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International Symposium on Intercultural Cities in Asia and Europe
A review of the Symposium held in Tokyo in January 2012

by Phil Wood for the

JAPANFOUNDATION FL@)

This short report is a distillation of the views of the European representatives of the
Intercultural Cities network who attended the Symposium. The views were gathered through
the completion of a questionnaire (attached) by each of the three cities which attended
(Botkyrka, Lisbon and Reggio-Emilia). This was followed up by a telephone interview with an
official of each city. There was also a telephone interview with Robert Palmer of the Council of
Europe. Finally, as | was also an attender of all events within the Symposium, | have taken the

liberty of including some opinions of my own in the report.

The general impression which the visiting party had of the symposium was very good. People
have said words to the effect that this trip remains fresh in the mind and it created good
memories which will endure. Whilst it should be noted that in most cases this was the first
time most of the party had visited Japan, and thus it is to be expected that Tokyo would leave
a strong impression, it is significant that our visiting party were affected on a number of levels,

intellectual and emotional.

Visiting a new and strange land always produces a sensory bombardment and, when the
experience is squeezed into little more than three working days, this can produce a clash of
thoughts and feelings and an uneven overall picture. Our guests were trying to assimilate
information about Japan and Korea simultaneously from an international, national,
metropolitan and local perspective. Also to try and imagine how the interplay of different
policies were refracted through the differing perspectives of policy-makers, local indigenes and
migrant communities. Such matters might be a life’s work, so our party’s hastily-formed

reactions were necessarily impressionistic, patchy and not always consistent.

Nevertheless, all stated that, as a consequence of the Symposium, they understood the

current position of cultural diversity policy in Japan and Korea ‘well’ or “fairly well’.
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When asked how they would compare cultural diversity policies in Japan with the ICC
approach, people spoke of the difference between national and local government attitudes to
migration, and particularly the shortage of national legislation to legitimate migration and to
protect minorities. Although it is difficult to make generalizations about national governments
in Europe, most do have a more extensive legislative framework, albeit that many are currently
taking a politically sceptical attitude towards migration. All visitors agreed that it was good for
Japanese cities to take the lead and develop a network and local policy initiatives, but all were
concerned that this would be constrained in the long term if national government continued to
remain aloof. No-one felt the current position in Japan could be described as intercultural, but
they were impressed by the level of commitment and knowledge of those attending the

Symposium.

Understandably people found it less easy to compare cultural diversity policies in Korea with
the ICC approach and there were varying levels of comprehension. There appears to be a
greater level of co-operation between national and local government in Korea although policy
seems to hover between the guest worker and multicultural models. Some of us were

intrigued or puzzled by the designation of special multicultural zones within some Korean cities.
People were asking themselves as this a serious and necessary step towards greater
integration, a risky step towards ghettoization, or a trivial exercise in marketing the exotic?

Without the opportunity to make direct observations it was difficult to decide.

A wide range of Japanese and Korean policies and practices impressed the visitors. The one
which consistently emerged from all the feedback was the Hamamatsu support centre for
non-Japanese children. | would add, based upon my earlier experience of observing conditions
for minorities in several parts of Japan, that the description of this project was impressive.
Elsewhere in Japan | have encountered situations where there was little or no provision made
for the children of migrants. But all our party have agreed that children and young people are
the key to effective and long term integration, which makes the Hamamatsu project so
impressive. There was also interest in learning more about the mentoring programme in
Hamamatsu. All this would suggest that the city is well-chosen as the venue for the next

international symposium.

| might add my own personal point of learning has been the extent to which Japanese
understanding of integration and community-building is connected with policy on disaster
management. It seemed to me that anticipation of future natural disasters in Japan provides

an incentive for the authorities and ordinary citizens to appreciate the value of neighbourly
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relations, regardless of ethnicity. Ethnic differences no longer seem so pronounced or
important when people are facing external threats either natural or man-made, and | think
Europeans might learn something from the way in which Japanese communities plan and

prepare for this,

Of course, whilst the first object of this programme of exchange visits is to raise the basic

levels of awareness and understanding, the longer term objective must be to see greater
international co-operation. Visitors were asked with what kind of individuals and organisations
they would be interested in establishing new cooperation. Three clear proposals emerged here.
Reggio-Emilia would be happy for an exchange between school or university students,
particularly if both exchange parties comprised a mix of indigenous and migrant-origin
youngsters. Botkyrka also focuses on youth and would be keen to see some exchange between
its celebrated Youth Council and the authorities in Hamamatsu City. Meanwhile the authorities

in Lisbon would like to see co-operation between academics at respective universities.

Thinking about the two day programme of the Symposium there was a wider variation of
opinion. Lisbon found the whole programme very useful whilst the other cities found some
aspects more useful than others. It is difficult to generalize however because, within Europe,
there is a wide variation in preference for different styles of presentation between different
countries. In general though, | have observed that politicians always like to meet with other
politicians, regardless of origin, which partly explains the cities’ appreciation of the main event;
and officials like to be with other officials, explaining their appreciation of the Practitioner

session.

Mr Palmer, however, was rather critical of the format of the main event. He felt that much less
time should have been given within the main speeches to stating the basic facts and figures
about each city, releasing more time to be spent on deeper questions of policy, questions,
responses and discussion. In this regards, he found the Practitioner seminar more useful. He
suggested it might have been better to convey basic facts in a few short, sharply-edited video
clips. He also expressed disappointment that the national government of Japan was not
represented at the event, although we all appreciate how difficult this would have been to

achieve.

The study visits seemed to be the least popular with most respondents. This is unfortunate and
a little surprising as study visits are often the most appreciated element of many conferences.

In this regard | would concur with Robert Palmer who felt that the study visits felt like a
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superficial add-on to the main event. Most of the time in both visits was spent in very formal
‘classroom’ environments which could have been held anywhere and gave little of the flavour
of the specific locality. In the case of Shinjuku, the walkabout promised much but, in my
opinion, failed to deliver a deep understanding of the area’s cultural diversity. The tour guides
seem to have been poorly briefed, treating us more like touristic holiday-makers. They did not
have the specialist knowledge of the intercultural dynamics of the district that we were

seeking, and this was frustrating.

| would not wish this to be taken as a signal that study visits should not be arranged in the
future. Quite the contrary, in fact, because study visits are a vital element in building
intercultural understanding. | would recommend that more time and care is taking in their

organisation and that they are better integrated with the other events in future.

Mr Palmer also observed that few people who we met in the visits participated in the
Symposium and, in general, there was a very low level of participation by migrants and young
people in the main event. The formal nature of the venue also reduced the opportunity for
informal discussion and learning between people of different background. To summarise, it is
not good enough simply to have an event which talks about interculturality — it must be

intercultural.

We may ask why Robert Palmer and myself seem more critical of the format than the other ICC
representatives. This may be due in part to the fact that he and | have had the advantage of
visiting Japan more than they have, and we were therefore seeking to dig deeper than they
were. We might also suggest that Mr Palmer and | reflect a different (Anglo-Saxon) outlook
from the others which, in general, seeks less formality and more critical discourse in such

events. As already stated, the other European participants were more sanguine.

This being said, we all recognise that the primary goal of the Symposium was, and had to be,
the signing of the Tokyo Declaration in order to achieve important political and public relations
advances within the Japanese context. To this extent it was a success and we were all pleased

to have been able to contribute to this.

One question remaining is whether the focus should continue primarily on Japan or whether a
wider east Asian perspective should be sought. | would say there is equal merit in both but
there must be absolute clarity of purpose, as a vague compromise between the two would not

be useful. On the one hand it would be very valuable to build a much deeper understanding
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between Japan and Europe and to really cement some close working relationships at all levels
between politicians, experts, community leaders and young people. However, if the scope is to
extend beyond Japan then it should go the whole way and incorporate not just Korea but other

regional nations including China, Taiwan, Philippines and possibly Australasia.

| can conclude by saying that all the European party were very grateful for the opportunity to
visit Japan and to participate and everyone found it a beneficial experience. Everyone is also
keen on continuing and deepening the relationship. | think it is nice to end with a quotation

from Botkyrka:

This was a trip we shall never forget. It was tremendously stimulating for both of us. It allowed us to
reflect upon our own situation by allowing us to compare it with another. Since this visit | feel my
Mayor has a much clearer and stronger focus upon migrant and cultural diversity policy. She was very

impressed with Japanese urban policies in general and is already planning another visit to Japan.

PW/26.7.12
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