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Taku Yamada and his wife traveled around 
the world before they decided to start the 
tour company Chura-boshi in the rural Gifu 
town of Hida Furukawa in 2007. While they 
were traveling, they did not just sightsee 
but experienced the places they visited, 
mingling with local people and trying vari-
ous activities that could only be enjoyed 
then and there. “That is why we are com-
mitted to offering experiences that help 
visitors feel the kind of excitement we felt 
through our travel,” said the CEO. 

Their activities under a project named 
Satoyama Experience include cycling tours 
and cultural workshops such as calligraphy 
and cooking. During these activities, vari-
ous conversations take place about tradi-
tional ways of life that are still practiced in 
the area, which can give visitors clues about 
how to live more sustainably. “For example, 
even rice hulls are not wasted. They are put 
into a small cloth bag and used to polish 
the pillars and other wooden parts and fur-
niture of a house. They go back to the soil 
after use. We share that kind of knowledge 
with our visitors, and they in turn tell us 
if they have similar practices in their own 
countries,” Yamada said. 

They also run two inns under a project 
named Satoyama Stay: a renovated tradi-
tional-style bar and a new retro-looking 
place that fits in with the neighborhood. 
They are full of ideas and utilize the crafts-
manship of local carpenters. Thanks to their 
ability to offer their activity and accommo-
dation services in English as well as Japanese, 
about 90% of their customers are foreigners. 

Satoyama Experience received the 2022 
Sustainable Japan Satoyama Excellence 
Award, presented by The Japan Times, 
because it not only contributes to the revi-
talization of rural areas in Japan but also 
provides opportunities to get to know sus-
tainable and circular lifestyles in Japan’s 
countryside. 

In addition to the company’s tourism 
services, it also provides a consulting ser-
vice to municipalities across Japan that 
are facing pressing issues such as depopu-

lation, increasing abandoned buildings 
and a shrinking local economy. Although 
they may share similar problems, Yamada 
pointed out that there is no single versa-
tile solution that works in any area — “For 
example, the fact that our cycling tours 
became a big hit doesn’t make cycling the 
best and only solution to all rural towns 
in Japan that are trying to attract tourists.” 
He stressed the importance of analyzing 
the various factors behind successful revi-
talization efforts and developing a system 
to apply them to other areas in appropri-
ate ways that maximize each area’s value 
instead of simply taking a successful model 
from one area and copying it. “That is what 
we are good at, and we are currently work-
ing with 15 areas in developing activities 
and business models to promote the areas,” 
Yamada said. 

Satoyama Experience’s consulting 
service has been expanding to corpo-
rate training since 2020. Under a project 
named Satoyama Social Academy, the 
company uses the rural environment 
of Hida Furukawa and its neighboring 
areas as the field for employee and lead-
ership training. To support the country’s 
economy in an era when the population 
is shrinking and aging, “It is said that train-
ing human resources for companies is not 
enough and that we need to shift to train-
ing social human resources with broader 
perspectives who can go beyond improv-
ing companies and think about how 
society should change,” said Yamada. To 
do that, rural upland satoyama areas like 
Hida Furukawa and 15 other areas that 

Satoyama Experience engages with are 
perfect locations where people can tackle 
real problems, find solutions or make 
innovations and new businesses. 

Yamada aims to invite foreign enter-
prises as well as Japanese ones to use the 
resources of satoyama areas in their train-
ing. Based on core curricula designed by 
Yamada himself, who has experience in 
human resource development through his 
earlier career, he adjusts and improvises 
various segments to meet clients’ needs. 

There are more things that the company 
can do in and with those 16 areas. “We are 
currently working on a plan to conduct a 
two-week bike trip that connects some of 
those areas,” Yamada said. The potential 
route will start from the Shimanami Kaido, a 
60-kilometer expressway bridging Shikoku 
and Hiroshima Prefecture, run through the 
Kansai area with a stop in Kyoto and reach 
Hida Furukawa. The first ride will be held 
next spring. This is also an idea that Yamada 
was able to come up with because he knew 
from his globe-trotting experience how peo-
ple in different parts of the world enjoy their 
vacations. Although an organized bike trip 
this long is very rare in Japan, he hopes this 
will present a new way of enjoying a long 
holiday in rural Japan.

The Sustainable Japan Award commends 
individuals, companies and organizations 
who have made advances 
in sustainable efforts. To 
learn more, visit https://sus-
tainable.japantimes.com/
sjaward2023

Satoyama Experience offers 
rural experiences, revitalization

A Satoyama Social Academy team-building 
activity with participants from several 
companies   SATOYAMA EXPERIENCE
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“Let’s Walkathon!” — the opening ceremony of the 32nd annual Chubu 
Walkathon International Charity Festival — was held on May 21 at Meijo 
Park in Nagoya by the Chubu office of the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Japan and the Nagoya International School.  ANDY BOONE

The ambassadors between Malaysia and Japan, Shahril Effendi (second 
from left) and Katsuhiko Takahashi (second from right), attend the 40th 
joint conference of the Japan-Malaysia Economic Association (JAMECA) 
and the Malaysia-Japan Economic Association (MAJECA) on May 25.  
 EDLEEN OTHMAN

Bolivian Charge 
d’Affaires Natalia 
Salazar stands with 
Prime Minister 
Fumio Kishida at a 
garden party hosted 
by Emperor 
Naruhito and 
Empress Masako at 
the Akasaka 
Imperial Gardens on 
May 11. 
 EMBASSY OF BOLIVIA

Princess Takamado (center) and Hungarian Ambassador Norbert 
Palanovics with VIP guests — from left: Karin Kato, Namiko Okazaki, 
Yoichiro Kurata, Akihiro Sato, Kengo Kuma, Sisyu and Shigeyuki Hiroki 
— at a preview event for the Rubik’s Cube Charity Auction. 
 EMBASSY OF HUNGARY

The Society of Wives of Arab Ambassadors in Japan (SWAAJ) holds the Arab 
Charity Bazaar on May 27 in Tokyo, with the presence of Princess Taka-
mado (center); Tunisia’s Houda Elloumi (on her left), SWAAJ President and 
Hayashi Yuko, Spouse of Foreign Minister (on her left). MIKI OSHITA

A welcome for Kosovo Ambassador Sabri Kicmari is extended by Sanjo 
Mayor Ryo Takizawa on May 25. The mayor recalled with great sympathy 
the time when the national judo team of Kosovo stayed in the Niigata city 
and expressed his willingness to deepen cooperation. EMBASSY OF KOSOVO

Panamanian Ambassador Carlos Pere (second from right) stands with Vice 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Vladimir Franco (center) and Vice Minister of 
Finance Jorge Almengor (left) during their official visit to the Japan 
International Cooperation Agency. EMBASSY OF PANAMA

Indonesian 
Ambassador Heri 
Akhmadi (center 
rear) greeted Emperor 
Naruhito and 
Empress Masako 
upon their arrival in 
Jakarta on June 17 and 
called the visit the 
pinnacle of the 65 
years of close 
relations. EMBASSY 
OF INDONESIA
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It was the increasingly uncertain business 
environment triggered by COVID-19 that 
prompted the UCC group to rethink how its 
values could be shared with stakeholders to 
overcome the pandemic.

In October 2021, the 90-year-old Japanese 
coffee company released its corporate pur-
pose: “Unlocking the power of coffee for a 
better world.” The phrase shows how UCC’s 
belief in coffee and the brew’s potential has 
driven it to the top.

“Since we were established in 1933, we 
have built expertise in coffee. We do every-
thing we can that is related to coffee,” Ryo 
Satomi, executive vice president of UCC 
Ueshima Coffee Co., said in a recent inter-
view. But the purpose did not come out of 
nowhere. It was born amid the struggle in 
the pandemic.

“We were discussing our business strate-
gies during the pandemic. While it was hard 
to see the next year or the year after that, 
we asked ourselves what our real strength is 
and what are our values that we should not 
lose even after 10 years from now,” Satomi 
said in the interview, part of a monthly series 
focusing on sustainable Japanese companies 
by Naonori Kimura, a partner specializing 
in corporate reform for the consulting firm 
Industrial Growth Platform Inc.

Along with the purpose, UCC sum-
marized its business philosophy and 
announced its five corporate values, starting 
with “Focusing on everything about cof-
fee” and continuing to other essentials for 
the company to run a sustainable business: 
“Contribution to a global society,” “Moving 
forward with ambition,” “Collaboration and 
co-creation” and “Ethics and responsibility.”

The corporate purpose and values 
released two years ago were based on UCC’s 

founding spirit: “Delivering delicious cof-
fee to as many people as possible, anytime, 
anywhere.” 

In 1933, Tadao Ueshima founded the com-
pany in Kobe as an importer and wholesaler 
of coffee beans. The unique company later 
handled a diverse range of coffee activities, 
from coffee cultivation in producing coun-
tries, procurement of raw materials, research 
and development, roasting and processing, 
and sales. In 1969, it became the world’s first 
company to develop canned coffee, which 
was a big hit in the Japanese market and 
supported the firm’s rapid growth over the 
following years.

Indeed, its business range is wide through-
out its value chain. It cultivates coffee in 
plantations such as the Blue Mountain 
Coffee Estate in Jamaica and the Kona Cof-
fee Estate in Hawaii, procures coffee beans 
from Brazil and Guatemala and roasts them, 
develops drip coffee machines that can 
replicate the skills of a barista, and opened 
the UCC Coffee Academy, Japan’s only edu-
cational institution specializing in coffee, 
whose students range from simple coffee 
lovers to professional brewers who want 
to open their own coffee houses. UCC also 
runs the cafe chain Ueshima Coffee, with 88 
outlets from Hokkaido to Okinawa offering 
sandwiches and sweets in addition to vari-
ous drinks.

UCC Holdings Co., the stock-holding com-
pany of UCC Ueshima Coffee and other 
coffee-related units, had consolidated sales 
revenue of ¥319.4 billion ($2.2 billion) in the 
business year that ended in December 2022. 
It is the top maker of roasted coffee in Japan 
and the fifth-largest in the world.

In the UCC group, owned by the 
Ueshima family, many companies are 
unlisted, including UCC Holdings and 
UCC Ueshima Coffee, but that does not 
mean they have little ambition for growth, 
Satomi said.

“Although we are unlisted, UCC’s can-
do spirit is astonishing to me. The first 
canned coffee in Japan has sold so well, 

but they have not been satisfied with the 
success and decided to go to overseas mar-
kets,” said Satomi, who started with UCC 
in 2017. In Southeast Asian countries, for 
example, UCC first opened coffee shops 
to promote fresh-brewed coffee because 
what local people drank at that time was 
either instant coffee or loaded with sugar 
and condensed milk. As of the end of 2022, 
the UCC group was present in 22 countries 
or regions in Asia, Europe and the United 
States.

Despite its growth, because it handles 
all kinds of coffee-related businesses it also 
feels potential risks. First of all, some fun-
damentals of the business changed, at least 
temporarily, as the pandemic led to newly 
remote workers drinking coffee at home 
rather than in offices and cafes. 

Economic factors such as the recent 
global price rises for coffee beans and fuel, 
as well as the yen’s declines against other 

major currencies, making items purchased 
abroad more expensive, have also had neg-
ative impacts.

According to the All Japan Coffee Associ-
ation, an industry organization, coffee con-
sumption in the country slid from 452,903 
tons in 2019 to 430,719 tons in 2020, and fell 
a further 1.6% to 423,706 tons in 2021. The 
next year, it slightly recovered to 432,875 
tons but has not yet fully recovered from 
the pandemic slump.

Moreover, newly emerging coffee brands 
are attracting consumers, especially young 
people. “We have a sense of crisis. Factors 
that have supported our stable B2B busi-
ness in Japan are changing because people 
don’t drink coffee outside amid the pan-
demic. Moreover, when we conducted a 
survey on favorite coffee brands in Japan, 
many people in their 50s and 60s said they 
favored UCC, but people in their 20s and 
30s said they preferred Starbucks and Blue 

Bottle Coffee,” Satomi said. 
Building brand awareness among con-

sumers by investing in marketing, which 
global beverage maker Nestle excels at, has 
been a soft spot for UCC. More than 70% of 
its current global sales of ¥300 billion are 
B2B business without UCC name on it, he 
added.

Satomi said another issue to be 
addressed is UCC’s current lack of diversity 
in its human capital in Japan. UCC Ueshima 
Coffee aims to raise the number of female 
managers to 30% by 2030, from the current 
10%.

Amid these tough fundamentals, UCC 
has launched a project to develop a new 
technology for roasting coffee beans, called 
“hydrogen roasting.” 

While a conventional roasting machine 
burns natural gas, which releases carbon 
dioxide, UCC works on development and 
implementation of a hydrogen roasting 
machine and hydrogen supply system in 
collaboration with other firms so that the 
roasting machine can use hydrogen flames, 
which do not emit any carbon. company’s 
work on the project is supported by the 
New Energy and Industrial Technology 
Development Organization, a national 
research and development agency promot-
ing new technologies in Japan. 

In May, the coffee maker said it had 
jointly applied for a patent on the new 
technology with Heat Energy Tech Co., 
which develops and manufactures indus-
trial heat equipment. UCC also offered 
hydrogen-roasted coffee at the Interna-
tional Media Center (IMC) for the Group 
of Seven summit meetings in Hiroshima 
held between May 18 and 22. “We believe 
that we can show the world Japan’s high 
technology and a successful case of hydro-
gen usage by providing the 
coffee at the IMC,” a UCC 
spokesperson quoted a gov-
ernment source in charge 
of the summit exhibit as 
saying.

 Ryo Satomi, executive vice president of UCC Ueshima Coffee Co.  HIROMICHI MATONO
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Since its foun-
dation in 1933, 
the UCC group 
has grown and 
expanded based on 
its founder’s spirit 
of “Delivering deli-
cious coffee to as 
many people as 
possible, anytime, 

anywhere.” The group is the only one 
that comprehensively runs businesses 
throughout the value chain, from the pro-
duction of coffee beans to the manage-
ment of coffee shops in many parts of the 
world. What drives the company to grow 
is a can-do spirit based on its founding 
philosophy, which also led to the devel-
opment of the world’s first canned coffee.

The global spread of the pandemic 
prompted UCC to send a clear message on 
“our purpose” and “our values” to all of its 
stakeholders. The purpose, expressed as 
“Unlocking the power of coffee for a bet-
ter world,” shows its strong love for coffee, 
and the values, summarized in five points, 
show its spirit of taking on new challenges, 
which is part of the founder’s philosophy. 

The group also takes an active role on 
sustainability issues by conducting busi-
ness in ways that benefit nature, devel-
oping drastically new technologies such 
as roasting coffee beans with hydrogen 
heat, and considering human rights. As Ryo 
Satomi, the executive vice president of UCC 
Ueshima Coffee Co., said in the interview, 
it will continue to invest in coffee and fur-
ther explore coffee for the future. I believe 
all the workers at UCC will continue to feel 
united, collaborate and provide new addi-
tional value to the world with their love of 
coffee and spirit of accepting challenges.

UCC ‘unlocking the power of coffee for a better world’

Cycling around satoyama fields, the flagship 
tour, with a satisfaction rate of over 95%   
SATOYAMA EXPERIENCE
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