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The renowned international chef Mary-
beth Boller was the latest guest in the Japan
Times Roundtable series, and she did not
disappoint. Interviewed by Ross Rowbury,
the conversation was delightful to watch:
two curious intellectuals, sharing their
experiences of Japan.

Begun earlier this year, the Roundtable
series has been truly eclectic, ranging from
aJapanese Al-pioneer physician to a Sin-
gaporean environmental activist. Buta
commonality is clear: These are interest-
ing people, pushing the boundaries of their
profession here in Japan. Rowbury, an Aus-
tralian senior PR executive who has lived
in Japan for over 20 years, is a delicate and
urbane host, and gives his guests space to
tell their story while often adding delight-
ful details of his own experiences. Together
the conversations often reveal little-known
aspects of Japan, and his chat with Boller
was no different.

Kitchen trailblazer

Boller has lived one of those lives that
should be a multiseason BBC series, both
lucky and challenging, sophisticated yet

gritty, pursued with a kind of offhand brav-
i (beinga chef), you really shouldn't do this. I
i love whatIdo, and I'm very happy with the
i choicesImade.”

ery that only the best hero could hope for.
Now a striking professional blond-haired
woman, her commanding presence is soft-

i ened by alight laugh and self-depreciating
¢ frankness that comes from having nothing
i to prove (or “zero f**ks to give,” depending
: onhow old you are). Encouraged by Row-

© bury, she started from the beginning: in

i Manhattan.

Born into a cultured family of medical

i professionals, she traces the roots of her

© love of cooking to the presence of two

: sophisticated aunts who held “international
i nights” of cooking different cuisines for the

¢ children of the family. One aunt also had :
i the tradition of taking her niece to the finest
i restaurants in Manhattan for afternoon tea,
i where ayoung Marybeth first tasted French !
i cuisine. Post-college, a lucky family intro- :
i duction led to her first sweaty job in one of
i the city’s finest kitchens, with Jean-Georges
i Vongerichten.

Itis here that Boller’s story of a trailblazer

: begins. “My biggest challenge was being

i taken seriously, as a young woman. I mean
i ...there just weren't that many of us back

i then!Butit never stopped me. My family

: were seven females!” Sharing the memories
of that time, she has the sense oflooking

i back with bemused amazement. ‘I mean,

¢ in England and in France, people would

i ask me: ‘Why are you here? Youre 21, you

i should be home having babies!” But then

¢ afrank laugh and a shrug of her shoulders

¢ dismisses any sense of outrage. “It was hard.

It's still hard. And if you don't really love

ChefMarybeth Boller combines Japanese and Western ingredients. YUICO TAIYA FOR PHOTOMATE

Marybeth Boller and
Roundtable host
Ross Rowburry

sauce as a sweetener
in baking.
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discuss the use of soy
: tant went international. It is here that Boller's
: story continues as the bingeable nostalgic

i series we all want to watch. “The food there
i was so different. So heavy! I remember

. Food can take you anywhere

i Boller's training started in Manhattan, but

i simple ambition meant it couldn’'t end

: there. “After two years, I told Jean-Georges [
i wasabitbored. And that I had realized that
i because I was working with such ... experi-
i enced gentlemen, that [ would never be in

i charge, not even of my station. And that's

i when he organized sending me to France.”

And just like that, a young kitchen assis-

i cleaning 15 kilograms of foie gras every

¢ couple of days. It was amazing!” Her train-

: ingand experiences weren't limited to the

i Kitchen. Telling her story to Rowbury, that
¢ same light laughter rippled out: “Ilived in a

i farmhouse with migrant vineyard workers
¢ for four months. There were farm animals

¢ roaming the house. I'wore sneakers in the

i shower....It was great! I'was very afraid of

i those chickens!”

Enabled by her French training, Boller

i returned to New York and took positions
¢ in the finest restaurants and most exclusive
i event companies in the city. Her training

Anditwas here, in the melting pot and

© high society, that a new invitation was

i offered. And season three (or would it

i befour?) of herlife story began. Newly

i appointed ambassador to Japan Caroline

i Kennedy, someone whom she had cooked
¢ for in family and professional settings,

i needed a chef Would ChefBoller be inter-

i ested? “The decision wasn't difficult! Thad

i known Ambassador Kennedy and her fam-
¢ ily for years and was just crazy about her”

. There’sanew chefin town

: Working in the American Embassy in Tokyo
: brought new challenges: that of a being not

i justawoman, but being a gajjin. Ithelped

i thatastrong woman was leading the charge.
i Kennedy “wanted to elevate things .. and

¢ bring her touch to the embassy. She knew

i thatI'gotit’and that I don't take no foran

i answer. I things are a challenge, well, you

i turnano intoa‘maybe, and you getit done,
¢ right?” She got a particular laugh out of Row-
bury when she continued: “You hear, “Oh,

i that'snot how it happens in Japan. But then
i youjustsay, ‘OK, well ...it's gonna happen

i now!”

Not that Boller wasn't listening, She was

i innovating The food at the embassy became
i achance toblend the amazing ingredients

i of American producers with the cuisine and

i cooking of Japan, and vice versa. “For the

i Fourth of July celebration, we gave North

i Dakota buckwheat to smaller soba produc-

i ers. We found a newly opened taco shop,

¢ and we supplied to him the pork shoulder

i and cheddar cheese from America. It wasa

i great commercial event for them, but it was
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the kitchens of the world

i never stopped. “I took the path of always

i wanting to work with different people. I've

i learned so many great things, from people

: I've ever worked with, in every kitchen. Like
i when I'was the chefat Great Performances

i —itsalarge catering company in Manhat- ~:
¢ tan. There were people there who were dish-
: washers. But they were also amazing cooks, ~ :
i who would cook for staff meals. I learned so
i much from them.”

: Homemade cookies baked usingsoy sauce as the
: mainflavoring YUICO TAIYA FOR PHOTOMATE

also showing how great American products
i couldbe”

. Her latest role: the explorer

i The election of Donald Trump put a stop

i tosuch embassy events. But not to Boller's

{ interest in Japan. The sophisticated chef

¢ still has the curiosity of her 20-year-old self.
i Instead of returning to New York, she stayed.
i And for the past six years, she has been on

i amission to find and elevate unique artisan
i products of Japan. “You'e standing on the

i shores of Saga, and youre looking at thou-

i sands of poles. And they're telling you: This
¢ is the norifarm. The labor involved in these
i productsisincredible! These things are so

i special. People should be shouting from the
¢ rooftops about these products. Not only is

i the quality undeniable, but the traditional

i methods should be treasured.”

Boller's interview with Rowbury gives

© hope. Hope that as the lockdowns finally end
: there are still people like her here in Tokyo.

i Expertsand adventurers are still discovering

¢ Japan;in fact, they never left. When those

i artisan Japanese products appear in Man-

{ hattan, they will have been brought there

¢ by awoman who has spent her life turning

i “no’into “maybe’ —in any language, even

i Japanese.

i Roundtable is a monthly series of English-

i language events organized

Experts weigh Japan and Italy’s
optimism about hydrogen
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Developing renewable solutions for ever-
increasing energy demands is one of the
pillars of sustainability. In a concerted effort
to move toward a carbon-neutral world

by 2050, Japanese and Italian experts have
been looking at opportunities to collaborate
internationally.

One recent example was a webinar on
the current state of hydrogen deployment,
hosted on Feb. 9 by the Italian Embassy
in Tokyo. This continued a series focusing
on scientific and technological coopera-
tion between Italy and Japan. The Italian
ambassador, Mr. Giorgio Starace, opened by
saying;: “I am proud to represent a leading
country in the use and production of energy
from renewable sources. This engagement
isreflected by the fact that Italy, a found-
ing member of the European Union, is co-
hosting the COP26 with the UK. and holds
the G20 presidency, where climate change
issues will have a paramount role.” For its
part, Japan is a nation that has spearheaded
hydrogen development for decades and led
the world in government subsidies targeting
the sectorin 2019.

Japan's hydrogen efforts were represented
by professor Kazunari Sasaki, the director of

the International Research Center for Hydro-
i opened in Fukushima Prefecture in March

i 2020, and some ofits solar-produced hydro-

i gen goes to power aroadside rest stop, a test

i bed for the reconstruction of the town of

i Namie. In addition, the company is collabo-

i rating with other Japanese industry giants

¢ tomanufacture commercial ships equipped
i with high-power fuel cells that produce zero
i emissions. Ifresearch and development con-
¢ tinues smoothly, the ships should be on the

: seaby 2024, according to Matsuda.

gen Energy based at Kyushu University, and
Shoei Matsuda, the fuel cell technical gen-
eral manager at Toshiba's Hydrogen Energy
Business Division. On the other side of the
table, the Italian perspective was provided

b

ment, from the top and left: Enrico Traversa,
Bianca Longobardi, Kazunari Sasaki, Dario
Montinaro, Antonino Arico and Shoei Matsuda
EMBASSY OF ITALY

i Officiallogo of the Italian G20 presidency
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Italian Ambassador Giorgio Starace expresses
i histhoughts. EMBASSY OF ITALY

: by Dario Montinaro of SOLIDpower Group,
i acompany involved in manufacturing and
i developing solid oxide fuel cell (SOFC) tech-
i nology, and Antonino Arico, director of the
¢ Institute for Advanced Energy Technologies.

. Ahydrogen society?

i Afuturistic society powered entirely by

i green hydrogen — created through elec-

: trolysis using energy from renewables such

i assolar or wind —has long been a goal of

i environmentally conscious nations and

i organizations. From automobiles, ships and

: trains powered by clean fuel-cell technology
i to providing electricity in residential com-

: munities, industrial complexes and even por-
i table electronics, the potential applications

i ofhydrogen are staggering.

Both Japan and Italy have been engaged in

realizing a hydrogen society for many years
i through government subsidies and private-
¢ sector initiatives. More recently, a Toshiba-

operated hydrogen energy research facility

Solid oxide electrolyzers produce hydro-

gen as storage vehicle, which can then be

used by solid oxide fuel cells for electric-
ity supply without emissions. Montinaro

i explained that the compary has now
P i installed more than 1,900 units across 12

Speakersat the webinar about hydrogen deploy- :

i centers, hotels and restaurants, and on-site

i hydrogen production for industries. “Our

i market today is mostly concentrated in

i Europe, but we are expanding in the U.S.

countries for a range of uses such as data

: and Asia”

Thelongroad ahead

i However, many obstacles stand in the way

i ofbringing about a green hydrogen-based

i utopia. Enrico Traversa, the moderator

i of the webinar, insisted on clarifying that

i hydrogen “is not the source of the energy,

i butjustan energy carrier” He is concerned

i that hydrogen produced from fossil fuels —
i “gray” hydrogen — being bandied about as

¢ environmentally friendly is misleading to

¢ the public. While both Sasaki and Matsuda

: agreed in principle, Sasaki pointed out that

i Europe can easily acquire energy from its

i neighbors overland, while Japan as an island
¢ nation must contend with the higher costs

i ofimporting energy from overseas. “In the

i end, we must target green hydrogen, but gray
¢ hydrogen is temporarily a good approach,”

i Matsudaadded, to which Montinaro con-

i curred, citing current “technological limita-

{ tions” in transporting and storing hydrogen.

Japan's green growth strategy paper

© published on Dec. 25 plans for 10% of the

i country’s energy to come from hydrogen.

i But pundits were skeptical about its achiev-
: ability. “(It's) a very tough target because we

¢ must produce the hydrogen in a cheaper

i way,” Sasaki opined. Arico echoed this senti-
i ment, saying that even though hydrogen is

i already competitive in heavy-duty settings

¢ thatrequire sustained energy consumption
(e.g ships), prices must decrease 70% from

i now for green to compete with gray in wide-
i spread applications.

Luckily for hydrogen proponents, an

© industry report released by the global Hydro-
i gen Council in 2020 predicts the cost of

i hydrogen-based technologies may fall 50%

i by 2030 due to increased scale and invest-

: ment, similar to cost reductions already seen
i in solar and wind. “It will be a great challenge,
i even though we still have three decades left

i tomeet the targets,” Sasaki said.
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Last month in Tokyo, a group of environ-
mental radicals got together and discussed
how they might save the world. Except

these radicals wore bespoke suits instead of

hoodies and carried meishi instead of plac-

ards. They plan to make finance sustainable

— and with it, the world.

This year the Tokyo-London Green
Finance Seminar 2021 was held in Ginza
but was mostly attended virtually, by
finance professionals around the world.

In a 98% empty corporate conference hall,
Tokyo Gov. Yuriko Koike appeared on a
huge screen, delivering a polite message

of welcome to the hundreds of remote
attendees. Her appearance at the seminar
was a demonstration of power: not of the
governors, but of the bankers themselves,
who represented some of the biggest banks
and funds in the world.

The opening speaker, William Russell,
lord mayor of the City of London, followed
Koike. He spoke not only as an honorary
politician but also as a financial profes-
sional. It was here that the environmental
ambitions of the gathering became clear.
Russell declared the changes and rules the
seminar was studying would “reallocate
capital for a new sustainable economy.”
He ended with a hearty, enthusiastic tone.
“This is the future of finance. Soon, every
financial decision will consider climate
change...We have no time to waste.”

Instead of financial bubbles, these bank-
ers were investing in the health of the
Earth. And so far, they were confident in
making a profit, too. But how?
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. Financial tools of change
i Green finance is defined by three things:
i risk management, dataand debt.

Risk management ensures a company’s

: financial stability. Example: If a company

i needs steel every year, it buys insurance

i against rising prices. Yet in the long term,

i therisk of rising steel prices is trivial com-

i pared to the risk of rising temperatures. But
i since the impact of climate change has not
i been strictly defined, companies have not

i seen financial benefits in working against it.

As Russell said, “We need clarity on

i climate risk, just as on other risks. It will
i become mandatory in the UK. in only
i three years.”

: Want change? Get the data

i Once companies get better data on envi-

i ronmental issues, they will know how big
¢ the problems are. Then they can gauge

i how effective the solutions need to be.

Sherry Madera, a panelist from the data

i side of finance, had this to say: “What is the
i datathat is being disclosed? From coun-

i tries, regions, industries, companies and

i issuers across the board. This will be the

i year of standardization.”

Once these different data sets are stan-

¢ dardized, companies and funds can finally
i assign value to their environmental efforts
i andreport on it. As Russell said, “Nature

¢ needs to enter economic and finance deci-
: sion-making. A good reporting system will
i be key to measuring it.” Soon every com-

i pany won't report just their balance sheet,
i but their carbon footprint too.

. Green hedges against risk
i The third component of green finance is
i debt. Itis here, in specific financial prod-

i ycts, that the actual profits of green finance
. arerealized.

Green bonds are essentially ways for

i companies or governments to borrow

: money for the purpose of alleviating an

i environmental issue. But they provide

i two other values, too. Green bonds allow
i companies to invest in green initiatives,

i and therefore hedge against their own

i environmental risk. They also allow inves-
i tors to earn money in what they perceive
¢ isan altruistic endeavor. Both factors have
: caused a huge growth in demand for such
i bonds.

An eloquent Japanese banker named

i Hiroyuki Kato who specializes in green

¢ finance was almost ebullient about their

i growth. “Investors are buying those bonds
i and ESG equities in huge amounts. Last

¢ year the number was ¥1 trillion. That's the
i quickest growth of any sector in finance.”

The men and women of green finance

i areafascinating kind of activist. Their tools
i are largely data their profits mostly debt.

i They are deploying their rare skills to avert
¢ the slow-motion destruction we all face.

i They may be borrowing from future gen-

i erations to do so. But perhaps those future
i generations will be glad to pay, if it means

¢ they might live in a less polluted world.

In finance, greed has always been good.

i Now it can be green, too.
i “Sustainable Japan,” features issues related to
i the environment and a sustainable society.

i It highlights the ESG activities
i of companies and other orga-
i nizations.

i For more information, see

i https//sustainable japan-

i times.com/esg




