997. It is not a home-stay
programme; but rather a culture exchange programme. It
consists of a group of volunteers who match and introduce JET
participants and local Japanese families.

When matching a JET with a family, access to
transportation, Japanese and English language abilities, living
situation, interests and so on are taken into consideration as
much as possible. After JETs are introduced to their families, it
is left to them to decide how frequently they want to see each
other and how they will spend their time together. Some JETs
meet their families a few times a week for dinner, whereas
others may only meet once every few months on special
occasions. Everyone involved in the program is also invited to
attend the biannual Family Net events: a barbeque in summer
and a pot-luck style farewell party in winter.
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In my first year in Fukui, I applied to Family Net and was
introduced to a local Japanese family. The family was very
interested in Australia, and wanted to hear all about my life
there. I shared many stories with them, and in return they were
a great source of support for me, particularly in the first few
months of settling into my new home.

Since the beginning of my second year in Fukui I have
been assisting with the administrative side of Family Net. It is
very rewarding. I feel a great sense of pride and gain a lot of
enjoyment from seeing positive relationships develop from the
matches which are made. For example, this is a comment from
a fourth-year JET who has had a very successful, long-lasting
relationship with his host family.

“I live very far from my own family, so having the
opportunity to spend a little time with a friendly young family
in Fukui has been a very rewarding experience for me. I have
especially enjoyed being able to watch the children grow up
little by little.”

I also feel like the matches we make, and the relationships
which develop, positively affect people’s lives. This is a
comment from the father of one family who joined Family Net
in 2010.

“Through Family Net I have made international friends,
and my time spent with them is wonderfully exciting and
thought-provoking. By being confronted with our various
differences in values, and by observing their dynamic energy
I have learnt to think in new ways. I think that by being a
bridge for international exchange, Family Net can play a part in
revitalizing international exchange activities in Fukui. My life
has been made richer by my involvement in Family Net.”

Of course not every match made works out quite as perfectly
as the previous examples. I have no doubt that over the years
there have been relationships which have never quite developed
or cases where cultural misunderstandings have occurred. But
Family Net’s 14 year-long history is in itself a testament to the
programme’s great overall success. This year, 26 out of 34 new
Fukui JETs applied to the program.

International exchange is the focus of my work as a CIR
on the JET Programme, as well as the driving force behind the
activities I become involved in during my personal time. It is my
great hope that JET and Family Net, as well as other programs
which promote international exchange, can continue well into
the future. I hope that the lives of others can be enriched by
international exchange, just as my life has been.
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