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An illustrious career may begin with 
serendipity, but it succeeds because of 
patience and persistence. Such is the lesson 
of Melanie Brock, a true influencer who has 
played an active role in Japanese business 
and Asia-Pacific trade for more than two 
decades. 

In 1981, when she was a 16-year-old high 
school student in Albany, a small town in 
Western Australia, Brock was selected for 
a Rotary Club study abroad scholarship. 
“I had no idea I was going to Japan, and I 
hadn’t requested it,” she said. 

Assigned to spend the program in Hachi-
nohe, Aomori Prefecture, near the northern 
tip of Honshu, she recalls being excited to 
read in the World Book Encyclopedia that 
it was a “thriving metropolis.” 

At more than 200,000 people, Hachinohe 
was certainly much larger than Albany’s 
population of around 13,000. “I had this 
great vision that I was heading to the big 
city!” she said, speaking at a Roundtable 

talk event on Nov. 10 hosted by The Japan 
Times and moderated by Ross Rowbury.

The doorway and the dialect
Though the idea of Hachinohe being a big 
city is now some people joke about, the 
town was the doorway through which 
Brock passed to the larger world, one she 
now navigates with enthusiasm, a strategic 
outlook and incisive wit. 

Building on her experiences in Tohoku, 
Brock continued her studies of Japanese. At 
university, she encountered a lecturer who 
helped her through a key turning point. 
The lecturer told her that if she wanted to 
use Japanese in her professional career, “We 
need to work very hard to remove you of 
this Tohoku dialect.” Putting the issue in such 
stark terms so early on helped Brock make a 
firm decision that this was a path she wanted 
to pursue, and one she needed to take seri-
ously to be successful. 

She eventually obtained a master’s degree 
in conference interpreting and translation 
from the University of Queensland, and 
arrived back in Japan in 1995 to begin her 
career in Japan in earnest, though now as a 
single mother with 3- and 4-year-old sons. 

Over the years, Brock’s career has touched 
on a diverse range of fields in Japan, many 
related to business, but also negotiations, 
disaster recovery and advocacy for women.

No matter the field, at the core of her 
approach is “listening to concerns, finding 
common ground,” which she says is “key to 
success anywhere, but particularly in Japan.”

An ‘aha moment’
Working for the beef industry on trade 
issues between Australia and Japan, she 
recalled an “aha moment” when accompa-
nying a group of Japanese beef farmers on a 
tour of Australia. 

Over dinner at the home of an Australian 
beef producer, both sides were asked to list 
the three biggest difficulties they faced. To 
their mutual surprise, they raised the same 
issues: succession issues, production costs 

and gaining access to new markets. 
“There is more to be gained by being a 

force together,” Brock said this helped her 
to realize. 

Informal settings and personal connec-
tions appear to be somewhat of a spe-
cialty of Brock’s. A casual dinner party at 
her home for negotiators working on the 
Japan-Australia economic partnership 
agreement (EPA) was a smashing success 
because it gave them an opportunity to 
communicate in ways that were not possi-
ble at a formal negotiating table — without 
structure and going freely from one topic to 
another, whether business or personal. 

Brock recalled one of the attendees tell-
ing her at the end of the night, “I like this 
model of people being in a room and free 
to discuss without an endpoint, but free 
to go if they felt they need to.” No doubt 
in small part thanks to her efforts, the EPA 
was eventually signed and came into force 
in 2015. 

‘Salon de Melanie’
This was the inaugural “salon de Melanie,” 
as they have come to be known. These 
intimate gatherings have continued over 
the years. Guests typically have some kind 
of shared interest or characteristic, ranging 
from women who sit on corporate boards 
to people involved in sumo wrestling.

Brock is also known for her advocacy for 
women in business. When asked what it 
was like as a single professional woman rais-
ing two young boys in Tokyo, she did not 
mince words, describing it as “bloody hard” 
and “frustrating.” 

While the experience taught her about 
“the importance of community and sup-
port networks,” she said the system was not 
designed to support working mothers, par-
ticularly single moms. Sadly, things have not 
changed much in the intervening decades, 
she lamented. 

She faces old-fashioned attitudes not only 
from inside Japan, but also sometimes from 

people overseas. “I’m trying to dismiss daft 
views that Japanese women don’t want to 
be better treated, or aren’t up for it,” she said. 

Everyday remarkable women
Brock has made it her mission to both 
highlight the disadvantages and disparities 
women face while also recognizing — or 
“showcasing,” to use her preferred term — 
the many accomplishments of women in 
the business world. 

“I highlight women who are doing day-to-
day stuff who are remarkable, and women 
who are doing remarkable stuff day to day,” 
she said.

She is an active Twitter user, both under 
her personal account (@melaniebrockjpn) 
and on a dedicated one she founded called 
CelebratingWomeninJapan (@womenof-
japan), which posts profiles of notable 
women and links to news items concerning 
women’s issues. The account’s first profile 
was of Brock’s host mother from way back 

in Hachinohe, a doctor who is still practicing 
at age 85. 

When asked why showcasing women is 
so important to her, she gave a characteristi-
cally pithy response: “It should be important 
to all of us.”

As a sign of progress, she noted that 
Japan’s biggest business lobby, Keidanren, 
recently set a goal of raising the number 
of female executives to 30 percent in the 
next 10 years. Brock is a treasure trove of 
knowledge and guidance for budding entre-
preneurs looking to succeed in Japan. Her 
advice boils down to the fundamentals: be 
prepared, follow through and stick it out. 

“Research everything, read speeches, 
see what people are passionate about” 
before meeting with industry or govern-
ment figures, she recommends. Showing 
up to events and writing follow-up letters 
are important not because they will help 
achieve any particular aim, she notes, but 
because this kind of behavior is how one 
creates the relationships and trust that busi-
ness goals are built on. 

There is much more to say about Mela-
nie Brock — about her contributions to the 
reconstruction effort after the 2011 earth-
quake and tsunami, that she runs her own 
consulting firm, Melanie Brock Advisory 
Ltd., and that she has three beloved grand-
children. If you listen, no doubt you will have 
the opportunity to hear more. As she put 
it, “I’m free to say what I feel, and I feel like I 
should say more.”

Roundtable is a monthly series 
of English-language events orga-
nized by The Japan Times Cube. 
For more information visit https://
sustainable.japantimes.com/roundtable
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Oji Holdings, with a history of more than 
140 years since its establishment, has 
always been a leader in Japan’s pulp and 
paper industry. Its efforts have expanded 
to nurturing forests both in Japan and 
abroad to secure the materials for its prod-
ucts while preserving the environment. 

In a bid to use forest resources more sus-
tainably without any waste and provide 
new value to global markets at the same 
time, Oji has in recent years introduced 
new technologies to turn wood pulp into 
materials that bring benefits to various 
fields from manufacturing to medicine. 

One such material is cellulose nanofiber 
(CNF), made by refining pulp to a nano-
meter scale. Oji developed this material, 
which it calls AUROVISCO, using a unique 
technique based on a chemical process 
called phosphorylation to achieve high 
transparency, high viscosity and thixot-
ropy, in which a substance is gloopy at rest 
but flows when pressure is applied. Oji has 
provided the material to over 100 compa-
nies, both domestic and overseas. 

One case in which AUROVISCO is being 
used is in a concrete pump primer called 
Ruburi, produced by TAKEcite Co. Con-
ventionally, mortar is used to coat pipes 
for pumping concrete to prevent it from 
blocking them. However, as much as a ton 
of mortar is needed for a single load from 
a concrete mixer truck, creating a massive 

amount of waste. 
“The use of Ruburi as a replacement 

for mortar can minimize the amount of 
waste,” Masaru Yokoyama, senior execu-
tive officer and general manager of the 
company’s Innovation Promotion Divi-
sion, explained during a recent interview 
with The Japan Times. 

CNF can also be combined with poly-
carbonate to make a transparent material 
that is expected to be able to replace glass 
in automobile windows. Polycarbonate is 
light, transparent and impact-resistant but 
warps easily and is weak against heat in 
comparison with glass. CNF’s high elastic-
ity and thermal dimensional stability can 
improve these weaknesses. 

“This composite material has a big 
potential to be used as an alternative 
material of glass, while it weighs only half 
as much as glass,” said Yokoyama, pointing 
out that lighter cars consume less energy.

In addition to industrial uses, Oji has 
jointly developed CNF for cosmetic 
applications with Nikko Chemicals Co. 
to utilize CNF’s unique ability to provide 
thickening and moisturizing effects with-
out stickiness. 

Cellulose can also be used to make 
biomass plastics. “It is important that the 
materials used for biomass plastics do not 
coincide with food ingredients such as 
sugar cane and corn to avoid a food short-
age,” Yokoyama said. Oji derives cellulose 
from trees grown in its own forests, which 
can be regenerated using its reforestation 
technology. 

Yokoyama stressed that as the company 
owning the most forest land in Japan, Oji 
can contribute to the reduction of carbon 
dioxide emissions by replacing fossil fuel-
derived materials with cellulose-derived 
ones in producing plastics. 

“The first step in the practical applica-
tion of our biomass plastics will be to 
mix them with conventional plastics,” 
Yokoyama said, expressing hope that a 
complete shift to naphtha-free plastics will 
be possible in the future. 

While wood is about 50% cellulose, 
approximately 20% is the weaker hemi-
cellulose, which Oji also makes use of, in 
this case to create hydrolyzed xylan, a 
substance used mainly as a moisturizer in 
cosmetic products. 

Oji is also planning to the use of hemi-

cellulose in the medical field by process-
ing it to produce sulfated hemicellulose, 
which is expected to find applications in 
suppressing blood coagulation as well as 
inflammation in joints and the bladder. 

Un anticoagulation therapy, heparin 
is majorly used but that is derived from 
swines — not an ideal solution for treating 
Muslims. “We aim to provide fundamental 
support for all people, including Muslims, 
using our technology,” Yokoyama said. 

Oji’s sulfated hemicellulose is not only 
derived from plants, but also sustainable. 
“It is made from hardwood that we grow 
in our forest plantations that are certi-
fied by the Forest Stewardship Council,” 
Yokoyama said. 

To accelerate the development, manu-
facturing and marketing of wood-derived 
medical products using sulfated hemicel-
lulose, Oji established Oji Pharma Co. in 
April. Yokoyama, who also serves as the 
representative director of this new com-
pany, aims to maximize the power of 
innovation to provide new value and ben-
efits in the medical field as well as diverse 
industries and markets. 

This section, “Sustainable Japan,” features 
issues related to the environment and a 
sustainable society. It highlights the ESG 
(environmental, social and governance) 
activities of companies and other organi-
zations and also introduces municipalities 
and local companies promoting the beauty 
and excellence of the real Japan. For more 
information, see https://sustainable.japan-
times.com/satoyama and https://sustain-
able.japantimes.com/esg

Oji turns wood into alternative 
materials of glass and plastics

AUROVISCO developed by Oji Holdings using 
phosphorylation technique 
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