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OKAGAKTI’S CHAIRMAN OF THE LOCAL COUNCIL: An Interview with Yasushi Hashimura

MEEDOE—HIS

GO MAVAN =

T2 Ne A 57
Ea—DHIla I, 2R
FREA (BIRRKESHYIRE)
WA AT HFITHA>TNDZ LI

n first
Chairman

meeting,

Hashimura

strikes me as a genial

and energetic man.

When we meet for the interview, the

Chairman notices Hara-san setting up

the camera. Hara-san explains that

he’ll be taking photos throughout the

interview for the article, in response
to which the Chairman jokes:

“Make sure I look handsome!”
Throughout the interview, the
Chairman’s laughter is not infrequent.
But when asked about Okagaki and the
state of today’s jichikai, he expresses
his thoughts with enthusiasm and

clarity, and without hesitation.
Jichikai

roughly translates to

‘neighbourhood association’ in English,

but no neighbourhood associations I’ve
ever heard of come close to matching
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them. They’re present in virtually
every neighbourhood in Japan, and
each conducts a vast range of activities
for the benefit of their communities:
local rubbish  management and
cleaning; safety patrols and disaster
drills; festivals and sports events. Even
the street lights outside my own
apartment were only installed because

of the work of my local jichikai. There
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are fifty-five in Okagaki alone, and
their  presidents
Neighbourhood Council.
last year,

form  Okagaki’s
And, as of
Chairman Hashimura has
been tasked with leading and taking
responsibility for this group of local
representatives.

What with his duties as Chairman
of the Neighbourhood Council and
President of the Asahi-Minami jichikai,
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and his full-time job as Director of a Social Welfare
Corporation, the Chairman is an incredibly busy man. One
would think that he would at least use his free time to relax,
but the Chairman seems to have boundless stores of energy.
His hobby, he says, is exercising. He wakes up at 5am every
morning for physical training, and he goes running on a
regular basis.

“Of course it’s tough,” the Chairman says of his busy
schedule. But apparently he prefers things that way. “It’s
when we’re really busy that we use our brains,” the

Chairman explains. “We learn to complete tasks in a shorter

space of time; things like that. It increases productivity.”

265 BERTOMGIINROKT ) . —_
R [ E A e E L K EIRED Lo, e he Chairman was born in Kurume, which is dear

L AR A TR A A L B A I to him but which was slightly inconvenient in

TCLW, BARECHEWEDo D LTNDEA)— L . L .
W gy A . I says, laughing himself — and, thirty years ago, thinking of his
55 L ZHER, BRIESINCBERZNE ST, family and his job, he decided to move to a new home. At the

BRI BN 285 5, Bl 5 RHCRE TH L& LT time, he was working for Japan Railways, and had to go to

VT rEU B EHIICL TV S, Kitakyushu City and Fukuoka City for work. Since Okagaki
HDOIC LWEEIZOWT, T bAALRETT L is right between both of these city centres and its land prices

| LAEREDS, LL. FOHFBRENVS LU, T were low, it was perfect for his needs.

T UFIUSIE LD EIFc . AR E WS o4 A The Chairman joined his local jichikai when he moved

T L LAE. L here, but wasn’t particularly

terms of public transport — “Don’t laugh!” he

involved in jichikai work for quite a
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SN —— [Eob oA | in the morning.”

But one day, around the time he
was about to quit his company job for his current job at the
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nursing home, the Chairman came to a realisation.
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oD END () - RUF AR T L “I realised I didn’t know anything about the world — |
ROT, IO MCHBEDREICR > T DD didn’t even know anything about Okagaki,” he says. “I'd
LR B . AEIXZOTLEZ RS-, been so busy with work. ...I only really had an address here.
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neighbourhood,” he says.

But the job of a jichikai
president is not an easy one.
To begin with, he has to
mediate  between all the
different members of the
jichikai, and help everyone
come to an agreement on how to best spend jichikai

FEMG S TR0 L0 D BICEEN L TN D resources and efforts. This goes for the Neighbourhood
ANb. 20D b AT E RYITR1ED . B Council, too, where each neighbourhood represented by each

fh, TNR—FBRFLZLES LTI L] President has their own unique residents and problems.
The key, the Chairman says, is learning to listen.
r BT A RO DIRARN) 7255372 & 13 “Of course leadership is also essential, to be able to pull
2 BUEE— o OMEBEICESE LTV D everyone along with you. But what’s most important is
AR, listening to what everyone has to say.

. _ B “That’s difficult. They say building communication skills
THBEETWHIDIEFTLIES, BEAbala=y

—avEaxyhol b, B e lot of people misinterpret communication skills as having to
TLERSTNC I ERATTITEA, TR EAL satisfy the other person, but really it’s the ability to listen. |
ARSI ), [ TE TS, - HilkDZ 5 think that’s what’s most important.”
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EEE, TRICADEL VLI T nET L, K Ithough jichikai are a fundamental part of

IZASTHIME AU v F b 7280 & 7] Japanese suburban and rural life, these days
FISETEAITA there’s one particularly problem they all face:
fl = ANAD

THUIROIEENZ SN
TREFEZRO—-FLHO -
R = Gl DI LT ETHEREL communicating with everyone and setting up festivals and

Ehis, - —HEIIL LERLRRPMET things like that. But that’s getting more and more challenging.
WORTEE%TT Do BERDEFFITEN ... Those sorts of local connections are getting thinner and

is important, right? But as to what that is... I think maybe a

numbers.

“Jichikai ~ were  originally about, you know,

HASOEZH 2 72 5 thinner,” the Chairman says. “There are people who don’t

COEENREEE 2N AT want to join at all. They say there’s no merit in it.”

N T A s NN R But joining the jichikai and taking part in neighbourhood life,

=7 % the Chairman says, is incredibly important. He compares it to
- ° elections, the voting rates of which are particularly low in
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Japan. If not everyone votes, the Chairman asks, then can
you really call the elected person a representative of the
people? And while jichikai are
not government bodies, they
are the smallest unit of
Japanese society. “I guess you
could call it the oldest form of
democracy,” he says with a
“The closest,

immediate form.

laugh. most
“I think when it comes to
things like local connections,
the more jichikai participants
there are, the better they get,” he
says. “I think, if we could get 100% of neighbourhood
residents to join... I think that’s the most important thing for
jichikai, raising numbers. ... It’s all about the participants.”
When | ask the Chairman what he thinks needs to be done
to increase the number of jichikai participants — what, indeed,
his vision for the future of jichikai is — he says, “I think we
We need

younger people to join, and connect jichikai on to future

need to change. ... Jichikai need a new wind...
generations. We need to keep the good parts, but build
communities in step with the times... If we don’t do things to
change, to create a new wave within jichikai, then I don’t

think jichikai will survive.”

idway through the interview, the Chairman
asks me if there’s anything like jichikai in
Australia. | reply that, for the most part,
there isn’t.
“I see,” says the Chairman. “Personally, having worked in
jichikai for as long as | have, | think the jichikai system is a
good one. If you do things properly, you find that helping out
in jichikai really is a worthwhile job.”
I ask him what he personally feels makes the job
worthwhile. The Chairman’s response is simple.
“When you make people happy. ... Their smiles.” He

laughs. “That keeps you going.”
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What is a CIR?

Nice to meet you! I’'m Stephanie Chan, Okagaki Town Hall’s CIR,
or Coordinator of International Relations. | was born and raised in
Melbourne, Australia, and am currently working on projects to
encourage international exchange in Okagaki. | started this newsletter,
OKAGAKI NOZOKIMI, in the hopes of learning more about the
residents of Okagaki, and of providing English speakers with a way to

learn about Okagaki’s appeal. I’ll be in your care!
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