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Feature  Fermentation 5

Nagaoka city community space Aore
Nagaoka and attracted more than
5,000 visitors in a single day.
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Below: At Settaya 6th Avenue
Fermentation Museum., a
renovated sake brewery first
founded In 1887, you can learn
about the culture of fermentation
in the Nagaoka area.
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The forefront of

the bio-economy: Nagaoka
tries revitalizing local regions
by promoting fermentation

WRITER: ARINA TSUKADA  TRANSLATION: EDAN CORKILL ~ EDIT: JAMES KEATING

The key to achieving a sustainable society
these days, some believe, is the “bio-econ-
omy,” a new economic cycle drawing on
renewable biomass as a source of energy
and biotechnology. And yet in Japan, the
traditions of fermentation, by which living
organisms are made to feed local econo-
mies, has existed for generations. Might
be possible to combine the power of fer-
mentation and science to achieve regional
revitalization?

The city of Nagaoka in Niigata Prefec-
ture, which is one of Japan's leading rice-
producing regions, was one of the first to
explore this potential. Nagaoka is not
only the birthplace of the famous rice
brand Koshihikari, but it also boasts 16
sake the d of any

ators, and there are many aspects of the
fungi's activity that we don't understand.
Efforts are now underway to conduct re-
search into fermentation to address this
situation and to the

ing Yamakoshi village have already be-
gun,” Ogasawara said.

At the same time, Japan's rice consump-
tion is decreasing, and, with the influence

of a resource-recycling society.
“Currently the focus of our attention is
on improving the soil in rice fields. We are
doing research to activate microorgai
isms so we can produce organic fertilizers
that will be an alternative to chemical fer-
tilizers and pesticides. Using chemical
fertilizers allows for stabilization of pro-
duction, but at the cost of damage to the
soil. And yet we can't just stop using pes-
ticides because insect damage would in-
crease. We believe that if the microbial

n-

city in Japan. And it was in Nagaoka that
the Nagaoka Bio-Economy Concept was
launched with the aim of adapting scien-
tific thinking to fermentation. We spoke
with professor Wataru Ogasawara of
Nagaoka University of Technology, a pro-
ponent of the project and a longtime re-
searcher into fermentation.

“It is thought that 99% of the world’s
microorganisms are still unknown to hu-
mans. We're also told that eating ferment-
ed foods is good for you, but the truth is
we don't actually understand why that is.
It is thought that were we to solve the
mystery of an additional 10% of microor-
ganisms, then we could change the
world.”

Fermentation techniques tend to be
practiced largely at the whim of their cre-

Wataru Ogasawara, a professor at Nagaoka
University of Technology, is a specialist in
fermentation. He has appeared in domestic and
International media and is active in academic
societies. His lab and community space will open
within Hakko Museum Yooezo this summer.

suited to the local environ-
ment is prepared properly, then produc-
tion would be possible without taxing the
natural environment. Experiments using
rice fields in Nagaoka city and neighbor-

-

of in 2020, some 2 million
tons of rice went to waste. The govern-
ment has implemented policies aimed at
reducing stockpiles, but the issue of what
to do with the surplus rice is problematic
nationwide. “One thing that can be done
is to use the waste material from the rice
to make organic fertilizers or create new

Nagaoka and Ogasawara are also play-
ing a role in promoting these kinds of ac-
tivities to locals. They have held events
like Fermentation Trip, in which locals
and tourists experience fermentation cul-
ture together, and in 2020 a museum dedi-
cated to fermentation opened in a
100-year-old converted sake brewery.
Combining a cafe where you can taste lo-
cal fermented foods and a lab where you
can learn about fermentation, the muse-
um has quickly become a new tourist at-
traction. ile, the Fe

processed products through fe
tion. Sake and seasonings were first de-
veloped as a means to make effective use
of stored rice, and rice cracker and rice-
based sweet production is also popular in
Niigata Prefecture. Research is also un-
derway to make edible oil using rice yeast,
and to make rice products that
require little sugar—with the aim of pro-
moting healthy Japanese cuisine.”

Science Contest for teens was held na-
tionwide in order to encourage scientific
|l

0 a
of the fermentation culture of Nagaoka
and other regions and also to spur the de-
velopment of new products. If these ef-
forts spread nationwide, fermentation
could become the key to revitalizing Ja-
pan’s regional areas.

The rice terraces of the village of Yamakoshi, where
Ogasawara is currently working on improving the soil. A
beautiful rural landscape is illuminated in the sunrise
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