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English-language media have featured sto-
ries about houses in Japan going for $500
or even being given away in recent years.
However, Parker J. Allen, head of the real
estate consultancy Akiya & Inaka, cau-
tions overseas bargain hunters to check
the condition of such houses before com-
mitting. Allen spoke with Ross Rowbury
at the recent 38th iteration of Roundtable
by The Japan Times about developments
in the market for vacant or abandoned
houses, called akiya, his journey to Japan
as a teenager and his inspiration for want-
ing to contribute to rural revitalization
here.

Millions of empty houses
Official figures released a few years ago
put the number of abandoned houses at
8.5 million, but Allen says current esti-

mates might be closer to 10 million or per-

haps 12 million.

These houses, mostly in rural areas, gen-
¢ purchase of akiya for foreign buyers who

erally have been inherited. Their owners,

when they can be found, cite being unable :
to dispose of a family altar, being distrust-
ful of renting or not wanting to pay for

tearing down the structure as some of the

The akiya phenomenon has been

i affected by broader issues such as Japan’s
i aging population and urban migration.

i According to Allen, it is anyone’s guess as
i to how many of these homes are even

i habitable. What is important is to make
i sure that the akiya that are still usable stay : |
¢ that way by having occupants who will :
¢ take care of them.

“That’s areally important mission for

i us, because once you have an empty

: home, you've got a couple of years where
i it's still pretty good, and then it starts to

i go down from there. The longer an akiya
: stays an akiya, the worse the condition

i gets, because who's going to take care of

i ahouse they're not using, and they (the

i owners) may or may not even go there.

i Soifyou don't go to the property, you

¢ won't notice that ‘Oh there’s a roof leak.

i Got to fix it. Oh, there’s termites. Got to

i do something about that.’ If that process

i doesn’t take place, then the problem will

only get worse,” Allen said.
His company’s solution comes in the
form of searching for and facilitating the

are either not in Japan or simply need

. help. Beyond that, he is simply looking
: torepay the country he fell in love with
i more than 17 years ago.

Allen has vast
experience in
Japanese real estate.
Healsoisactive in
organizations like
the Public Relations
Society of Japan and
the American
Chamber of Com-
merce.
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. Special love for countryside

¢ A high school exchange program first

¢ brought Allen from America to the Iwate

i city of Tono, which has a population of less
i than 30,000. He visited Japan a few more

i times before deciding to go to university

i here. He graduated from Sophia University
i in 2011, when the Great East Japan Earth-

i quake triggered tsunamis that devastated

¢ several areas in the Tohoku region and led

i tonuclear meltdowns at the Fukushima

i No.1power plant.

“With that experience, I really felt that

Japan was my home. A lot of people left
i Japan after the triple disaster, but I stayed

¢ in place because I thought Ineeded to do

i something about this. Fast forward to 2020,
¢ Ifinally found a way that I could do some-

¢ thing to revitalize these communities that

¢ have hollowed out due to depopulation.

i And that is the genesis of Akiya & Inaka.

¢ Since August 2020, we have been working

. with people inside and outside of Japan, the :
{ international audience, to help them find,
¢ conduct due diligence on and then pur-

i chase rural Japanese real estate.”

His love for the countryside (inaka),

which started in Tono, developed even fur-
i ther when he traveled around Japan by car
i asal7-year-old. He says the countryside

. simply has an unmatched, almost mystical
| aura.

“And that’s not just one place in Japan. It's

i all over Japan. After starting Akiya & Inaka

¢ and going to all these places across the

i countryside, I really started to get excited

i by the countryside. It's my passion to go

g | outand see these places across the coun-

¢ tryside. And now that's what excites me.

i T'velived in Tokyo for 17 years, but when

i it comes to pure living and experiencing

¢ Japan, the countryside has something that
i your metropolitan areas just don't have.

© You can feel the history and feel this sort of
i spiritual power when youre in the country- :
i side,” Allen said.

Himself the owner of a home in rural

i Saitama, Allen admits, however, that

i despite the countryside’s charm, it doesn’t
¢ have enough employment opportuni-

: ties. Added to that, romantic portrayals

¢ of city life in popular media contribute

i to people packing into urban centers like

i Tokyo. Together with neighboring prefec-
¢ tures from which many people commute
¢ towork in the capital, Tokyo accounts for
i about a fourth of the Japanese population.
i The silver lining, however, is that many

i foreigners find the Japanese countryside

i appealing and jump at the prospect of own-
i ingahome there. :

. Selling peace of mind

i Municipalities across Japan have set up

: akiya banks — lists of vacant homes that

i people can inquire about purchasing, Each
i municipality has its own bank, and the

¢ banks are not always online. For foreign-

© ers, particularly those outside Japan, it can
i be tricky navigating all of this in Japanese.

Many akiya also require renovation before a

: Akiya & Inaka’s Ogawa officeislocated ina
¢ formerly abandoned junior high school.
i AKIYA & INAKA

Inaka helps toreign buyers save empty houses

i reasons for leaving the homes completely
i untended.

e

“By and large, communities are very

¢ welcoming They see these communities

¢ dying, they see people leaving, people not

i coming back. And alot of the people who

¢ buy these houses want to be part of the

i community. There’s a language barrier, but
i it doesn't matter because at the end of the

i day, if there’s people taking care of these

¢ houses, then this hollowing-out effect stops
i alittle bit,” Allen said.

Still, Akiya & Inaka is looking for more

¢ ways to become part of the solution for

i depopulation and rural decline. The com-

i pany has done presentations and seminars
i onits work with local governments across

the country and hopes to engage private-

i sector players who are able to commit

: resources to addressing these issues. One
ideal outcome of more discussion, Allen

i says, would be for municipalities and the

i central government to have an overflowing
¢ toolbox ofideas on how to approach these
i growing and complex problems. For now,

i Allen, a seasoned public relations practitio-
i ner,is heavily focused on getting the word

i outand becoming the catalyst for these

i necessary conversations.

i buyer can move in. Akiya & Inaka handlesall
¢ ofthis forits customers. And it takes things
i further by even advising clients which

i homes to buy or forgo and looking for signs
i of how welcoming a community might be.
i The primary service that Allen’s consul-

i tancy offers its clients is peace of mind.

© Roundtable is a monthly series of English-
i language events organized
i by The Japan Times Cube.
i For more information visit
i httpsy//sustainable.japan-
¢ times.com/roundtable

Terroir Ai to Ibukuro

Expanding restaurant culture in Yamanashi

TAKEO TERAO
CONTRIBUTING WRITER

After running a Tokyo restaurant as owner-
chefand proprietress since 2011, Shinsaku
Suzuki and his wife, Emi Ishida, made the
decision to relocate in order to raise their
children in a place with more space and
freedom. They were drawn to the beautiful
scenery and natural environment of Hokuto
in Yamanashi Prefecture, and opened the
innovative restaurant Terroir Ai to Ibukuro
there in 2017.

Located in the foothills of the Yatsu-
gatake Mountains, the restaurant occupies
a 180-year-old former warehouse that once
served as a distribution center. Reservations
are limited to one group each for lunch and
dinner on weekdays and two groups on
weekends, with a maximum of 10 guests per
meal service. Listed on the back of the menu
are the names of the producers supplying
the restaurant’s ingredients and tableware,
including the serving dishes, linens and
even the washi paper on which the menu
is printed. Over 80% of these producers are
located in Yamanashi.

“Water veins from Mount Fuji flow here,
and the water and soil are excellent, so this
area has always attracted producers. We
don't have the ocean nearby, but instead we

i encouraging for young chefs who continue

i to take on challenges in Yamanashi Prefec-

¢ ture. Surrounded by rich nature, including

i Mount Fuji, Yamanashi Prefecture is aiming
i toestablish a gastronomic and high-grade

¢ sake kingdom by taking advantage ofits

¢ ‘wide variety of ingredients and Japan’s rep-

i resentative wines and Japanese sake.Ihope

¢ that many people will take this opportunity
i toenjoy Yamanashi's gastronomy.

have hot springs,” Suzuki said.

While Terroir Ai to Ibukurois a com-

i plete fine-dining experience, even babies
i are welcome, with special baby food avail-
able for infants 10 months and over, along
i with akids menu and a “junior” menu. The
i couple also occasionally hold tours, called
i Yatsugatake Gastronomy Tourism, which

KOTARO NAGASAKI
YAMANASHI GOVERNOR

I'would like to congratulate
Terroir Ai to Ibukuro for
being selected as a Destina-
tion Restaurant 2023.

This award is very

rants 2023 list.

© Address %
i Terroir Ai to Ibukuro

i 414 Takanecho,

¢ Nagasawa, Hokuto,

¢ Yamanashi

i https//aitoibukuro.com

i include an outdoor lunch as well as dinner.

i Experiencing Suzuki's cuisine in combina-

i tion with these activities undoubtedly adds
i even more depth to its flavors. With the

i example of Shinsaku Suzuki and Emi Ishida,
i itishoped that more people will be inspired
i toopen creative and innovative dining

© establishments.

EIJI KAMIMURA
MAYOR OF HOKUTO CITY

I'would like to congratu-
late Terroir Ai to Ibukuro
for being selected to be
part of the The Japan
Times’ Destination Restau-

A

Hokuto city is said to be blessed with

¢ the best sunshine and water in Japan, and
¢ this water and soil, in combination with
a fertile soil, produce rice, vegetables and-
¢ fruits of surprisingly high quality.

This natural bounty of the Yatsugatake

i Mountains is now being enjoyed by chef
i Shinsaku Suzuki in the form of exciting
i dishes. We hope you will enjoy our food.

Deatination, Retzurents 2023
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~Elementary school to high school~

oate: Saturday, April 6, 2024

mme:10:00-16:00

Bl Location: The Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Japan
H Fee: Free of charge, limited spots (registration needed)

Don't miss the opportunity to ask questions directly to some of the most prestigious
boarding and international schools in Japan and the world, and to find out
everything you need to know on the spot.

John Baugh
Former headmaster of
the Dragon School, U.K.

Michael Rob Gray
Former headmaster of
Le Rosey, Switzerland

The British School in Tokyo

NUCSB International College

Harrow International School Appi Japan

Phoenix House International School

Keynote speech The panel session (Moderator: Michael Rob Gray)

Robert Chaytor Laura Bispham
NUCB International Rugby School Japan Harrow International
College School Appi Japan

Participating schools

Jinseki International School

Showa Women's University Elementary School

EF Academy

Rugby School Japan

Stephen Tong
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