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From Zero to Ambassador in 3 years

| wasn’t particularly overjoyed with my JET Programme
placement. The government statistics said it all. Second
rainiest prefecture in Japan, biggest consumers of konbu
seaweed, not a single branch of my favourite doughnut
store in sight (the latter not an official government statistic, |
should add). Three years later, the City of Takaoka in Toyama
Prefecture has cemented itself as the place | will always
consider my Japanese hometown. Yes it rained (a lot) and yes
| craved my favourite doughnuts (a lot), but the bond | made
with Takaoka was most certainly worth the soggy, sugar-free
nights.

As Takaoka’s sole Coordinator for International
Relations (CIR), | was treated to an incredibly varied role.
From translation of official city hall correspondence and
planning international exchange activities, to interpretation
for a delegation travelling as far as Fort Wayne, Indiana. |
wasn’t prepared for the amount of learning that faced me
when | arrived. | was, in effect, to become the city’s English
mouthpiece, showcasing and explaining its rich history and
tradition to visitors from all over the world. Fast forward
3 years and I'm a (self-proclaimed) expert on Takaoka’s
traditional copperware industry, its annual Nabe Festival, the
secrets of National Treasure Zuiryuji Temple (after 15 tours
with different guests, who wouldn’t be?) and possibly most
importantly, where to eat the best ramen in town. My time
as CIR was like a 3 year master-class in all things Takaoka,
and | soaked up every last drop. By simply living there and
experiencing everything that was thrown at me, | had amassed
a wealth of knowledge and now feel proud to shout about
Takaoka to anyone who will listen.

In my final year, | was asked to accompany a group of
middle-school children to Beverley in the UK. During the pre-
departure sessions, | prepped the children on staying with
British families and attending lessons at a British secondary
school. However, what was most interesting for me, was
helping the children discover the aspects of their hometown
that would most interest the people they encountered in the
UK. The Doraemon-themed tram, designed in homage to
the comic artist Fujiko F. Fujio who was born in Takaoka,
the colourful city mascot Toshinaga-kun, an image of
Toshinaga Maeda, founder of the city, ‘Raden’ the technique
of embedding sea-shell pieces into lacquerware, another of
Takaoka’s traditional handicrafts. It was thoroughly satisfying
to not only make the children realise how much their
hometown had to offer, but simultaneously show them that the
culture and customs they are used to, would be compelling to
someone on the other side of the world. It was at this point
that | realised how important the CIR role is, albeit at a very
basic level, acting as a bridge between my own and adopted
cultures.

But like all good things, my stay in Takaoka came to an
end in mid-2014 and | found myself back home in Essex, with
all the doughnuts | could dream of, yet no shiro-ebi karaage
(deep-fried glass shrimp) nor Totomaru (Takaoka’s take on
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okonomiyaki) anywhere to be found. Oh, and also no job.

| threw myself into the job hunt and was fortunate enough
to be offered the role of researcher at the Japan External
Trade Organisation (JETRO)’s London office within 2 weeks
of arriving home. | am certain that it was in fact the severe
reverse culture shock that secured me the job. On paper | was
under-qualified. My role involves tracking the UK economy
and government policy and providing Japanese businesses
with information about the UK market through briefings
and reports in Japanese, and at the time of interview, my
knowledge about British politics was minimal at best. So at
any given opportunity during the interview, | engineered my
answers so that | was able to speak about what | knew best,
what | was (secretly) pining for and what | had spent the last
3 years of my life immersed in: Takaoka. | talked about how
regeneration at the port had allowed cruise liners to dock
bringing thousands of extra tourists. | talked about the local
artisans who had used 400 year-old metal-ware techniques
to create innovative products now on sale in Paris. | talked
about the sister city relationships that not only led to cross-
cultural exchange but also business partnerships between
medical device manufacturers. And | am convinced it is the
passion with which | spoke about Takaoka’s potential and
appeal that landed me the job. The interview may be over, but
my propensity to boast about Takaoka on a daily basis is a
source of amusement for my colleagues even now.

But isn’t that what the JET Programme is all about?
Allowing people from all over the world to live and work
in Japan, experience every hidden quirk and custom in
villages, towns and cities around the country, and then act
as ambassador for the region they had the privilege to reside
in when they return home. It strikes me as an incredibly
powerful tool at Japan’s disposal, and surely the expansion
of the programme can only work in its favour in this rapidly
globalising world.

And so | sit here on my sofa in Essex excited for the
prosperity and exposure that the new Hokuriku Shinkansen
will bring to the Toyama region and to Takaoka. Very excited
for my ex-colleagues and residents of the city, but also a little
bit jealous that | was not there to witness it myself.
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Matthew is from Essex in the UK and graduated with a
degree in Japanese and French from the University of Leeds.
He first encountered Japan as a volunteer ALT in Tokyo
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as a foreign exchange student at the International Christian
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immediately took up his post as CIR in Takaoka city, Toyama
Prefecture. Since returning to the UK in 2014, Matthew has
been working as a researcher for the Japan External Trade
Organisation.
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