
12   www.impact.pub

Rebuilding balance

Impact Objectives
• Comparative research looking into key factors that enable supporting the 

development of sustainable local communities

• Investigate the disaster-affected areas of Japan using the relationship 
between economy and society

Dr Fumihiko Saito discusses issues of sustainability and global development while using real world 
examples of how areas destroyed by the Great East Japan Earthquake are rebuilding in a way that 
balances income with quality of life 

Can you provide 
a little insight 
into your work 
at the Faculty 
of International 
Studies, Ryukoku 
University and 

how it relates to the goals of your current 
projects?

I teach development studies and 
sustainability studies classes for both 
undergraduate and postgraduate students. 
Through teaching I emphasise that while 
issues in the Global South and in OECD 
countries are seemingly different, these 
issues are, in fact, structurally very similar. 
Furthermore, through globalisation, our 
problems at home and the difficulties 
in Asia and Africa are increasingly more 
interconnected than before. Thus, it is very 
important for students to have a consistent 
perspective to understand how different 
issues are mutually influencing each other 
and how the issues are evolving to be 
more complex than before. Under these 
circumstances, we have to find ways in 
which our quality of life can be safeguarded 
economically, socio-politically and 
environmentally.

Until recently, you have been co-leading a 
comparative research project examining 
the complex interfaces between governance 
reforms and sustainable development. Can 
you talk about what you learnt through this 
work?

The LORC project was an international 

comparative research effort looking into 
key factors that enable the fostering of 
sustainable local communities, both in rural 
and urban settings in developed, as well as 
developing, countries. Through this project 
we learnt important lessons. In many cases, 
successful examples of green cities and 
regeneration initiatives in rural areas are 
based on effective governance reforms. For 
instance, a decentralised administrative and 
political system is a foundation in which 
localities can autonomously formulate and 
implement effective policies. Leadership 
is also a key factor for success, and it 
should be facilitative rather than dictatorial 
leadership. The roles played by universities 
in accommodating complex interactions of 
often competing stakeholders in nurturing 
new types of leadership are also essential 
as well.

You are now studying the possibilities 
of social and solidarity economies in 
reconstruction activities of areas affected by 
the Great East Japan Earthquake. How did 
you come to be involved in this work and 
what are you hoping this research will help 
you to uncover?

This earthquake was accompanied by 
a tsunami and the nuclear power plant 
accident in Fukushima. Thus, it was a 
compounded disaster, and it has been 
incredibly devastating. It pushed most, if 
not all, academics in Japan to contribute 
something toward the reconstruction. 
Although I am in Kyoto, which is not 
very close to the disaster-affected areas, 
reconstruction is a national issue. So, 

immediately after the disaster I started to 
explore ideas concerning reconstruction. 
Then, once I started to meet with and talk to 
key people in the disaster areas, it became 
evident that what has been happening 
on the ground is ahead of what academic 
people have been theorising in their heads. 
Some of the practices unfolding by farmers, 
for example, are more illuminating than 
empty theories. In the meantime, many 
people around the world are also now 
thinking that the ill-effects of capitalism 
have become more acute than before. 
Therefore, academics are going back to 
some of the classic texts of Karl Marx and 
Karl Polanyi. It has been fascinating to shed 
some light onto what has been unfolding 
in the disaster-affected areas of Japan 
using some classic Polanyian notions, for 
instance, topics about the relationship 
between economy and society. This sort of 
application gives us deep insights into how 
we can rebuild our own society into one 
which is truly sustainable.  l

Mr Seiiyu Sugeno, a notable organic farmer in front 
of the facility to convert waste to manure



The Great East Japan Earthquake changed
Japan forever. The subsequent tsunami and 
nuclear power plant disaster shocked the 
world and devastated large swaths of the 
Japanese countryside. While truly saddening 
and catastrophic for those who lived through 
it, nine years later the affected areas continue 
to persevere and recover. Their determination 
and efforts are not only inspiring but 
also provide a unique glimpse at how 
communities can be built, and also rebuilt, 
with sustainable goals in mind. 

According to Dr Fumihiko Saito, a professor 
at the Faculty of International Studies at 
Ryukoku University, the rebuilding process is 
way ahead of academic theories and offers 
a lot of insight for the research community. 
‘By starting over these areas are a type of 
natural experiment,’ he observes. ‘They 
are no longer beholden to the systems 
of economics, governance or even the 
infrastructures that once existed.’ Saito has 

worked on international development, local 
renewal efforts and sustainability, and is now 
visiting the areas affected by the earthquake 
to conduct interviews and questionnaires in 
an effort to understand and learn from the 
people there. 

INGENUITY AND RESILIENCE
‘The situation which Fukushima famers face 
nine years after the Earthquake is similar to 
those faced by primary product farmers in 
the Global South,’ says Saito. A major issue 
facing both communities is an inequality 
in the producers share of the overall profit, 
in light of their immense efforts in growing 
and harvesting the crops. ‘The lessons that 
we learn through our research will help 
ameliorate this sort of injustice because 
without being conscious of injustice at 
home and trying to do something about this, 

it remains enormously difficult to rectify 
injustice in other places,’ explains Saito.

Seeing the ingenuity and resilience of his 
fellow citizens in the hardest hit areas has 
been inspiring for Saito, but it is not without 
its challenges. ‘The victims of the disaster 
have gone through enormous difficulties,’ 
he acknowledges. ‘Many of them lost their 
loved ones, so if researchers do not fully 
understand or are sympathetic to their 
experiences, they think that we are just taking 
advantage of their situations for the sake 
of research.’ Therefore, great care has been 
taken in nurturing trustful relationships. 
In doing so, Saito found that many of the 
farmers and fishers are willing to tell their 
stories and are extremely articulate in what 
they are doing. ‘They are innovative and 
often do not follow the conventional ways of 
cultivation and marketing,’ says Saito. ‘They 
started courageous experiments without 
waiting for government instructions. For me, 

talking to them has been incredibly helpful for 
understanding the changing situation.’

THE WAY FORWARD
Through his work and projects like LORC, 
Saito and his colleagues have gleaned 
important lessons about fostering sustainable 
local communities. They aim to spread their 
knowledge about lessons on governance 
and leadership by attending conferences 
and building on a well-established network 
of researchers globally. Saito is optimistic 
about the future and is focusing on new 
and innovative thoughts, such as degrowth. 
‘This relatively new notion does not imply 
the contraction of economic activities per 
se, rather this new approach seeks a new 
paradigm, breaking away from our obsession 
with economic growth,’ he comments. 
By seeking out real world examples and 

experiments of degrowth economies, he 
hopes to find strategies to implement the 
changes needed to secure the sustainable 
future of the planet.  l

Disaster leads to renewal
As the world faces issues of inequality and sustainability, the rebuilding efforts of local communities affected by the 
Great East Japan Earthquake are providing unique lessons on how to remake the world
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This new approach seeks a new paradigm, breaking away 
from our obsession with economic growth
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