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Infinite possibilities for exchange between sister cities

Japan Center for International Exchange (JCIE)
Chief Program Officer: Toshihiro Menju

Hello everyone. I am Toshihiro Menju of the Japan Center for International Exchange.
Today, as part of this international sister city exchange symposium, after I have had
this opportunity to speak to you, we will be holding a panel discussion with
representatives from Anaheim in US.A and Chongqing in China, which are both sister

cities of Mito.

I am hoping that this day will provide an opportunity for us to fully debate how sister
cities should be and how Mito s sister city exchange programs can be further developed.
I thank you in advance for your input.

The theme for my talk is “Infinite possibilities for exchange between sister cities”. First,

let us consider what sister cities actually are and what activities are desirable.

I would first like to talk about the history of sister cities.

To begin with, “Where are the oldest sister cities in the world?”

The oldest sister city relationship in the world is said to be between Bern in Switzerland
and New Bern in America. In the 1770s, the town of New Bern was established mainly by
immigrants who traveled from Bern in Switzerland to America. So naturally, between
Bern and New Bern, there was some exchange between family members, relatives and
friends. Subsequently, in 1893, these two cities entered a sister town relationship. This can
be considered a declaration of the intent for exchange under a formal relationship as sister
cities in place of the exchange that had until then taken place in the form of natural
exchanges between the people who immigrated and the people who stayed behind.

In this way, in America, sister city relationships with cities in Europe were established
naturally, and the establishment of these relationships was eventually developed into
national policy after World War II by President Eisenhower. With the beginning of the
cold war between America and the Soviet Union, and the tense relationship between
these two nations, President Eisenhower promoted people-to-people diplomacy on the
basis that the foundation for world peace could be built on cross-border exchange
between citizens and cities. In the belief that cross-border exchange between citizens
would bring about world peace,

Eisenhower began to promote the hitherto naturally occurring sister city exchange as one
of the supporting pillars of American diplomacy.

Influenced by this American stance, the first sister city relationship involving a
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Japanese city was established in 1955. This was between the cities of Nagasaki and St.
Paul in America. This sister city relationship was established on December 7, 1955, and for
America, this date coincides with the outbreak of war between Japan and America. The
fact that America chose to establish this sister city relationship with Nagasaki, a Japanese
city destroyed by an A-bomb, on the day of the outbreak of the war between Japan and
America, suggests a strong will to counter the lingering bad-blood of the war and forge a
peace through exchange between regions and citizens.

Following on, local authorities throughout Japan came to participate actively in the
sister city exchanges that were initiated by invitation from America. At the time, it was
extremely difficult for general members of the Japanese public to travel overseas, and
there were also very few foreign visitors coming to Japan. In such times, the
establishment of sister city relationships allowed people to travel abroad to study
advanced social systems and mechanisms that did not exist in Japan, and bring this
knowledge home. In addition, sister city exchanges made it possible to attract overseas
visitors to Japan, while home-stay programs, etc, had the effect of bringing the overseas
closer to home.

Although the majority of sister cities to Japanese cities in the 1950" s and 1960° s were
either America or European, the 1970 s and 1980 s saw a rapid rise in the
establishment of sister city relationships with China, Korea and other Asian countries.

Diplomatic relations between China and Japan were restored in September 1972, and
the first sister city relationship between China and Japan was established in the following
year (June, 1973) between Tianjin and Kobe. As you may know, Kobe has an established
population of Chinese expatriates, and it seems that Kobe had been considering the
establishment of sister city relations with China even before the restoration of diplomatic
ties. While the establishment of sister city relationships between China and Japan (known
as ‘friendship cities” in China) subsequently became popular, this sister city
relationship between Tianjin and Kobe was China’ s first sister city relationship. So, it
can be said that Japan' s local authorities were instrumental in guiding China" s cities to
the arena of international exchange. Since this time, China has shown the same or perhaps
an even greater level of enthusiasm in their approach to the development of sister city
exchange programs.

Let us now take a look at the approach to sister city exchange in the three countries.

America - Activities are focused on the city s citizens, there is little involvement of
local authorities, local authorities do not have funding, and there is a strong feeling that
world-peace will be achieved through person-to-person exchange between citizens. Last
year, I had the opportunity to participate in the annual assembly of Sister City
International, and I was greatly impressed by the large number of people who still feel
strongly about President Eisenhower’ s ethos.
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China - Local governments seek to develop administrative methods and industry
though international exchange. A strategic approach is taken by local authorities. Staff
have linguistic ability, and exchanges are led by long-term placement specialists.

Japan - Japan's stance falls midway between that of America and China. Until now,
activities have centered on local authorities. There are now many places that are
considering a shift from local authority centered activity to private sector activity. The
underlying theme now is cooperation with citizens.

Now then, let us take a look at current sister city exchange programs in Japan. As you
can see from the diagram below, at around the time of the start of the Heisei era (late 80’
s onwards), new sister city relationships in Japan were established at a rate of about 60 to
70 per year. There are fewer new sister city exchange programs established today.

One of the reasons for this is the merging of municipalities. A major change, known as
the “great merger of Heisei’ occurred, and the number of municipalities was reduced
from 3,232 at end-March 1999 to 1,820 by April 2006. With such changes in the local
authorities themselves, decisions to enter new sister city relationships were not
forthcoming.

Another reason is the financial difficulties faced by the local authorities. With many local
authorities facing financial issues, budgets for programs such as international exchange
that do not show immediate results tend to be downgraded. Consequently, the motivation
to undertake new sister city exchange programs is also not forthcoming. At this point, I
would like to consider the definition of “Sister Cities”. The Council of Local Authorities for
International Relations(CLAIR) compiles data on sister city exchange, and has put
forward three conditions for sister city relationships; 1) the existence of a sister city
relationship document signed by both mayors, 2) that exchange activities are not limited
to specific fields, 3) government approval in view of the budgetary provisions that may be
considered necessary when engaging in exchange activities. However, there are no
descriptions as to what constitutes sister city exchange.

Consequently, I have given thought to the following definition.

Definition

“Sister cities stand apart from the format of diplomatic relations between nations and
beyond differences in racial, religious and political ideologies to deepen understanding
through direct contact between citizens and strengthen the bonds of mutual respect and
friendship through a relationship between regions as equals, undertaken for the purpose
of contributing to world peace and the mutual development of these regions through the
exchange of people and information across a diverse range of fields.”

The important points are

(1) Exchange that goes beyond differences in perspective
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(2) Direct exchange between citizens, not nations
(3) Promotion of world peace and mutual regional development

(4) Relationships between “equal” regions

Now, let us consider actual sister city exchange activities. There are four main fields of
sister city exchange.

One is the exchange of young people. This can be considered a standard activity of
sister city exchange, and is particularly indispensable in terms of sister city exchange
with English-speaking cities. At a time when the minds of young people are still flexible,
traveling overseas through sister city exchange programs and the various experiences
that this involves can provide great stimulus in view of the future of the youth. Not only
is this helpful in terms of English language studies, it also provides a great opportunity to
experience life in a different cultural setting, and a chance to reconsider oneself, one’ s
town and one’ s country.

However, under normal youth exchange programs, the number of students able to
travel abroad is limited. If anything, the number of students who cannot participate is
overwhelmingly higher. Consequently, in addition to youth exchange, it is important for
schools to establish sister school relationships and establish regular exchange mechanisms.
With regular exchange between schools and a wider range of students, even if the
number of students who are able to travel to the sister city s country is limited, those
who do travel can represent their school or class and take messages from everyone to
their counterparts. An exchange system that allows the experience of one youth to be
shared by many is needed.

Now then, the next item is cultural exchange. The cultural exchange normally
undertaken in sister city exchange programs involves the introduction of local traditional
performing arts to the sister city, or performances by musical or dance groups, etc.

“Cultural exchange” may seem like something that normal citizens may feel to be
difficult to participate in, but hobbies and interests also constitute culture. For example,
China and Japan can conduct cultural exchanges on calligraphy. With America, certain
types of artistic performance can be considered. Many people have horticultural hobbies,
so perhaps exchanges can be made on themes such as home vegetable growing or general
gardening? Exchanges on pet based themes such as cats or dogs can also be considered.
Culture is what you find in everyday life. Once a mutual interest is found, the people
living in the sister city in a far away country will feel that much closer.

There is also economic exchange. Economic exchange is a field that garners more
interest from local authorities than from citizens. The revitalization of rural economies has
become a global issue. It would be wonderful if sister city relationships could be used to

revitalize economies.
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There have been many attempts between many sister cities to sell each other local
produce, or to link their relationship to commerce. However, in most cases these attempts
have either failed or have ended up as very small scale endeavors. This is because,
although bringing home gifts from a visited sister city is fine, it is difficult to accommodate
any business transaction on a larger scale when the target demographic is limited to a
single sister city. So if business is to be attempted, it would be better to consider the
sister city a base for operations or a partner.

In terms of economic exchange, it is important for representatives from local economic
parties such as chambers of commerce, junior chambers, etc, to visit the sister cities and
see the new trends for themselves, and come into contact with new ideas and concepts. A
product that is selling well in America may not necessarily sell well in Japan. However, in
terms of maintaining a stance that is constantly looking out to the world for new
information, a lot can be learned from a sister city.

In addition, there is also problem solving style exchange. This is when a clue to a
possible solution to a problem or difficulty being experienced by a region is provided by a
sister city. So what are the greatest issues being faced by Japan today? The themes here
could well be declining birthrate and aging population or depopulation, or perhaps
environmental issues or the revitalization of shopping districts. Problem solving style
exchange is when a specific theme that is troubling a region is determined and people
from the troubled region set up opportunities to exchange opinions with their
corresponding counterparts in the sister city and visit them to learn from the approaches
taken.

Sister city exchanges between Okayama and San Jose in America took up the serious
theme of domestic violence (DV). The appointed officer for DV was able to visit San Jose,
visit the DV facilities of the local NPO, engage in detailed discussions with the local DV
officer, and exchange opinions. Even with such a delicate and complicated issue such as
DV, I believe that this officer was able to openly visit the facility because of the sister city
relationship between Okayama and San Jose.

Although visits to sister cities have been conducted until now, with problem solving
type exchanges, the exchange is between people with high problem consciousness with a
strong desire to solve problems. This creates a strong bond between these people, and

this in turn enhances the content of sister city exchange.

Now then, in 2006 (18th year of Heisei), an award system called the “International
Affiliation Exchange Commendation (Minister of Internal Communications Award)” was
established for exceptional sister city exchange activities. I have the privilege of being a
selector for this award, and there are a number of distinct characteristics present in the

groups that have received this award to date.
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1. Exchange involving the entire region

Last year, a town with a population of 20,000 called Tobetsu-cho in Hokkaido received
the Minister of Internal Communications Award. This town has an exchange program
with a small town in Sweden called Leksand. So why did this sister city relationship
between two small towns receive this award? Although this may be something that was
possible because the towns are small, a wide variety of people throughout these towns
participated in the exchange activities. Tobetsu-cho holds the Summer Solstice Festival
typically held in northern Europe, and has also implemented mutual visits by economic
organizations and young people, and has maintained a steadily progressing exchange
program. Of these, the Summer Solstice Festival, which has reached its 25th year, is
continued as a symbol of the sister city exchange and is one of the few such festivals in
Japan that has an authentic northern European spirit. Furthermore, the King of Sweden
made a point of visiting Tobetsu-cho when he visited Japan. Tobetsu-cho has become a

symbol of the exchange between Japan and Sweden.

2. Fulfilling a role in the revitalization of the region

Next, there are cases where exchange provides support for the revitalization of the
towns. There are a variety of direct and indirect formats that support the revitalization of
a town. Hida-Takayama city, which received the Minister of Internal Communications
Award last year, has been a sister city of Denver in America since 1960. This relationship,
spanning almost 50 years, has involved the mutual dispatch of goodwill groups and has
seen a wide range of exchange activities covering culture, sports, education and economy,
etc. This long-term overseas exchange relationship helped to build the foundations that led
to Hida-Takayama' s current status as an international tourism destination accommodating
140,000 overseas visitors every year. The wide ranging experience gained over fifty years
through overseas exchange with a sister city is also proving useful when welcoming

overseas visitors.

3. Continuous evolution of exchange formats through new ideas and approaches

An important aspect of sister city exchange is the avoidance of stereotyped activities.
Exchanges must remain fresh with the constant introduction of new ideas and concepts.
One sister city relationship for which I personally fulfilled the role of matchmaker is the
relationship between Hanamaki city in Iwate prefecture and Hot Springs in Arkansas, in
America. Both of these towns boast hot springs, and Hot Springs is a unique spa town
where Al Capone is said to have come to recuperate.

Although Hanamaki sends high school students to Hot Springs every year, a new
approach has recently been introduced. This new approach adopts environmental issues

as the exchange theme, and will involve activities known as “Carbon Offset” projects.
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Carbon offsetting is an activity whereby emissions of greenhouse gases such as CO:
caused by people are indirectly reduced by actions taken at another location. Jet planes
are used to travel to sister cities and this creates high volumes of CO:z emissions. The high
school students consider how much CO: emissions are attributable to their trip to the
sister city, and undertake tree planting activities in the sister city together with the local
high school students to offset emissions. In this way, themes and topics of interest that are
relevant to this age are skillfully introduced into the sister city relationship so that the

exchange activities themselves are revitalized.

Now then, although I have spoken about the various fields of exchange activities that
are undertaken in sister city exchange programs, sister city exchange is not the objective,
it is merely the tool. It is a tool that is instrumental in the pursuit of world peace and
regional revitalization, and as a tool, whether it is used well or not is up to the people
using it. In other words, if none of the four fields of exchange that I have talked about
with regards to sister city exchange work well in practice and favorable results are not
forthcoming, this is not because the sister city exchange itself is not good, the problem lies
with the people engaged in the exchange.

Just how well the tool “sister city exchange” is used is a very important point. Today,
representatives of Mito have been joined by representatives from the sister cities of
Chungking and Anaheim. This is an excellent opportunity for the representatives from
these three cities to put their heads together to debate how sister city exchange should
be utilized. The way each country and city views sister city exchange is different. It is
important that the parties involved gain a mutual understanding of each others’
differences and then discuss how to establish mutually beneficial exchange. In addition,
considerations concerning how sister cities should be should not be limited to just a few
select people representing local authorities, etc. Participation and input from a wide range
of citizens is important. In this context, there is great promise in the planning of this

symposium by the people pf Mito.
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