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Albert L. Park

Introduction

1

2007 was a monumental year. It marked the first time in human his-
tory that more people in the world live in urban areas than the rural. 
Currently, the trend of people migrating to cities to live and work has 
only been increasing. By 2050, nearly 68% of the world’s population is 
expected to live in cities. Despite the upward trend of urban migration, 
nearly half of the world’s population today still live in the rural and con-
sider it their primary place of work and residence. For these people, the 
rural is their home, and they continue to maintain the rural as a valuable 
place for humans and nonhumans. Indeed, the rural, mostly through 
agricultural endeavors, is the main source for food and energy. Without 
it, cities would collapse. Besides the rural nourishing the urban through 
food production, it is home to dynamic, diverse communities where 
residents are engaged in different types of work, such as careers in the 
healthcare and biotech industry, the creative economy and education. 
Finally, the naturally rich environments of the rural have increasingly 
made rural areas into valuable sites of biodiversity in the face of climate 
change and environmental destruction. 

	 Despite the efforts of rural communities to protect their ways of 
living and boost economic opportunities, rural areas throughout the 
world face a number of challenges that are well known, including 
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depopulation, declining economic opportunities, the 
breaking down of social infrastructures and growing 
pollution. Globalization as an economic process, in 
particular, has furnished new economic opportuni-
ties through the expansion of trading networks and 
easier access to capital and investments, but, overall, 
this process has laid down pathways that have favored 
the urban over the rural. It has therefore contributed 
to the growth of problems in the rural. Economic 
drives under globalization, such as financial reforms 
and the growth of the tech industry, have positioned 
the urban as the primary sites of production, con-
sumption and exchange, which has led to an increas-
ing number of people leaving the rural for cities. 

	 Rural Japan faces a number of challenges in this 
period of globalization. Among the greatest chal-
lenges, Japan is encountering a steep decline in its 
rural population. The majority of residents in the 
rural are aging, which is leading to worries about 
how to maintain agricultural production and how 
to take care of older adults and the elderly. These 
concerns have been compounded by the fact that 
schools have closed down in many rural areas due 
to few children and towns have been vanishing as 
an increasing number of houses and buildings have 
been abandoned. On top of everything, there is scar-
city in social services, including medical care, in the 
Japanese countryside. 

	 Founded in 1973, the Asian Rural Institute (ARI) 
has been a pivotal force in taking on these rural 
issues. As an educational center in Nasushiobara, 
Japan, ARI has been training people from Japan and 
other parts of the world, including areas in Africa, 
Southeast Asia and South Asia, on how to become 
rural leaders. It teaches them how to use their skills, 
talents and interests to help local communities 
thrive in face of challenges caused by globalization 
today. ARI, in particular, has emphasized a path for 
rural renewal through a sustainable approach that is 
anchored by organic farming. Teaching the principles 

and techniques of organic farming to its students has 
been a way to not only educate them on how to safe-
guard the lives of those who live in the rural, but also 
how to protect nonhuman life and the overall envi-
ronment. ARI’s core mission has been to cultivate its 
students through a holistic approach that promotes 
care for all forms of life. 

	 This study on ARI is based on a partnership 
between EnviroLab and ARI. EnviroLab is an initia-
tive at Claremont McKenna College (The Claremont 
Colleges, Claremont, California) that studies the 
intersection between society, science/technology 
and the environment (envirolabasia.claremont.edu). 
Since 2023, EnviroLab has been engaged in a proj-
ect, Sustainable Futures: Overcoming Disparities, 
which has been supported by The Japan Foundation 
and Claremont Mckenna College. This project has 
been tracing various ways communities in Japan and 
elsewhere have negotiated the disparities caused by 
globalization. One of the chief goals of this proj-
ect has been to forge partnerships between the 
academic community and local communities and 
groups in Japan in order to understand how they 
have confronted issues in the rural and how they 
have designed approaches to take on these issues. 
Beginning in the fall of 2023, a team of academics and 
students from Claremont McKenna and practitioners 
began a study on various areas related to ARI and 
rural Japan, including its curriculum, its campus, the 
natural environment of ARI and the future of farming 
in Japan in the face of rural depopulation. Preparing 
this study involved various activities, including meet-
ings between the Claremont McKenna Team and ARI 
staff, workshops on rural life and globalization, site 
visits to ARI where we interviewed staff and stu-
dents (known as students), fieldwork in rural Japan 
and research on globalization, rural life and farming. 
Active communication between the team and ARI 
laid down pathways for dynamic dialogue and for 
learning from each other. 
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	 Far from being an exhaustive study that covers 
every part of the institution, this study focuses on a 
few areas of ARI, which were determined in conver-
sations between the team from Claremont McKenna 
and ARI. Devoting resources and attention to a 
handful of areas has allowed the team to produce 
an in-depth analysis of those areas and to provide a 
few considerations to ARI. More than anything, this 
study serves as a “mirror” that can hopefully help 
ARI to further evaluate its program and mission and 
reflect on the present and future course of rural life 
and agriculture in Japan and elsewhere. It also aims 

to be a mirror that helps academics and students in 
higher education to think about how to build part-
nerships with local communities and develop alter-
native ways of learning outside of the classroom and 
the boundaries of the academic community.  This 
study is a testament to the value of building robust 
relationships between local communities and aca-
demia based on mutual respect and cooperation in 
order to design approaches for dealing with the most 
pressing issue in society. The Claremont McKenna 
College team thanks ARI for this partnership. 

Members of the  larger “Sustable Futures” team during their visit to ARI in May 2024. Contributors to this report  
include Albert Park (1st row, 6th from left), Andrew Wald (2nd row, 4th from left), and Branwen Williams, Jiyeon 
Kim, Diana Zhou, and Chisato Kamakura (3rd row from left). Tomoko Arakawa, ARI’s director, is in the first row, 
third from left. 
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Chiasato Kamakura, Jiyeon Kim, and Diana Zhou

ARI Rural Leaders
Training Program

2	

The Rural Leaders Training Program at the Asian Rural Institute (ARI) is 
a nine month program focused on cultivating skills around sustainable 
agriculture, community development, and leadership with participants 
coming from rural communities around Asia, Africa, Latin America, and 
the Pacific. ARI’s motto, ‘That We May Live Together,’ is upheld by the 
institute’s three core values: servant leadership, foodlife, and a com-
munity of learning. Propagating these values, ARI strives to empower 
participants from diverse rural contexts to be effective grassroots lead-
ers, devoted to their communities with integrity and commitment. This 
study aims to assess graduates’ experiences of ARI’s training program 
and in their home communities to gauge the program’s strengths and 
potential areas for deeper consideration. 

	 To understand past participants’ experiences during the Rural 
Leaders Training Program and following their completion of the pro-
gram, the EnviroLab student research team surveyed ARI graduates and 
interviewed staff members. The following report will first discuss pre-
vious studies conducted on ARI’s curriculum and graduate impact, the 
methods used in this study to evaluate graduates’ experiences, and the 
study’s key takeaways. In discussing the survey results, the report will 
highlight the patterns found in graduates’ experiences during and after 
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their time at ARI. After discussing these findings, 
points for consideration and exemplary case stud-
ies will be highlighted in response to common diffi-
culties faced by ARI graduates. 

Past ARI Studies
Since ARI’s founding in 1973, there have been two 
formal studies conducted to evaluate the Rural 
Leaders Training program’s curriculum and grad-
uates’ impact. The first study—titled “Bridging the 
Grassroots”—took place between 2013 to 2014 and 
was conducted by the Fetzer Institute, a private orga-
nization based in Kalamazoo, Michigan. In addi-
tion to this report, a graduate impact study of the 
Rural Leaders Training Program was conducted by 
Beverly E. Abma, external research coordinator and 
independent consultant, and Steven Cutting, inter-
nal research coordinator and ARI staff member, 
from 2014 to 2016. The study—titled “Leading at the 
Grassroots”—emphasized qualitative insights into 
the ARI community, diving into ARI’s processes, par-
ticipant learnings, graduates’ unique home contexts, 
and so on. 

	 The study conducted by the Fetzer Institute col-
lected data on 124 graduates from 20 countries in the 
form of either a survey or interview. Additionally, 
21 current and past staff members along with the 
program’s 31 participants from the 2013 cohort were 
interviewed. Essays and reflection papers from 2008 
to 2013 participants were also evaluated. Collecting 
data from graduates, staff, and participants, this 
study assessed the Rural Leaders Training Program 
and developed recommendations for future pro-
gram development. Beyond the curriculum’s core 
teachings, the report highlighted broader influences 
of the program, such as an enhanced awareness of 
gender norms and equity facilitated by ARI’s flat 
social and organizational structure, personal devel-
opment in areas like confidence and motivation, and 

implementation of learnings beyond the local con-
text with international development programs and 
networks. The report also dove into challenges faced 
by graduates upon returning to their home commu-
nities. These included personal life changes (e.g., 
marriage, death, illness), challenging local and orga-
nizational norms when implementing new ideas, and 
external pressures (e.g., local instability, conflicts, 
natural disasters). 

	 The following two-year study conducted by 
Abma and Cutting between 2014 and 2016 consisted 
of visiting 229 graduates in their home communi-
ties. The researchers conducted a thematic analy-
sis of 202 individual interviews and qualitative field 
notes taken when visiting graduates, their communi-
ties, and their sending bodies. In analyzing whether 
graduates were able to implement their ARI learn-
ings upon returning home, this study found that 
the practicality of their plan and its alignment with 
their sending body’s ideology and financial capacity 
were the most important factors for success. The 
researchers also dove into the specific geographical, 
political, and social contexts of the interviewed grad-
uates’ home regions as these factors played a sig-
nificant role in shaping graduates’ actions in their 
home communities. This holistic analysis of gradu-
ates’ impact allowed the researchers to form recom-
mendations for ARI’s future steps as they pertain to 
participant recruitment and preparation, participant 
experience, post-graduation monitoring, and ARI’s 
long-term continuity. 

	 As the third study of ARI’s curriculum and gradu-
ate impact, this report serves to continue a compre-
hensive evaluation of the impact of ARI’s curricu-
lum on graduates after they return to their respective 
home communities. By collecting data from grad-
uates across all graduation years and regions, this 
particular report aims to offer a longitudinal per-
spective—either affirming existing considerations 
or uncovering new insights and feedback that may 
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have previously been overlooked. Conducted by the 
EnviroLab student research team from Claremont 
McKenna College, this study offers a third-party, 
non-religious-affiliated insight into ARI graduates’ 
experiences and application of the Rural Leaders 
Training Program. 

Methods
The team constructed the survey in Spring 2024 after 
the team spent Fall and Winter  2023 researching, 
evaluating, and assessing the broader landscape of 
rural revitalization, development, sustainable farm-
ing, and Japan-specific eco-agricultural environ-
ments. The team developed the survey questions 
through nine semi-structured interviews with ARI 
staff, as well as surveys and interactions with 2024 
program participants between May 13 and 18. These 
staff interviews allowed the researchers to ask spe-
cifically about the current training curriculum, lon-
gitudinal change, and participant feedback from the 
perspectives of the onsite staff. At the same time, 
surveys were distributed to current participants of 
the 2024 cohort to get a sense of their experience as 
participants in the program. From these responses 
and observations, the research team formulated an 
ARI graduate survey to understand their application 
of ARI teachings back home, constructive feedback 
towards the curriculum, and the efficacy of their ARI 
education. The team drafted the graduate survey in 
Summer 2024, with the surveys first distributed to 
graduates on 31 October 2024. The team closed the 
survey in December 2024 and began assessing the 
results in January 2025.

	 Steven Cutting, Director of Alumni Relations 
at ARI, distributed the survey through mass email 
to all graduates on their mailing list. Prior to each 
survey, each respondent gave their informed con-
sent to voluntarily participate in the study and be 
recorded for research purposes. A description of 

the survey and its intended goals was provided to 
familiarize the respondents of the survey. A special 
emphasis was made to ensure that all respondents 
understood that their answers were kept anony-
mous and that no personal information would be 
shared beyond the research team. In total, 94 usable 
responses were recorded.

The 28-question survey was separated into four 
areas, detailed below: 

•	 Demographic Questions
The first section was designed to understand 
their cultural, gender, and religious background 
in order to assess if their following responses are 
in any way correlated to their demographics.

•	 Quantitative Data
The second section used a Likert scale¹ that 
asked the participants to rate their experiences 
at ARI. These questions aimed to determine if 
there were any differences in graduates’ experi-
ences based on their demographic differences, 
including gender, religion, and cultural back-
ground. Other questions targeted graduates’ level 
of learning and application of the ARI curriculum 
post-graduation. Respondents were also given a 
chance to elaborate on scaled responses. 

•	 Qualitative Data
The third section focused on qualitative data 
gathering, asking the participants to explain their 
experience post-ARI, such as their sending body, 
challenges they faced in their community, and 
their application of the ARI curriculum.

•	 Integration into Japanese Culture
The last section, with two questions, aimed to 
understand how graduates were able to under-
stand, integrate, and participate in Japanese cul-
ture while at ARI. The analysis of this portion of the 
survey is included in a a later section of this report. 
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	 Because the surveys collected both qualitative 
and quantitative results, the research team visu-
alized the collected data by presenting pie charts 
of each quantitative question, first by overall 
response, then each data point was plotted based 
on cultural, gender, and religious identity. Then, 
the researchers used the qualitative responses to 
explore the connection between each respondent’s 
ARI curriculum and their post-graduate outcome 
using themes adapted from the variables they 
mentioned in their responses.

	 The evaluation team encountered certain con-
straints during data collection and undertook 
mitigation strategies to overcome as many of the 
restraints as possible. 

•	 Due to limitations in time and financial resources, 
the team collected data through a voluntary 
survey distributed by email to all graduates. In 
the process, there may have been resistance, 
hesitation, and language barriers in sharing data 
and information, considering that participants 
may be wary of sharing critiques of ARI with a 
research team that is affiliated with the institu-
tion. The research team used the survey intro-
duction and background information to clar-
ify that their information would be confidential 
and to explain the purpose of the survey, which 
was to gather constructive feedback for ARI to 
improve its curriculum for future participants. 
Overall, this survey methodology allowed for 
broad survey distribution and a large sample 
size, considering the study’s limited reach and 
time frame.

•	 The survey largely resembled the previous two 
studies of ARI and yielded similar results regard-
ing program management and implementation of 
ARI teachings. The research team recognizes this 
overlap, but hopes that the renewal of the survey 
from 2014 to 2024 will provide new information 

on how ARI curriculum and the effectiveness of 
their teachings have changed in the last ten years, 
identifying new areas for consideration and high-
lighting recurring areas of notice. 

•	 The research team was unable to gather the 
information about the graduates’ graduation year 
from ARI. The absence of this data resulted in 
the research team’s inability to assess whether 
the information the graduate was providing was 
time-relevant to the current ARI curriculum or 
whether it may refer to a version of ARI’s curric-
ulum from the past. 

Results
Overview

The majority of responses were consistent across 
gender, religion, and cultural background. 82% of 
graduates recall and apply their learnings from ARI 
on at least a monthly basis, and 92% of graduates feel 
confident in their ability to increase engagement in 
their home community. However, 93% of graduates 
reported facing difficulties in applying ARI’s sustain-
able development practices and teachings to their 
home communities on a daily, weekly, monthly, or 
yearly basis. Furthermore, 49% of graduates agree 
that many improvements should be made to the cur-
riculum, indicating the need for continued evalua-
tion and evolution of the training program. 

	 There were also notable differences across religious 
acceptance. 20% of Buddhist graduates, 33% of Hindu 
graduates and 20% of Muslim graduates answered 
“strongly agree” to the question, “At times, I did not 
feel welcome at ARI due to my religion.” In contrast, 
only 1% of Christian graduates gave that answer. These 
responses indicate a need for greater focus on ensuring 
that every participant feels welcomed and empowered 
to raise their concerns during their time at ARI. 
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Question 14: How frequently do you
recall and apply your learnings from ARI?

Question 15: I face difficulties in applying ARI’s sustainable 
development practices and teachings to my home community.

Question 16: After my time at ARI, I feel confident in
my ability to increase engagement in my home community.

Question 18: There are many improvements
that should be made to the ARI curriculum.

Very infrequently
or never (1%)

Nearly every 
year (13%)

Nearly every 
month (23%)

Nearly every 
week (16%)

Nearly every 
day (43%)

No answer
(4%)

Somewhat
disagree (10%)

Strongly
disagree (1%)

Strongly
disagree (16%)

Neither agree
nor disagree (2%)

Neither agree
nor disagree (21%)

Somewhat
agree (19%)

No answer
(4%)

No answer
(4%)

No answer
(4%)

Strongly
agree (74%)

Somewhat
agree (31%)

Strongly
agree (18%)

Strongly
disagree (1%)

Neither agree
nor disagree (3%)

Somewhat
agree (11%)

Strongly
agree (81%)
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	 A full breakdown of survey results and graduate 
demographics can be found in the appendix/supple-
mental materials section at the end of the report.

Common Obstacles Experienced  

While graduates generally expressed very positive 
sentiments about their time at ARI, particularly 
appreciating the hands-on, virtue-focused training 
style, they also provided constructive feedback in 
the qualitative, free-response questions. This yielded 
four key takeaways regarding common challenges 
they faced upon return to their home communities. 

•	 Funding Challenges
Most participants reported funding challenges 
as their primary obstacle upon returning to 
their respective communities. They detailed 
their experiences of financial troubles, where 
they struggled to source the necessary funds to 
achieve their goals. Graduates’ sending bodies 
were often unreliable as funding sources, espe-
cially if the initiatives graduates wanted to 
embark on were independent from the sending 
bodies’ work. These difficulties are a compound-
ing of their communities’ circumstances, includ-
ing barriers to access from government and 
local services such as exploitation, persecution, 
and lack of food safety and related regulations. 
Graduates expressed a desire to be connected to 
partners or organizations who would be willing 
to fund their work as a means of lessening the 
financial burden upon returning back home.

•	 Lack of Accreditation
Graduates also expressed their concern over the 
lack of a valid certification following their com-
pletion of the training program, believing that 
a diploma would grant them more credibility. 
While many graduates have gone on to find suc-
cess regardless, including a Malaysian graduate 

who runs the country’s only certified organic rice 
farm, it is still worth noting that certain gradu-
ates who face significant barriers in community 
revitalization and development may benefit from 
locally or nationally certified credentials in addi-
tion to their ARI completion certificate.

•	 Community Resistance
In a similar vein, graduates faced major chal-
lenges in changing their communities’ perspec-
tives regarding organic farming. Many of the par-
ticipants’ communities still practice traditional 
agriculture, and it remains a challenge to con-
vince them to switch to organic farming, discon-
tinue the use of pesticides, conserve biodiversity, 
and practice food safety. One graduate explained 
that his peers were “oppose(d) to our [organic 
farming] methods until they saw the results of 
our trials.” Graduates’ communities also often 
experienced hardships that hindered them from 
embracing change, such as poverty, food insuf-
ficiency, health, and religious coups. These cir-
cumstances have compounded over time, even 
leading one Indonesian graduate to describe their 
greatest challenge as “the chronic degradation 
of our community life.” Some communities have 
experienced extreme insecurity, such as war and 
political coups, that prevented them from effec-
tively implementing change. One such graduate 
speaks regretfully about her inability to help her 
community as she intended, as they “had to run 
for [their] lives.” While many graduates do even-
tually find some success, they must first over-
come a significant resistance to change from 
community members and organizations in their 
home communities.

•	 Lack of Infrastructural Support
Moreover, infrastructural support is often lack-
ing to accommodate these changes, such as an 
outlet to sell organic products. This speaks to the 
broader challenge of implementing new farming 
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methods—it is an all-encompassing effort on 
the part of the graduates and their communi-
ties. There is no easy way to implement long-
term change in an already apprehensive commu-
nity, particularly in a state where, as one Liberian 
graduate explains, “there [was] fatigue in the 
country.” To combat this, many graduates have 
turned to youth leadership education as a way to 
both support the next generation and bring about 
changes in a more timely manner.

Graduates’ Suggestions

Graduates’ responses also included a number of 
curriculum recommendations. Some suggested 
paying greater attention to the individual circum-
stances of each participant, such as the state of 
their home communities, tailoring their educa-
tion more specifically to the problems they face 
back home. For example, one graduate from the 
DRC wished the curriculum had included training 
on reclaiming chemically hardened soils—a spe-
cific skill needed in his community. He believed 
that his educational experience would have been 
strengthened by an “integration of more diverse 
perspectives and the consideration of specific 
local problems through case studies,” rather than 
participating in more theoretically-oriented activ-
ities. Another graduate from India suggested that 
participants be given special training in a specific 
area after completing the general curriculum as 
a way of empowering graduates post-ARI. These 
critiques are in agreement with a growing body 
of research suggesting that both soft and hard 
skills are complementary elements that comprise 
successful performance.² ARI’s principles-based 
educational structure is already highly effective 
at instilling soft skills, such as open-mindedness 
and resilience. Participant experiences may be 
further enhanced by exploring ways to incorpo-
rate even more real-time feedback from recent 

graduates into the training of current partici-
pants, in addition to the mid-year surveys given 
to participants during the program. A cyclical 
approach like this may not only improve the pro-
gram, but also help recent graduates feel con-
nected to and supported by ARI staff as they tran-
sition back to their communities.

	 There were a number of concerns regarding 
ARI’s adaptations to growing changes in the world, 
such as climate changes and inflation. One grad-
uate hoped that more emphasis on pressing envi-
ronmental issues would be placed in future years, 
while another suggested giving an extra allowance 
and aid to graduates for establishing startups in 
their home communities since many simply were 
unable to start their own small-scale farming ini-
tiatives given their circumstances. 

	 It should be noted that the graduates repre-
sent many different phases of the ARI curricu-
lum—their educational experiences may not fully 
reflect the staff ’s current educational intentions 
and changes implemented.

Discussion
ARI’s graduates reported a high degree of confidence 
in the Rural Leaders Training Program’s instruction 
of sustainable agriculture, both in theory and prac-
tice. ARI has targeted the areas of agriculture and 
livestock, and the program enhances participants’ 
understanding of agriculture through critical analysis 
and application. ARI has integrated organic farming 
techniques into their curriculum with success and 
aided participants in adapting ARI-learned tech-
niques to their home community through individ-
ual projects. This demonstrated significant change 
to the curriculum from earlier surveys, where par-
ticipants reported that instruction can sometimes 
be too theoretical and they did not have adequate 
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time and instruction on how to apply what they have 
learned at ARI to their home environment, especially 
considering differences in soil, climate, and vegeta-
tion between Japan and their home environments. 
However, in the ten year gap, staff and participants 
demonstrated changes to the program focused on 
the adaptability and transferability of the ARI educa-
tion. These actions aligned well with ARI’s mission to 
“learn by doing,” as articulated repeatedly in the staff 
interviews. Insights from staff interviews and grad-
uate surveys indicate that ARI has made significant 
changes in their curriculum in this aspect, taking 
participants on study tours across Japan, facilitating 
more hands-on experience on the farm, and incorpo-
rating summer independent projects for participants 
to design a project plan for when they return home.

	 Additionally, ARI’s focus on servant leader-
ship was shown to be widely appreciated by grad-
uates. From the previous two surveys and the cur-
rent research data, graduates strongly believe that 
ARI’s leadership training and emphasis on spiritual 
and emotional growth were invaluable. Graduates 
especially identified morning gathering, where par-
ticipants worshipped, shared their feelings, and sang 
together, as playing a central role in their develop-
ment as leaders that promote activities and resources 
from the grassroots. The overwhelming majority of 
ARI graduates praised ARI’s value-based learning 
system, developing them not just as organic farm-
ers but also evolving their personal character, lead-
ership skills, and worldviews. 

	 However, despite reported improvements in 
ARI’s curriculum and their support for graduates, 
many still encountered difficulties implementing 
their ARI teachings when they returned home to 
their communities. This sentiment echoes the past 
two reports, as participants reported ARI could have 
prepared them more practically to meet their com-
munities’ specific needs, such as incorporating local 
circumstances and looking at particular case studies. 

The top three areas that graduates identified as bar-
riers to implementing changes were financial con-
straints, a lack of accreditation, and difficulties in 
community organizing. The following section iden-
tifies similar organizations that may serve as a refer-
ence for ARI going forward as the institution consid-
ers how to best incorporate these aspects into their 
curriculum.

Financial Constraints

The ARI graduate survey demonstrated the need 
for ARI to provide extra support to participants and 
graduates in regards to addressing financial chal-
lenges. Of the surveyed graduates who provided 
suggestions for how ARI could have better prepared 
them to face challenges in their home communities, 
around 36.8% highlighted funding difficulties as a 
challenge requiring more support. These graduates 
stated that they would have wanted ARI to either 
be a funding source for their community projects, 
to link them to willing funding sources, or to teach 
them how to raise funds and develop project propos-
als for projects led by underprivileged groups, which 
often makes it difficult to obtain government fund-
ing. In order to address these challenges, this sec-
tion will dive into ARI’s current financial structure, 
propose ideas in response to graduates’ comments, 
and highlight a few educational institutions similar 
to ARI, which may serve as references to better help 
graduates tackle these financial difficulties.

	 Currently, ARI is registered as a private legal 
school body (gakkō-hōjin) in Japan. Receiving no 
financial support from the Japanese or a foreign 
government, ARI is financed entirely by donations 
(45%), scholarships and tuition (22%), domestic 
income generation activities (22%), grants (4%), and 
other sources (7%). ARI’s expansive partner network, 
encompassing schools, NGOs, NPOs, churches, 
and philanthropy groups, provide fundamental 
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•	 American Friends of ARI (AFARI)
•	 ARI Suporters Association
•	 Asian Rural Welfare Association
•	 Caritas Japan
•	 Catholic Relief Services
•	 Episcopal Relief and Development
•	 Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
•	 International Chrstian University
•	 Japan Student Services Association
•	 Japan Evangelical Lutheran Association
•	 JICA - Japan Overseas Cooperation Volunteers
•	 National Council of Churches in Japan

•	 The Presbyterian Church USA
•	 Rotary Club
•	 St. Olaf College
•	 Tochigi Business Association
•	 Tokyo Union Church
•	 United Church of Canada
•	 United Church of Christ
•	 The United Methodist Church
•	 USPG - Anglican in World Mission
•	 Wesley Foundation Japan
•	 World Council of Churches

ARI’s recent partners include:

support (e.g., funding, education exchange, facilita-
tion of participant training components) for ARI’s 
programming. 

	 ARI maintains sustaining relations and finan-
cial support from individuals who have been previ-
ously affiliated or connected to the institute in some 
way. One example of this is the American Friends of 
ARI, a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization registered in 
Connecticut, which aims to provide direct financial 
and capacity building support for ARI participants 
and graduates. The organization’s board of directors 
consists of Paul Hastings, president and CEO of the 
Japan International Christian University Foundation, 
Beverly Abma, external research coordinator for the 
“Leading at the Grassroots” report, and Angie Xiong, 
who visited ARI as a college student. AFARI’s Tarr 
Fellowship Program awards four to six successful ARI 
graduates of more than two years with a $2500 proj-
ect grant and capacity building, professional develop-
ment, and project implementation support for a proj-
ect idea born out of their ARI training. AFARI also 
fosters collaboration between ARI graduates within 
certain regions through the Rural Leaders Network 

Hubs. The nonprofit awards micro-grants of up to 
$2000 for select projects proposed by ARI graduates 
within these hubs. Beyond financial support for ARI 
graduates, AFARI has a scholarship fund, which was 
established in 2016 with an endowment from Ellen 
and Jim Marsey. Each year, 5% of this fund provides 
scholarships for ARI participants. 

	 In addition to the scholarship opportunities 
made available through AFARI, the ARI Supporters 
Association also strives to provide scholarships for the 
Rural Leaders Training program by hosting bazaars at 
ARI flea markets and at ARI’s Harvest Thanksgiving 
Celebration. Item donations, from stationary to gar-
dening items to canned goods, are collected by the 
association and the proceeds from selling these items 
goes towards funding the scholarships. ARI has many 
opportunities for bridging financial divides for partic-
ipants and graduates. It is important to ensure grad-
uates are aware of the AFARI Tarr Fellowship and 
micro-grants, but it is also important to connect grad-
uates to larger funding sources that may span from 
private sector investments or donations and govern-
mental subsidies or grants. 
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	 To address the challenge graduates may face in 
accessing and awareness of different opportunities 
for financial support, it may be helpful for ARI to 
develop a centralized, user-friendly online database 
that allows graduates to filter and search for fund-
ing sources to finance their projects. This site can be 
introduced to participants during their training to 
ensure awareness and use of the tool after graduates 
return to their home communities. Each listed fund-
ing source can include a brief description of criteria 
for the funding, any past ARI graduates who may have 
received or applied for the funding, and a short out-
line of application requirements. This layout would 
allow graduates to easily find funding sources rele-
vant to their organization and community project. 
Additionally, including whether past ARI graduates 
have received the funding would increase the feeling 
of achievability and accessibility for graduates who 
often struggle to acquire such funds. Graduate con-
tact information may also potentially be included on 
the list to facilitate communication and mutual sup-
port between ARI graduates. 

	 In teaching participants how to approach grant 
writing, project proposals, and fundraising for proj-
ects led by underprivileged groups, we will refer to 
some similar organizations who have incorporated 
these aspects into their programming. One example is 
the Agro-ecology Learning alliance in Southeast Asia 
(ALiSEA).³ This alliance is supported and coordinated 
by Gret, an international development and solidarity 
NGO governed by French law with funding predom-
inantly from the French Agency for Development, 
European Union, French Ministry of European and 
Foreign Affairs, and French public funds. Active in 28 
countries on all continents, Gret is driven by the goal 
to fight poverty and inequality. ALiSEA aims to create 
a strong, visible, and credible network of agro-ecolog-
ical initiatives and actors in the Greater Mekong sub-
region to promote agro-ecological practices among 
policymakers, consumers, and farmers. 

	 In order to achieve its goals, ALiSEA created agro-
ecology-centered national and regional networks, 
an online regional knowledge sharing platform (i.e. 
ALiSEA’s website, Facebook page, and quarterly news-
letters), joint studies and research, thematic work-
shops and educational events, and a small grant facil-
ity.⁴ Some examples of ALiSEA’s workshops—each 
of which target specific networks either at regional, 
national, or international scales—include experience 
sharing regarding community market resilience in 
Cambodia ⁵, organic farming and certification pro-
cesses in Laos ⁶, and transitioning towards agroecol-
ogy in Asia and the Pacific within key intervention 
areas, such as implementation, finance, policy, edu-
cation, technology.⁷ These workshops allow partic-
ipants to learn how to navigate different processes 
(e.g. certifications, entrepreneurship, market dynam-
ics, etc.), find inspiration in applicable case studies, 
and engage with speakers to gain clarity on how they 
may address their specific community needs. Though 
virtual webinars and events are highly dependent on 
graduates’ access to reliable technology and internet 
connectivity, it would be an opportunity for ARI to 
provide more support to graduates navigating chal-
lenges upon returning to their home communities. 
Since many graduates face financial difficulties, it 
may be helpful to arrange both staff and graduate-led 
webinars related to entrepreneurship and sustain-
able finance to provide examples of what may work 
in different contexts and give graduates an opportu-
nity to share their experiences and struggles with the 
broader ARI network. 

Accreditation 

To address concerns regarding accreditation, ARI 
may consider partnering with accrediting bodies in 
graduates’ home countries. By providing detailed doc-
umentation of the ARI curriculum to corresponding 
educational agencies, graduates may gain recognition 
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from a home organization in addition to their ARI 
completion certificate. This way, graduates may feel 
less of the burden of having to prove that their edu-
cation still holds credibility to others outside of ARI. 
Moreover, providing support to graduates in attain-
ing local accreditation may incentivize other com-
munity members in their home communities to also 
seek similar educational certifications. The opportu-
nity to earn a formal certification in organic farming 
or sustainable agriculture, for instance, may capture 
a larger local audience, allowing graduates to cata-
lyze greater community mobilization. This structure 
grants not just greater credibility to the ARI graduate, 
but also gives them a structured approach to com-
munity outreach and development. 

	 As an example, the accreditation process for 
Indonesia, a country with a high number of ARI grad-
uates, are outlined below for reference: 

1.	 Submit training certificate to a Lembaga 
Sertifikasi Profesi (LSP)⁸—professional certifi-
cation bodies under Badan Nasional Sertifikasi 
Profesi (BNSP)⁹, the National Agency for 
Professional Certification—for evaluation and 
mapping to Indonesia’s KKNI (Indonesian 
Qualification Framework).¹⁰

2.	 Align training outcomes (e.g., sustainability, 
cooperative development, agricultural manage-
ment) with Standar Kompetensi Kerja Nasional 
Indonesia (SKKNI)¹¹—Indonesian national work 
competency standards. 

3.	 Establish partnerships and pathways: 

a. Local agricultural institutes or Politeknik 
Pertanian (Agricultural Polytechnics)

Offer accreditation for ARI graduates as an 
extension or elective to existing agricultural 
training programs. 

b. NGOs or BUMDes ( Village-Owned 
Enterprises)¹² 

Create and execute training programs 
aligned with ARI’s training curriculum, pro-
viding formal certification co-endorsed by 
both the organization and an LSP first to 
the ARI graduate, then to anyone else who 
completes the program.

c. Offer the training as part of a Diklat 
(Pendidikan dan Pelatihan)—nationally recog-
nized short-term training program¹³

Work with an LSP specializing in agriculture 
and/or community development to package 
ARI’s training curriculum as a Diklat, pro-
viding a natioally recognized certification to 
the ARI graduate and those who complete 
the program.

	 In the beginning stages of these partnerships, 
ARI staff may play a more active role in connecting 
graduates to the right people and resources, as indi-
vidual graduates may not have the means to do so 
themselves. Additionally, ARI staff may foster collab-
orations between new graduates and older graduates 
who have had success in similar initiatives of their 
own. Finally, graduates and staff may consult exter-
nal knowledge sources, such as ALiSEA, for coun-
try-specific guidance regarding this process. 

	 However, as demonstrated in both past reports 
and the present survey, many graduates have still 
been able to pave their path towards initiating com-
munity change through individual efforts. As such, 
the above considerations for dual or partnered 
accreditation would not need to be, nor should be 
expected to be, implemented across all graduating 
participants. Instead, it will serve as an additional 
resource for participants and new graduates who 
express a desire for more structured approaches to 
community development, particularly those who 
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may not have the ability to return to their sponsoring 
organizations upon graduation. It is also necessary 
to acknowledge that this framework adds a signifi-
cant amount of work to ARI staff, many of whom also 
may not have specialized expertise in this domain. 
As such, the practicality of implementing this sup-
port framework must be carefully weighed against 
the current staffing capacity of ARI. 

	 The topic of accreditation itself also raises 
another issue: how does one provide adequate 
accreditation for a program as unique as the Rural 
Leaders Training Program? As the authors state in 
“Bridging the Grassroots,” graduates’ work extends 
beyond the application of organic farming and lead-
ership skills and into community building and sus-
tainability, reflecting the impact of the values-based 
training participants receive at ARI. The strength 
of ARI lies in its uniqueness as an organization 
and training program. Placing greater emphasis on 
receiving external accreditation from outside orga-
nizations may undermine the one-of-a-kind train-
ing that these graduates have received. Therefore, 
further investigation on graduates’ varied needs 
and home circumstances (i.e. home country, type 
of sending body, etc.) would be helpful to explore 
before any implementation of additional accredita-
tion processes. Given the self-selecting nature of this 
survey, ARI staff may also consider conducting an 
internal random sampling survey to current partic-
ipants and graduates to more holistically gauge the 
demand for and prevalence of formal accreditation. 

Community Organizing

As discussed in earlier sections, graduates reported 
difficulty organizing their local community into 
action. Many participants have reported that inter-
agency and intergovernmental cooperation has 
been lacking. This presents a significant challenge, 

as local NGOs often lack the individual capacity to 
implement larger, positive changes and maximize 
their effectiveness within their local communities. 
Barriers to collaboration include exploitation, per-
secution, inadequate laws, and related regulations. 
With this as the basis, other organizations similar to 
ARI were referenced, especially in examining their 
capacity to connect grassroots organizations to local 
and national governments and their collective action 
capabilities. From this analysis, three types of orga-
nizations were identified as potential organizations 
for ARI to reference when considering changes in 
three key areas of community organizing: govern-
mental cooperation, socio-cultural barriers, and col-
lective action.

	 With respect to coordinating intergovernmental 
cooperation, ARI may consider partnering with orga-
nizations, as they would have the means and meth-
ods to connect grassroots organizations like ARI and 
the participants’ organizations with governmental 
bodies that can foster policy change. One such exam-
ple would be Landesa. Landesa Rural Development 
Institute is a nonprofit organization that partners 
with governments and organizations to develop pro-
poor and gender sensitive laws, policies, and pro-
grams that strengthen land rights for people expe-
riencing extreme poverty.¹⁴ In their region- and 
country-specific programs, Landesa partners with 
government officials, local leaders, and rural resi-
dents to develop scalable, practical, and innovative 
solutions to food insecurity, conflict, climate change, 
and lack of women empowerment. Landesa’s reforms 
have helped alleviate poverty, reduce hunger, and ease 
conflict over land for more than 720 million people. 

	 An example of a successful Landesa program 
is the Women-led Collective Advocacy for Climate 
Action project, where Landesa leverages its orga-
nizational strengths and partnerships with the 
International Land Coalition and regional partners to 
provide project coordination and technical support 
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to local civil society organizations.¹⁵ A regional part-
ner in the Maldives with the project explained that 
“coalition allows meaningful exchange of knowl-
edge and offers an avenue for collaboration, espe-
cially towards capacity building and advocacy—oth-
erwise not possible.” With limited resources, a local 
NGO faces significant challenges in sharing infor-
mation, strategizing, implementing, and integrating 
solutions. Landesa demonstrates the importance of 
working in coalitions and capacity building, which 
are facilitated through the resources of a global NGO 
network. In the future, ARI may consider incorpo-
rating network building across agencies, organiza-
tions, and governmental scales into their curricu-
lum, furthering participants’ collaborative efforts 
when designing and implementing projects in their 
home communities. Collaboration with larger NGOs 
can serve as a way for participants to connect with 
local, regional, and national authorities to facilitate 
legitimate and feasible community changes while 
maintaining a grassroots approach, which is key to 
representing local communities and fostering par-
ticipatory change.

	 Another key area that graduates identified as a 
barrier to community organizing is socio-cultural 
conflict. While many participants praised the mul-
tireligious and multiethnic atmosphere of ARI, 
ethnic and sectarian divisions in their home com-
munities, aggrandized to a larger scale than they 
were at ARI, proved to be significant barriers to 
implementing changes. Many participants reported 
that one of the main challenges to implementing 
their learnings from ARI is prolonged armed con-
flict due to unresolved ethnic or sectarian divisions 
that disrupt stability, increase displacement, and 
exacerbate resource competition. A major disrup-
tion to one Myanmar participant has been the eth-
nic-based insurgencies coupled with the 2021 coup 
d’etat. Alongside ethnic and sectarian strife, navigat-
ing gender biases has also been cited as a difficulty 
by some graduates.

	 With that in mind, we highlight United Religion 
Initiative (URI) as a potential model for ARI and ARI 
graduates to consider for ethnic and sectarian-based 
conflict resolution in order to bring communities to 
a common ground where the instructions on sus-
tainable agriculture can take place. URI is a global 
grassroots interfaith network that cultivates peace 
and justice by bridging religious and cultural differ-
ences.¹⁶ URI’s mission focuses on working with local 
and global initiatives in Cooperation Circles. These 
Cooperation Circles enhance the capacities of each 
of their local and global partners together to pro-
mote conflict resolution and reconciliation, envi-
ronmental security, education, women’s and youth 
programs, and advocacy for human rights. URI, like 
Landesa, thrives off of its extensive network and 
resources that it is able to provide to local leaders, 
such as opportunities to link with potential funders 
and resources, training and capacity-building oppor-
tunities by URI staff, and opportunities to collabo-
rate across borders, faiths, and cultural partners.¹⁷ 

	 Particularly, regarding environmental issues, 
URI has teamed up with the UN Environmental 
Program’s Faith for Earth Initiative that priori-
tizes faith-based organizations to provide immedi-
ate, on-the-ground care and support because of the 
trust in their communities that can inspire action, 
social change, and transformation.¹⁸ While URI’s 
involvement with UNEP’s Faith for Earth Initiative 
can serve as a model for faith-based environmental 
programming with the support from national and 
international organizers, URI’s work in peacebuild-
ing and conflict transformation is likely the most 
highlighted area of their work, and can be extremely 
beneficial for ARI and ARI participants. Through 
partnership with Friends of the Earth International, 
the largest international network of grassroots envi-
ronmental organizations, URI Cooperation Circles 
brought Muslim, Christian, and Jewish communi-
ties together to promote sustainable management of 
water resources and alleviate pollution in the Jordan 



22

Section 2

River. URI was able to promote this program not only 
because of the network from Friends of the Earth 
International, but also through the endorsement 
from the local governments of Palestine, Israel, and 
Jordan. URI also has resources from its global and 
regional URI partners to design programs on conflict 
resolution, emphasizing health-based approaches 
informed by neuroscience and epidemiology. ARI 
and its graduates may consider partnering with 
global interfaith networks like URI to increase their 
capacity and knowledge base in addressing the com-
plex situations of sectarian and cultural strife, fur-
thering peace-building efforts, conflict prevention, 
and community collaboration.

Considerations for ARI
Our research demonstrates that the Asian Rural 
Institute continues to embody its core values of 
foodlife, servant leadership, and a community of 
learning. Through our analysis, we have identified 
key issues ARI may explore for the future develop-
ment of the Rural Leaders Training Program and the 
long-term sustainability of the institute’s educational 
mission. The following three key points summarize 
the key considerations discussed:

•	 Expand awareness and access to funding sources 
for graduates by exploring solutions such as a 
funding source database and webinars geared 
towards knowledge sharing and workshopping 
strategies between members of the ARI network. 

•	 Partner with accrediting bodies in graduates’ 
home countries to provide a higher level of cer-
tification and support upon return from ARI.

•	 Foster connections with global networks to help 
graduates build organizational capacity.

Opposite page:
The authors of this section exploring ARI’s herb 
garden. From left are Jiyeon Kim, Chisato Kamakura, 
and Diana Zhou.
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ARI Values and Campus Design

3

ARI’s campus is made up of multiple buildings and structures, farm 
fields and other outdoor spaces, pathways and circulation, signage, and 
other physical elements. These elements work together to create the 
physical environment where the everyday life and activities of ARI take 
place. This section asks: how well does the design of ARI’s physical 
campus reflect and reinforce the institution’s core values? While ARI 
has intentionally designed individual buildings to emphasize its core 
values, it does not appear that ARI has applied such a rigorous design 
approach to its whole campus. The campus has evolved organically over 
many years and appears to prioritize function and practicality over the 
deeper philosophical values of the organization.

	 The following analysis is based on on-site observation of the ARI 
campus over a four-day period in May 2024, conversations with cur-
rent participants and staff, online survey responses from past ARI par-
ticipants, and materials published by ARI. The section begins with an 
overview of the site and the elements that make up the campus. Next is 
a critical examination of how ARI’s core values—its “Three Pillars” and 
fourteen “Key Concepts”—appear in its physical campus. The section 
concludes with a discussion of possible design principles and consider-
ations which may guide ARI’s campus development in the future.
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ARI Campus Description
ARI’s campus is built on a series of terraces on 
the eastern slope of a steep, wooded hill. A small 
Shinto shrine occupies the forested summit above 
the campus (west) and the shrine access path cuts 
east to west through the center of ARI’s campus. The 
campus is accessible via a narrow, paved lane that 
runs along the eastern edge of the campus.  This con-
nects at both ends to the main road which leads to 
the city centers of Nishi-Nasuno and Otawara to the 
south, and a local highway to the north.  The hilly 
topography, forest, and property boundaries create 
physical constraints that have guided the layout of 
ARI’s buildings, fields, and circulation.

	 The ARI campus covers approximately six hect-
ares of land, not including the forested area and 
off-campus fields. The campus can be roughly divided 
into three main programmatic zones. The zone south 
of the shrine path contains the living, education, and 
community buildings. The middle zone, just north of 
the shrine path, mainly contains structures dedicated 
to farm operations. The north zone is dedicated to 
open farm fields. There are some exceptions to this 
organization. For example, there are smaller garden 
plots scattered throughout the south and middle 
zones. Most agricultural activities take place in the 
north and central zones, but food processing takes 
place in the southern community area. Most non-ag-
ricultural uses are clustered in the south zone, but 
ARI’s administrative offices, visitor reception, and 
retail shop are in the central zone. 

The area south of the shrine path is mainly space 
dedicated to living, education, and community func-
tions. It includes the following spaces:

•	 Koinonia House, which features a large circu-
lar fellowship hall used for meals, large assem-
blies, and social activities. This hall is the center 
of community life on campus. 

•	 The Kitchen forms the southwest wing of 
Koinonia House. The kitchen includes areas for 
cooking, serving, dishwashing, and storage for 
crops. 

•	 The Classroom and Library form the north-
east wing of Koinonia House. This wing also 
includes a conference room and common area.

•	 Oikos Chapel is an approximately 120-year-old 
Japanese farmhouse that was transported to ARI 
and redesigned as a chapel. Outside the chapel 
entrance is a covered amphitheater built into the 
hillside. This is the spiritual center of the ARI 
campus.

•	 Manna House, located just south of Koinonia 
House and the kitchen, is a commercial food pro-
cessing facility. It includes a butchering facility, 
bakery, and food storage.

•	 Dormitories house participants and volunteers. 
There are separate women’s and men’s dorms, 
located to the south and west of Koinonia House, 
respectively. Near the men’s dorm, there is a 
smaller residence for guests and staff.

•	 Staff Houses are located at the southeast edge 
of the campus. There are three detached houses 
for staff with families, and one larger shared staff 
residence. 

•	 Small Fields, including two vegetable fields 
and a fruit orchard adjacent to the men’s dormi-
tory, and one vegetable field with an aquaponics 
system adjacent to the staff houses.

The central area, just north of the shrine path, is the 
campus’ administrative and farm operations center. 
Spaces here include:

•	 The Farm Shop, ARI’s central hub for farm 
work. The large, two-story timber structure 
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provides space for organizing and staging farm 
tasks, sorting and weighing harvested produce 
and eggs, cleaning tools and materials, and 
storing hand tools, bulk material and supplies, 
machine equipment, and harvested crops. 

•	 The Admin Building is attached to the Farm 
Shop and includes the main visitor reception 
area, offices, the director’s room, and a com-
puter lab. 

•	 The ARI Shop is also housed inside the Farm 
Shop, where visitors can purchase food produced 
at ARI, as well as books and gifts. 

•	 The Work Shop includes a wood shop and metal 
shop for repairs and small building projects.

•	 The Mixing Room is where animal feed is 
prepared. 

•	 Animal Pens include two pig pens with an 
attached biogas generator, three poultry houses, 
and a goat house (which was not in operation as 
of 2024). 

•	 Other farm buildings located throughout the 
central zone include high-tunnel greenhouses to 
grow seedlings for rice and other crops, a shed 
for mixing fertilizer, garages for large equipment, 
concrete pens for compost and manure, and vari-
ous storage units. In the south zone, there is also 
an aquaponics system with concrete fish ponds, 
although this did not appear to be in use in 2024.

The north zone is the primary farming area. This area 
includes:

•	 Farm Fields on three terraces, each managed by 
a different team of ARI participants. Each team’s 
terrace is divided into four fields and planted 

with various vegetables and grain on a rotation 
schedule.

Other key spaces on campus include:

•	 The Forest, which covers the slopes west of 
campus. The forest provides wood and organic 
matter to use on the farm, as well as recreation 
space. A recently constructed walking path winds 
its way through the forest, with trailheads behind 
Koinonia House and near the shrine.

•	 Parking areas, including visitor lots in front of 
Koinonia House and the Farm Shop and a lot for 
ARI vehicles and staff.

•	 A path network links the various spaces on 
campus. Most movement on campus takes place 
on foot, however work trucks and farm equip-
ment can traverse the steep and narrow dirt 
tracks to reach the various areas of the farm. 

•	 Nasu Seminar House is located just east of the 
campus, and is owned by a separate organization, 
the Student Christian Fellowship. ARI uses the 
Nasu Seminar House to host visitors and large 
groups. It includes residential accommodations, 
a meeting room, a living room, kitchen, and a 
separate off-grid cottage.

ARI’s values and campus design
The design of individual spaces, their arrangement in 
relation to one another, and their composition as a 
holistic environment can be read as a manifestation 
of an institution’s or community’s values. Over the 
last 50 years, the non-spatial elements of ARI’s cul-
ture, curriculum, training programs, and public com-
munications have been thoughtfully crafted to impart 
the organization’s core values to its participants and 
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broader community. As a place-based learning com-
munity, ARI should be equally intentional in design-
ing its physical spaces and campus to project its 
values.

	 Life at ARI revolves around a set of clearly 
defined values, which the organization promotes as 
“an alternative foundation for building a sustainable 
society.”  ARI’s guiding motto is “That we may live 
together.” This ideal is supported by ARI’s “Three 
Pillars”:

•	 Foodlife, the idea that food and life are interde-
pendent and essential to human society;

•	 Servant Leadership, the idea of selflessly serv-
ing others based on the life and teachings of Jesus 
Christ;

•	 Community of Learning, the idea that the 
practice of life in community with others is an 
important source of learning.

ARI also teaches fourteen “Key Concepts”:

•	 Life of Sharing
•	 Living in Harmony with Nature
•	 Empowering the Marginalized
•	 The Value of Rural Life
•	 Awareness/Mindfulness
•	 Independent Learning
•	 Learning by Doing
•	 Community Building
•	 Dignity of Labor
•	 Food Sovereignty
•	 Personal Growth
•	 Diversity
•	 Equality
•	 Spiritual Growth

	 How, specifically, has ARI’s campus been 
designed to promote these values? Below are three 
examples of spaces that were intentionally designed 
around ARI’s core values.

Koinonia House
This building, completed in 2012, is the primary com-
munity center on campus. Of 36 ARI graduates who 
completed a survey about ARI’s campus, over half 
(21 respondents, or 58%) identified Koinonia House 
as the place on campus that best represents ARI and 
its values. Koinonia House’s central feature is its cir-
cular main hall, which serves as ARI’s dining hall, 
large assembly space, and living room. The round 
hall has entrances on multiple sides, has no inte-
rior columns, and is filled with circular tables. Open 
areas for socializing and relaxation are arranged 
around the perimeter, creating “rooms” for a vari-
ety of group and solo activities, without being phys-
ically isolated from the main space. In designing this 
space, ARI’s goal was to create an inclusive, commu-
nal environment with no physical cues that might 
privilege certain positions and impose hierarchy. 
This design supports ARI’s guiding motto of living 
together and reinforces its key concepts of a life of 
sharing, equality, community building, and avoiding 
marginalization. 

	 Although Koinonia’s kitchen is kept separate 
for health and safety, its design allows most activ-
ity to remain visible and connected to the main hall 
through large open windows. When people arrive in 
the Koinonia hall before mealtime or linger after-
wards, they can see, hear, interact with, and even 
choose to join their fellow community members who 
are on cooking and dishwashing duty that day. The 
Foodlife pillar is emphasized when community mem-
bers can see their peers transforming ARI’s crops 
into its daily meals. The Servant Leadership pillar 
and the concepts of Dignity of Labor and Equality 
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Koinonia House features 
an open, transparent 
design meant to foster 
a culture of equality and 
inclusion.

Clear sightlines into the 
Koinonia House kitchen 
ensure that food prepara-
tion (and the people who 
do it) are not relegated to 
“back of house” status. 
Foodlife work is always on 
display as an integral part 
of ARI’s culture.
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are also elevated. Participants reported that it sends 
a powerful message of equality to see ARI leadership 
and special guests washing dishes and doing other 
menial tasks alongside participants and volunteers.

Oikos Chapel
The Oikos Chapel is an adaptive reuse of a 120-year-
old Japanese farmhouse that was transported to 
the campus from a nearby town. The Greek word 
“Oikos” means “home” and is also the root of the 
words economy, ecology, and ecumenism, which fea-
ture in ARI’s core values. It was officially opened in 
September 2014 and serves as the “spiritual home” 
of the ARI Campus.  

	 The main chapel space largely retains the tradi-
tional architectural character of the original house, 
with the addition of several rows of modular wooden 

risers for seating. Oikos Chapel inverts the tradi-
tional spatial hierarchy of a Christian church, which 
typically features a raised altar and pulpit that ele-
vate a preacher above the congregation. The focal 
point of the Oikos Chapel is a sunken space that 
puts the speaker at the lowest position in the room, 
a design feature that symbolizes servant leadership.

	 The Chapel’s prominent use of natural materi-
als is a hallmark of traditional Japanese architecture 
that also suggests the key value of living in harmony 
with nature. The Chapel interior shows off an exposed 
timber structure, natural wood finishes, earthen walls, 
and an overall lack of artificial or engineered materials. 
Dried rice stalks pressed into the walls are a decora-
tive feature that subtly suggests heads bowed in prayer 
while also serving as a reminder of ARI’s Foodlife pillar. 
The decision to reuse and adapt an existing building 
instead of building new with virgin materials reduces 
waste and minimizes the overall carbon footprint.

The interior of Oikos 
Chapel features a mod-
ified groundplane that 
inverts the hierarchy of a 
traditional church.

The chapel preserves 
the traditional Japanese 
farmhouse architecture 
from the floor up.



32

Section 3

	 The decision to “upcycle” an existing farmhouse 
is also an excellent example of ARI’s commitment 
to the value of rural life. ARI’s Oikos project not 
only saved a humble rural structure but elevated it 
to become one of the most important spaces on its 
campus. Rural adaptive reuse projects like Oikos 
Chapel push back on notions that rural life is impov-
erished, obsolete, or something to be discarded and 
replaced. They demonstrate that vernacular spaces, 
everyday artifacts, and traditional lifestyles of rural 
communities are beautiful, useful, valuable, and 
worthy of reinvention.

Farm Shop
The Farm Shop is an example of a modern agricul-
tural building that embeds ARI’s principles in its 
design. Like the traditional farmhouse used for the 
Oikos Chapel, the Farm Shop uses heavy timber con-
struction, but with modern methods. The building 
is designed to meet the functional needs of a 21st 
century farm, while using locally-sourced, renewable 
materials and nodding to traditional Japanese archi-
tecture. The flexible and lightweight timber con-
struction is also resilient—the farm shop was under 
construction when the 2011 Tohoku Earthquake 
struck, and because its structure was not damaged, 
the building was ready for use just two months later.  
The decision to build with locally-sourced timber is 
an excellent example of ARI’s key concept of “living 
in harmony with nature”.

	 The Farm Shop was designed with a deep “front 
porch” that creates a sheltered indoor-outdoor 
space along the building’s entire front façade. This 
space is a buzzing activity center that serves a vari-
ety of important functions. In this space, all three 
of ARI’s pillars are on display. The Foodlife pillar is 
obvious, since the Farm Shop porch is the the cen-
tral hub for farm activities. ARI participants gather 
here each day to assign and coordinate their daily 

foodlife tasks. It is where tools and materials are 
assembled at the start of the work shift, and where 
they are collected, cleaned, and returned at the end 
of the shift. It is also where the harvests are col-
lected, weighed and recorded, and washed before 
being taken to the kitchen. 

	 The pillars of Servant Leadership and 
Community of Learning are also visible here, since 
work—and the collective organization of work—
occurs in the open at the center of the campus. 
This physical openness allows for ARI participants, 
staff, volunteers, and visitors to see and interact 
with their fellows at work, including many tasks 
that may be dirty, tedious, and unglamorous. The 
space allows people to not just observe the work, but 
to join in, ask questions, offer advice, or keep com-
pany. The bays of the Farm Shop are left open during 
the day, meaning there are no locked, concealed, or 
restricted areas. People may enter and explore, see 
and understand how the Farm Shop is used, and take 
and return tools and materials freely. The openness 
of this work environment directly promotes the 
Key Concepts of Learning by Doing, Independent 
Learning, Community Building, Dignity of Labor, 
and Equality. By putting the daily work of Foodlife 
at the center of campus, the Farm Shop affirms 
the Value of Rural Life and the people who do that 
important work (Empowering the Marginalized).

	 The three buildings described above—Koinonia 
House, Oikos Chapel, and the Farm Shop—were all 
designed to embody and reinforce ARI’s core values. 
However, there are other buildings on campus that 
do not rise to this standard. Just as importantly, the 
overall campus not appear to have been planned, 
designed, and maintained with the same level of 
intention as those individual buildings.

	 For example, while the Farm Shop uses a 
custom, environmentally-conscious design with 
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ARI volunteers wash-
ing used starter pots at 
the Farm Shop’s “Front 
Porch”. This area provides 
a sheltered but open 
space for many non-field 
farm tasks.

The Farm Shop’s upper 
level shows off sustainable 
design features, including 
an exposed timber struc-
ture, ample daylighting, 
and natural ventilation.
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The Workshop  (left) and 
many smaller farm struc-
tures (right) are made of 
steel framing and metal 
sheeting. These “junk” 
structures clutter the 
campus and detract from 
the beauty of the rural 
landscape.

The Mixing Room is a 
generic warehouse that 
is dark, stuffy, and hidden 
away. This important 
Foodlife work deserves a 
purpose-built space that 
provides a safe, healthy, 
and pleasant environment 
for the people who work 
there.

Prefabricated, modu-
lar, and portable stuc-
tures like these dot ARI’s 
campus and rural Japan 
in general. A better choice 
would be to build with 
with regionally-sourced, 
renewable materials and 
informed by vernacular 
architecture.
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locally-sourced timber, the workshops, feed mixing 
room, garages, and other storage structures do not. 
They use pre-engineered or prefabricated struc-
tures, with artificial and industrial materials like 
steel frames, steel pipe scaffolding, corrugated metal, 
and plastic panels—they go against ARI’s concept 
of Living in Harmony with Nature. These buildings 
don’t honor the beauty, local character, and tradi-
tional craftsmanship of vernacular rural architec-
ture like the Oikos Chapel does—they are ugly and 
place-less structures that do not celebrate the Value 
of Rural Life. Spaces like the workshop and mixing 
room are dark, poorly ventilated, cluttered, and 
hidden from view—they do not highlight the Dignity 
of Labor. If these spaces are rebuilt in the future, they 
should be thoughtfully designed to be:

•	 Pleasant and dignified places to work

•	 Integrated into the campus and rural landscape

•	 Made of sustainable, locally-sourced materials as 
much as possible

•	 Constructed with simple methods that empha-
size local knowledge, skills, and labor.

	 The living quarters are another element of the 
campus that do not fully live up to ARI’s core values. 
One early ARI participant from the 1977 cohort 
fondly recalled that in the early days, participants 
slept together on the upper floor of the workshop 
building, since there were no dorms at that time. 
They said that while rough, this living arrangement 
embodied the motto “that we may live together”. 
Another ARI participant noted that the dorms were 
important place to experience cultural diversity and 
learn to get along with other people. Today, however, 
ARI has separate on-site residences for male partici-
pants, female participants, single staff, staff with fam-
ilies, and visitors. ARI participants stay in group dor-
mitories, while staff may live in dorms, single-family 

detached residences, or off-campus. These differ-
ent buildings are isolated from each other in differ-
ent corners of the campus and lack common spaces 
that can be shared by all residents. This arrangement 
could reinforce divisions between male and female 
participants and between participants and staff. This 
separation of housing also divides ARI participants, 
who are from rural communities in developing coun-
tries, from staff and visitors, who tend to be from 
Japan and wealthier countries. In the future, ARI 
should consider building housing that:

•	 Is more integrated by gender, position, and 
nationality, i.e. separate rooms but mixed 
buildings

•	 Is consolidated in one area to create a clear res-
idential campus

•	 Includes indoor and outdoor residential common 
spaces that can be shared by all members of the 
ARI community.

Discussion and Considerations
The March 11, 2011 Tohoku Earthquake had a pro-
found effect on ARI and its campus. Though no 
people were injured at ARI during the earthquake, 
many key buildings were critically damaged. ARI’s 
current Koinonia Hall (including dining hall, kitchen, 
classrooms, and library), Oikos Chapel, administra-
tive offices and visitor reception, men’s dormitory, 
guest house, staff housing, and pig pens were all con-
structed between 2011 and 2014 to replace buildings 
that were damaged in the earthquake.    The Farm 
Shop was already under construction at the time 
of the disaster; when construction was completed 
in May 2011, it was used to house ARI’s administra-
tive offices—a temporary measure that eventually 
became permanent. 
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	 The earthquake, while tragic, presented a unique 
opportunity for ARI to transform its campus and 
spaces. In a 2012 reconstruction update, one of 
ARI’s directors wrote: “The cracked and twisted 
buildings left after the quake are being replaced, 
one by one, by stronger, more energy-efficient 
and eco-conscious structures that can be used for 
years into the future. This is an amazing blessing 
far beyond all expectations.”  The earthquake gave 
ARI the opportunity to redesign key buildings like 
the new Koinonia hall and Oikos Chapel to embody 
core ARI values like community, equality, environ-
mental sustainability, and rural life. 

	 On the other hand, ARI’s rapid response to 
the crisis may have prioritized immediate action 
over long-term strategic planning. ARI’s lead-
ership drafted and approved the “ARI Disaster 
Reconstruction and Funding Plan” within just a few 
months after the earthquake and guided the campus 
rebuilding process.  Remarkably, all planning, fund-
raising, demolition of old buildings, and design, 
construction, and activation of new buildings was 
completed within four years of the earthquake, all 
while ARI continued its regular programming and 
engaged in a host of other disaster relief activities. 
Understandably, ARI prioritized restoring its regu-
lar operations as quickly as possible. ARI replaced 
what it lost on a building-by-building basis, but may 
have missed opportunities to rethink and reshape 
its campus as a whole.

	 A campus is not just an accumulation of build-
ings that are designed individually—just like a good 
building is not simply a collection of rooms that can 
be designed in isolation. A campus must be planned 
and designed as a total entity made up of buildings, 
active and passive outdoor spaces, and circulation 
that function together as a whole organism. While 
ARI has individual buildings and spaces that have 
been well-designed and support the organization’s 
values, the full campus has not received the same 

careful treatment. ARI would benefit from a strate-
gic campus development plan that considers how 
the campus as a whole can evolve to better serve 
ARI’s core values as well as its functional needs. 
Further, ARI could consider taking a rural design (as 
opposed to urban design) approach to its campus. 
Dewey Thorbeck, an American architect and pio-
neer of the rural design discipline describes this 
approach as “the spatial arrangement of rural land-
scapes and the buildings within them… best exem-
plified by thinking of buildings and rural towns as 
objects within the larger open landscape.”   This 
would challenge ARI to think of its buildings and 
outdoor spaces not just in relation to each other 
from a functional standpoint, but also to situate 
that collection of spaces within the larger natural 
and cultural ecosystems of its local surroundings.

	 First, ARI can develop a unified set of design 
principles and standards for its buildings, open 
spaces, and wayfinding signage. Future campus 
development should follow this shared design lan-
guage. For example, to promote its mission of sus-
tainability and “Living in Harmony with Nature,” 
ARI could develop a preferred material palette for 
all future buildings that prioritizes local timber 
construction and minimizes the use of plastics and 
non-renewable manufactured materials. To pro-
mote “The Value of Rural Life”, ARI’s design guide-
lines could draw on local, rural, vernacular architec-
ture, especially design elements that have evolved as 
responses to the region’s climate and environment. 
The goal should not be to emphasize the “Japanese-
ness” of the designs, but rather, foster an awareness 
and appreciation for their local, place-specific qual-
ities. When ARI participants return to their home 
communities, they should be able to identify and 
promote design practices that are informed by their 
own local culture, climate, and resources, and which 
“Value Rural Life” in their local context.
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The current ARI entrance lacks a clear sense of arrival 
and direction. It is cluttered with different signs and 
wayfinding that are hard to read.

	 ARI should also consider the future organization 
of its campus. Although the campus is compact, its 
hilly topography and winding paths create a frag-
mented environment that is difficult to understand 
as a whole, even when looking at a map. A near-term 
solution would be to design and implement a uni-
form signage, interpretation, and wayfinding system 
that clearly identifies each building and points the 
way to neighboring areas of interest. This would not 
only help visitors avoid getting lost but also will clar-
ify how each area of the campus is physically and 
programmatically linked to the others. All signage 
and wayfinding design should complement the build-
ing design standards, to create a unified campus aes-
thetic that reinforces the idea of ARI as an inten-
tional community and a special “place” or “world” 
that is different from its surroundings.

	 ARI’s campus would benefit from establishing 
a clear center that can serve as a primary point of 
arrival, welcoming, and orientation, and that can tie 
its different buildings and activity zones together. 
On a traditional American college campus, the main 
“quad” serves this role; in an American or European 
town, it might be a central park, market square, or 
church plaza. This type of central open space is not 
a typical feature of rural Japanese villages; however, 
ARI’s mission is not to create an authentic rural 
Japanese experience, but rather to build an envi-
ronment that fosters relationships and communi-
ty-building according to its own values. The most log-
ical place to create a central gathering place would be 
the current ARI staff parking lot: it sits at the public 
entrance to ARI, directly between the Koinonia 
House and Farm Shop/Administration buildings, and 
is where the paths to the men’s and women’s dor-
mitories and the Shinto shrine converge. This is the 
crossroads of ARI’s Foodlife, education, community, 
administration, and residential functions, and is a 
natural focal point of the campus. ARI should con-
sider relocating the staff parking area (perhaps near 
the staff housing) and its various temporary storage 

The staff parking lot and a cluster of portable struc-
tures occupies the central point of ARI’s campus. This 
space could be reimagined as a community hub that 
links the front entrance (hidden behind the portables), 
Koinonia House (visible on the right), the Farm Shop 
(to the left), the dorms, and the shrine.
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permanent buildings that would complement the 
current Farm Shop. The existing Farm Shop build-
ing can be extended to the north, where there is 
currently a prefabricated shed. A second Farm Shop 
building could be built on the footprint of the cur-
rent workshop and garage, to house new workshops, 
small machinery, and general storage. Garages for 
large equipment could be consolidated in the exist-
ing timber shed adjacent to the current mixing room. 
A new feed and fertilizer facility could be built on the 
terrace west of the Farm Shop, where there are cur-
rently high-tunnels for rice seedlings; this site would 
be closer to the animal pens and compost areas than 
the current mixing room location. New greenhouses 
could eventually built on the footprint of the mixing 
room, overlooking the main farm fields. All future 
farm buildings should be built to the same high stan-
dards as the current Farm Shop. In particular, they 
should use predominantly natural materials, incor-
porate sustainable building practices, use locally-in-
formed construction methods, and be designed so 
that all work and activities can take place in a visible, 
open, and communal environment. 

structures. In their place, ARI could design and con-
struct a new “village square”, a landscaped outdoor 
community space that serves as the campus’ main 
entrance, crossroads, and gathering point.

	 Finally, ARI should seek future opportunities 
to reorganize its campus buildings, for both func-
tional reasons and to better support ARI’s values. Of 
course, many key buildings, such as Koinonia House, 
Oikos Chapel, the Farm Shop, and the Men’s Dorm 
were constructed relatively recently and are there-
fore unlikely to change for many years. However, 
other structures are older and could be rebuilt in new 
locations at the end of their service life. For exam-
ple, the Women’s Dorm is an older building that was 
repaired after the 2011 earthquake. In the future, it 
could be rebuilt next to the Men’s Dorm, creating a 
single residential mini-campus shared by all ARI par-
ticipants and volunteers. 

	 Older farm buildings like the workshop, mixing 
room, fertilizer sheds, garages, and storage could 
also be consolidated in a new custom-designed, 
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ARI and Climate Resiliency

4

Human actions, including the burning fossil fuels which increases the 
amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, are warming the Earth  
(IPCC, 2023). While greenhouse gases allow much of the sun’s energy 
to pass through the atmosphere to reach the Earth’s surface, they cap-
ture some of the energy that the Earth sends back up into space as this 
“re-radiated” energy has different characteristics than the sun’s energy. 
Greenhouse gases, including carbon dioxide, capture the re-radiating 
energy, thus keeping the energy in our Earth system, causing warming. 

	 Global warming has recently reached nearly 1.5 deg Celsius above 
the 1850s, which are largely considered to be pre-industrial times (Vlock 
& Jacobs, 2025).  This warming causes more extreme hot weather days, 
warmer nights, and extreme weather events that can include more 
extreme droughts and floods.  Higher temperatures increase evaporation 
which moves water from the surface of our earth, including plants, to 
the atmosphere, which can increase droughts, stressing water resource.  
In turn, more water in the atmosphere will cause more rainfall, leading 
to more intense storms and flooding events.  Furthermore, the warm-
ing is melting ice which leads to rising sea levels. The combined warmer 
water and higher sea level means that storms coming ashore will impact 
progressively further inland regions. 
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	 Climate models, which are computer simula-
tions that numerically describe processes within 
Earth’s natural systems including the ocean, atmo-
sphere, land, ice and living things, can make pro-
jections of future climate conditions.  While the 
scientific community is still working to refine 
these models, taking into account our constantly 
improving understanding of our earth system, the 
amount of warming that these models project pri-
marily depend on the actions that global society 
pursues going forward and the resulting burning 
of fossil fuel and land use.  A useful way to think 
about future global actions are as example path-
ways that society might choose to follow.  Shared 
Socioeconomic Pathways (SSPs) scenarios of pro-
jected socioeconomic global changes that would 
dictate future environmental changes (Riahi et al., 
2017).  These scenarios take into account possible 
population growth, degree of education and urban-
ization, and country level gross domestic product. 

Figure 1. Location of Asian 
Rural Institute relative to 
weather station data at 
Nikko and Utsunomiya. 
The black box represents 
the land area averaged 
to create the gridded 
temperature and rainfall 
data. The box represents 
the approximate loca-
tion of 139.688-141.562 by 
36.250-37.500, although 
only the data over land 
are included in the analy-
sis here.

Put into a climate model, these SSPs can then proj-
ect future climate conditions.  Of the identified 
SSPs, SSP2 – “Middle of the Road” has been iden-
tified as most likely (Scafetta, 2024). Thus, we’ll 
use this scenario for projections of future climate.  
These model projections can identify future possi-
ble changes in climate, including average tempera-
ture, minimum temperature, maximum tempera-
ture, and rainfall patterns. 

	 The Asian Rural Institute (ARI) is located in 
Nasushiobara, Japan (36.96 °N, 139.90 °E) (Figure 
1).  Using the climate model projections, and draw-
ing from the scientific literature, we highlight the 
primary climate stressors impacting the region and 
identify potential pathways to be considered for 
increasing local resilience.  In this case, we define 
resiliency as implementation intentional strategies 
to reduce the current and future impacts of human-
caused climate change.
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Figure 2. Change in the 
Köppen climate classifica-
tion (Beck et al., 2018)  for 
Japan between the end of 
the last century and the 
end of the current cen-
tury, considering global 
climate change. 

Climate impacts at ARI
Japan spans a large north-south transect across 
latitudes, and thus local climate varies between 
the southern and northern regions of the coun-
try.  Physical geography, including mountain ranges 
where elevation decreases temperatures and coastal 
areas where climate swings are more moderate due to 
the influence of the ocean also impacts local climate. 
The seasonal monsoon changes the prevailing direc-
tion of the winds such that the summer monsoon 
brings warm humid area from the southeast over the 
island arc while the winter monsoon brings colder 
air from the northwest.  In the mid-latitudes with 
ample summer moisture, the Köppen climate clas-
sification  (Beck et al., 2018) defines Nasushiobara 
as humid subtropical climate (Cfa) characterized by 
warm to hot summers and cool winters with heavy 
snowfall (Figure 2). The Kuroshio current bathes the 
eastern side of Japan, bringing water warmed from 

the equatorial region to the country. Combined with 
the monsoon, the warm water creates a hot humid 
summer climate and cooler winters.  Under global 
warming, the projected changes in temperature and 
rainfall are expected to shift the climate character-
istics of the area (Figures 2,3 and Table 1).

	 Historical information about changes in climate 
in Nasushiobara are available from nearby weather 
stations location in Utsunomiya (WMO Station 
ID: 47615) and Nikko (WMO Station ID: 47690). 
Station data were obtained directly from the Japan 
Meteorological Agency (JMA) via their Tables of 
Monthly Climate Statistics (“Japan Meteorological 
Agency | Tables of Monthly Climate Statistics,” 
n.d.). Data are also available from climate models 
that provide historical, current, and future projec-
tions for locations identified using latitude and longi-
tude coordinates. Here, we used the Coupled Model 
Intercomparison Project Phase 6 (CMIP6) which 
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Figure 3. (A) temperature and (B) rainfall data for the 
weather station in Utsunomiya and model output from 
CMIP6 for a square encompassing ARI.

represents a suite of internationally recognized and 
validated climate models (Eyring et al., 2016) for the 
land surface area within the box of 36.25-37.50 °N 
by 139.688 to 141.562 °E . There may be additional 
sources of local weather information that would be 
useful to investigate, likely available from the JMA.

	 Temperature and rainfall were averaged into 
three 30-year buckets to compare changes in these 
climate metrics with time. Historical temperatures 
were similar between Utsunomiya and the model 
output, but lower for Nikko (Table 1).  The higher 
elevation of Nikko at approximately 800 m com-
pared to Utsunomiya at approximately 100 m and 
Nasushiobara at approximately 360 m, as well the 
less urban landscape and further distance from the 
moderating effects of the ocean make Nikko cooler 
than Utsunomiya, and likely Nasushiobara, too.  
Thus, we’ll explore changes in climate in Utsunomiya 
and the model output as more representative of 
those in Nasushiobara. In Utsunomiya, average tem-
perature increases from 12.3 (± 0.4) °C to 14.5 (±0.6) 
°C between the early 1900s and the early 2000s 
(Figure 3). During the same window, monthly min-
imum temperatures increase from 0.6 (±0.8) °C to 
2.72 (±0.9) °C and monthly maximum temperatures 
increase from 24.4 °C (± 0.8) to 26.5 °C (± 1.1) (Figure 
3; Table 1). Thus, average monthly, minimum, and 
maximum temperatures increased 2.2°C in approx-
imately one century.  In the model output data that 
compasses ARI but also the surrounding area, aver-
age temperature increases from 12.4 °C (± 0.03) to 
13.6 °C (±0.09) between the early 1900s and the early 
2000s, and to 17.2 °C (± 0.5) by the end of this cen-
tury (late 2000s). During the same window, monthly 
minimum temperatures increase from 3.0 °C (±0.07) 
to 4.2 °C (±0.3), and to 7.8 °C (± 0.6) by the end of 
the century while monthly maximum temperatures 
increase from 22.7 °C (± 0.07) to 23.9 °C (± 0.35) 
to 27.4 °C (±0.5) by the end of the century (Figure 
3; Table 1).  Thus, the model output shows a more 
modest 1.2 °C warming during the past century than 
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Table 1. Temperature and precipitation data for two locations near ARI and for an approximately 1.5 x 1.5 latitude 
x longitude square that encompasses ARI. See Figure 1 for the approximate location of the gridded data square.  
For temperature, the average monthly, minimum monthly, and maximum monthly values averaged for the 30-year 
window are presented. For precipitation, the total annual, minimum monthly, and maximum monthly averaged 
for the 30-year window are presented.

Temperature (°C)
Nikko
Utsunomia
Model

Precipitation
Nikko
Utsunomiya
Model

Avg
---
12.3
12.4

Tot
---
1622
1904

Avg
6.5
12.8
12.6

Tot
2240
1435
1794

Avg
7.4
14.5
13.6

Tot
2171
1546
1791

Avg
---
---
17.2

Tot
---
---
1891

Min
---
0.6
3.0

Min
---
19
101

Min
-4.9
1.0
3.3

Min
31
18
101

Min
-4.2
2.7
4.2

Min
21
12
100

Min
---
---
17.2

Min
---
---
97

Max
---
24.4
22.7

Max
---
331
221

Max
18.5
25.1
22.8

Max
548
299
219

Max
19.3
26.5
23.9

Max
545
342
216

Max
---
---
27.4

Max
---
---
238

1891 - 1920 1944 - 1973 1995 - 2024 2071 - 2100

the weather station data, yet a total warming of 
4.8 °C by the end of the century (Figure 3; Table 1).  

	 When considering changes in rainfall, Nikko 
receives substantially more rainfall than Utsunomiya 
and the model output, with a total exceeding 2000 
mm a year and a minimum monthly of tens of mm 
and a maximum monthly amount of around 500 
mm (Table 1).  Utsunomiya and the model output 
show similar total annual amounts of rainfall but the 
Utsunomiya weather station shows more variability 
between monthly minimums and maximums (Figure 
3).  While no significant trend in rainfall is present 
through the past century, the model output suggests 
that rainfall will increase by the end of this century 
(Figure 3; Table 1).  Rainfall in general is harder to 

capture in climate model projections because of 
the complex processes that determine rainfall pat-
terns. In Japan during the summer, the land heats 
up faster than the water which brings winds from 
over the ocean on shore. These winds carry lots of 
water vapour that they have picked up while over 
the warm ocean.  Once on land, the air will rise and 
cool, releasing the water vapour as rain.  There is 
some thought that these processes will be enhanced 
in the future due to warming temperatures which 
will amplify the movement of water on shore during 
the summer.  This agrees with the increase rainfall 
documented in the model output.  Rain might also 
increase in Japan during typhoon events. While it is 
difficult to capture how typhoons might change in 
the future in the models, there is some thought that 
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there will be fewer but more intense storms.  The 
increased intensity of the storms may contribute to 
more rainfall and flooding during the short windows 
that a storm occurs. There is also some evidence that 
storms are making it further north in the northern 
hemisphere than they had previously (Knutson et al., 
2019; Normile, 2019).

Future outlook
ARI will experience rapidly increasing temperatures 
each decade, with both winters and summer warming 
equally (Table 1).  The rate of warming is faster than 
the globally average, potentially reflecting the con-
tributions of the warm Kuroshio Current (Y. Zhang 
et al., 2020).  Changes in rainfall are unclear: model 
output suggests a slight increase in rainfall although 
the model does not capture the wide range in natu-
ral fluctuations in rainfall evident in the weather sta-
tion data suggesting that a small increase might be 
hidden by changes in rainfall from year to year. There 
will likely be an increase in strong storms with high 
wind and substantial rainfall. Based on this climatic 
analysis, ARI will experience dramatically warmer 
temperatures with potential increases in strong rain-
fall events in the upcoming decades.  In an already 
warm and humid climate, this may lead to changes in 
the types of plants that can be grown, stress on the 
human body – particularly by those working outside 
during the day or that don’t have access to controlled 
inside environments, and the potential for flooding. 

Climate resiliency in Japan
Climate resiliency is defined as the ability to pre-
pare for, recover from, and adapt to impacts of 
human-caused global climate change. The Japan 
Meteorological Agency provides data to monitor and 
project climate change in Japan (Global Warming 
Projection / TCC). This provides country-level 

assessment of environmental changes used to iden-
tify vulnerabilities.  The Japan Times has created 
a series “Boiling Point” (Boiling Point - The Japan 
Times)  that tells stories of how climate change, 
particularly heat waves, impacts Japanese citizens 
and strategies to mitigate heat wave impacts.  The 
Ministry of the Environment, Government of Japan, 
provides guidance on adaptation to climate change, 
including Assessment Report on Climate Change 
Impacts in Japan (2024), Climate Change Adaptation 
Plan (2021), and the Climate Change Adaptation 
Information Platform (A-PLAT). The alter provides 
examples of adaptation to protect food, against 
meteorological disasters, and to protect heath. 

Climate resiliency at ARI:
crop and livestock
ARI provides a unique opportunity to promote cli-
mate resiliency of food systems through “integrated 
farming, making and using organic fertilizer, man-
aging pests with local materials, and using appro-
priate technologies to protect the ecological system 
of the living soil for future generations, and have 
ownership over their Foodlife” (Home - Asian Rural 
Institute).  However, this system will be impacted by 
warming, which will change both winter chill hours 
and summer peak temperatures, the timing of the 
shoulder (spring and fall) seasons, and the timing 
of peak temperatures and peak rainfall. These shifts 
in temperatures and rainfall will impact planting of 
crops, watering strategies, and potentially choice in 
crops grown.

	 Our analysis did not capture any changes in sea-
sonality, such that winters are not warming faster 
than the summers. However, overall, winter chill 
hours will be reduced; this means any fruit or vege-
table that require chill hours might not get the hours 
needed.  With higher temperatures, the traditional 
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winter season will shrink, such that the fall will occur 
later in the year and the spring will occur sooner. 
Thus, this will shorten the winter season and create 
a longer summer season. This may alter when plants 
might get started growing.   Warmer summers mean 
that it may become too hot for some crops and live-
stock during the summer.

	 The timing of peak temperature and rainfall pat-
terns might shift differently, introducing asynchrony 
in hot summer weather and rainfall. However, qual-
itatively examination of the Utsunomiya station 
weather data suggests that both peak warming and 
peak rainfall have both moved slightly earlier in the 
summer such that historically the warmest month 
was August, and now sometimes (but not always) it 
is July. Similarly, historical peak rainfall was in July 
or August, and now sometimes it is also in May and 
June. The model simulations don’t appear, at this 
time, to be appropriate tools to explore how these 
might change in the future because the climate 
models capture average conditions and not neces-
sarily extreme events. More local-specific, regional 
models might be needed to address changes in peak 
rainfall timing.  

Climate resiliency at ARI: 
human health
Increasing temperature directly harm human health 
(Ebi et al., 2021). With warming, the ARI commu-
nity will become vulnerable to heat-related illness 
(hyperthermia), which might include heatstroke, 
heat exhaustion, heat cramps, and heat rash.  This is 
particularly true in humid areas, where a “wet-bulb” 
temperature of 35°C marks our upper physiological 
limit (Raymond et al., 2020). However, personal and 
community decisions can help moderate the influ-
ence of hot temperatures and reduce the potential 
for harm.  For example, the use of a wet or frozen 

tenugui towel as a neck wrap or placed under a hot 
will help cool, ample hydration with ice cold water, 
the wearing of lighter, more breathable fabrics and a 
hat to protect from the sun and overheating.  

	 Since heat stress would mostly likely occur 
during peak day hours, changing the daily schedule 
so that outdoor activities occur earlier and later in 
the day and not during lunch and early afternoon 
hours. Instead, low impact or indoor activities could 
be schedule during the peak temperature hours of 
the early afternoon. Furthermore, high intensity out-
door activities could be rescheduled to avoid periods 
of extreme heat, if a heat wave persists for multi-
ple days. Education on heat-related illness symp-
toms and vigilance to ensure that if someone starts 
to suffer from heat-related illnesses they are treated 
immediately is important to reduce potential harm.

	 The inside environment can be climate con-
trolled, which can provide relief from the impacts 
of outside high temperatures.  Air conditioning (AC) 
both decreases temperatures and reduces humidity. 
However, it is also energy extensive – contributing, 
in turn, to increased climate change unless the AC 
can be fueled using non-fossil fuel sources (solar 
energy, for example, instead of natural gas). Using 
solar panels to power AC can both make the inte-
rior environment more comfortable while reducing 
energy impacts. However, retrofitting buildings for 
air conditioning and/or active solar can be expen-
sive and sometimes infeasible.   Thus, other strat-
egies to cool interior spaces are needed. The two 
main “passive” strategies for cooling indoor environ-
ments, such that they don’t require energy use to be 
effective (Triana et al., 2020) are 1) the reduction of 
direct solar radiation from hitting a building, partic-
ularly openings in the wall including windows. For 
windows, external coverings are more effective than 
internal coverings (e.g., tree blocking the sun from 
reaching the window compared to curtains inside a 
window). 2) promoting natural ventilation due to 
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Passive cooling at work: 
Koinonia House has deep 
eaves that help shade its 
windows and walls from 
the sun.

pressure or temperature differences.  This can occur 
from cross-ventilation, stack effect ventilation, ven-
tilation under the building, ventilation through the 
roof, ventilation through intermediate spaces, and 
also the use of colder air at night time to flush out 
the warmer air from the daytime.  Active ventila-
tion through small or whole building fans might help 
ventilate where natural processes are insufficient. 
This requires energy, but fans, as a whole, use less 
energy than AC.  There is also evidence that provid-
ing external cues in one’s environmental to suggest 
cooling can trick a person into gaining a sense of 
coolness. These include switching to cool colored 
interior décor, cool-feeling music, cool incense and 
aromas, and fūrin, or wind chimes (Japan Times).  

	 Heat waves can disproportionately impact com-
munities in higher-density urban landscapes with 
reduced tree cover where infrastructure absorbs 
and retains heat (Ellena et al., 2020; Sultana, 2022).  
Local experiences with regional temperatures can 

be altered based on the surrounding area such that 
an “urbanized” environment will increase ambient 
temperature, which is termed the urban heat island 
(UHI).  The UHI results from changes in the amount 
of the sun’s energy that is reflected back to space 
versus that which is absorbed and increasing tem-
peratures, a decrease in evaporative cooling, the 
extrusion of heat from buildings into the ambient air, 
and a change in the texture of the landscape (rough-
ness) which reduces movement of heat to the atmo-
sphere (Taha, 1997; Zhao et al., 2014). On the ARI 
campus, future development could consider the UHI 
when building new infrastructure.  The use of tech-
niques to reflect incoming sun’s energy, such as “cool 
roofs”, and increase  evaporative cooling will reduce 
the impact of future development (Alavipanah et al., 
2015; Heaviside et al., 2017; Vahmani et al., 2016; C. 
Zhang et al., 2021). By reducing building tempera-
tures with cool roofs, air conditioners will need to 
run less. This further reduces temperatures because 
air conditioner heat rejection contributes to UHI 
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(Luo et al., 2020).  Development of buildings and 
planting of trees should be designed to amplify out-
door and indoor ventilation and not serve to block 
natural winds.

Climate resiliency at ARI:
environmental impacts
While rainfall is projected to increase, models are 
currently unable to capture the wide range in rainfall 
currently experienced in the region and the uncer-
tainty around changes in seasonal rainfall patterns 
due to the monsoon and storms is very large. There is 
some thought that there might be an increase in dra-
matic rainfall events, which could contribute to local 
flooding.  Thus, in addition to warming, increased 
rainfall leading to flooding during storm events 
might be of concern. Areas that already flood during 
storms will become more flooded in the future, and 
areas that have not historically been subject to flood-
ing might become vulnerable.  Landscaping should 
be designed to move rain water away from vulner-
able regions, including buildings, to bioswales or 
river beds, that can serve to capture and store water 
during these high rainfall events and allow the water 
percolate into the ground. 

	 A final concern is that climate change will occur 
while natural or other human-caused disasters, 
either resulting from climate change or unrelated, 
will also occur, causing amplified stress on resources. 
For example, extreme typhoon events or earthquakes 
will still occur in Japan and may tax public resources 
during emergency responses. Thus, considering the 
self-sufficiency of ARI when public resources become 
limited, for example thinking of energy resiliency 
and potable water supplies.  Identifying vulnerabil-
ity of ARI if public services were to be reduced and 
pre-emptively bolstering these would be wise. 

Considerations for ARI
Climate change will notably impact ARI by increas-
ing temperatures and changing rainfall patterns. ARI 
might want to consider what crops and livestock 
might become more favourable under these future 
conditions, particularly specific cultivars adapted to 
heat stress (Fahad et al., 2017).  Continuing to pro-
mote sequential planting and harvesting (crop asyn-
chrony) is also an effective strategy to stabilize agri-
cultural production (Egli et al., 2020). 

	 It will get hotter, particularly during the rainy 
season and the combination of hot temperature 
during periods of high humidity will make it diffi-
cult to cool the body. ARI might implement heat-
health action practices (Domeisen et al., 2023) to 
support community well-being by reducing the risk 
of heat-related illness.  ARI might consider revising 
their schedule to put indoor activities in the mid-af-
ternoon during summer months and focus on out-
door activities in the morning and evening. Passive 
strategies to increase ventilation and evaporative 
cooling might be considered before energy-requir-
ing active strategies such as adding AC.

	 Regionally, ARI can serve as model to help reduce 
global impacts of climate change locally by maintain-
ing greenspaces, building community-oriented heat-
health practices, and maintaining food security in a 
rapidly changing world. 





51

A Review of Depopulation in Japan and its 
Effects on Rural Communities
Referring to “the collapse of a regional society’s functions from popu-
lation outflow and its process progressing in a vicious cycle” (Tsutsumi 
32), the concept of “depopulation” first solidified in the 1960s as the 
opposite phenomenon to overcrowding. After its population peaked 
at 128.08 million in 2008, Japan entered an ongoing period of drastic 
depopulation, seeing the loss of one megacity (a city with a population 
of over one million people) every five years (Hara 1).

	 There are multiple contributors to Japanese depopulation. For 
instance, Japan is experiencing a trend in low fertility rates impacting 
most of East Asia due to an increase in women in the workforce and 
subsequent decrease in fertility of those women; looser and later mar-
riage practices that, due to Japanese cultural expectations of procreation 
within marriage, delay the decision to have children; and the decision 
of an increasing amount of couples to not have children at all (Hara 3). 
The strain on population maintenance caused by fewer births is fur-
ther exacerbated by steady deathrates, as Japan has one of the oldest 
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Figure 1: Long Term Development of Natural Dynamics in Japan where CBR is Crude Birth Rate, CDR is Crude 
Death Rate, and NGR is Natural Growth Rate. Reprinted from Hara, Toshihiko. The Causes and Consequences of 
Depopulation in Japan, www.oeaw.ac.at/file

populations in the world. Additionally, as with the 
rest of the world, every facet of the Japanese nation 
was impacted by the COVID-19 Pandemic, and in the 
case of population, the impact was negative (Hara 2). 
As a result, the amount of births cannot counteract 
the larger amount of deaths, causing the population 
of Japan to dwindle.

	 Depopulation is not experienced equitably 
in Japan, particularly based on demography and 
geography. Demographically, the working age pop-
ulation (ages 15-64) is most sharply affected by 
depopulation trends, decreasing by over 10 million 
people between 1995-2015 (Hara 1). Geographically, 
rural areas have been suffering from depopulation 
locally long before the country began experiencing 

it nationally, specifically in the 1950s with the rise 
of urbanization. While 80% of Japan’s population 
belonged to rural areas in 1920, by the end of the 
50s the urban population surpassed the rural, and 
by the 90s, the urban population now comprised 
the 80% of the population held by rural areas just 
decades before (Tsutsumi 22). Rural areas also lost 
geographic mass, as urbanization of outlying farm-
ing villages converted even more of the rural pop-
ulation into urban population (Tsutsumi 22).

	 Rural depopulation has its own contributors that 
compound with the drivers of national depopulation, 
leading to much higher rates of depopulation rurally 
than nationally. Rural areas are often predisposed to 
experience the negative effects of depopulation more 
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Figure 2. Women's life expectancy and fertility change. Reprinted from Figure 1: Long Term Development of Natural 
Dynamics in Japan where CBR is Crude Birth Rate, CDR is Crude Death Rate, and NGR is Natural Growth Rate. 
Reprinted from Hara, Toshihiko. The Causes and Consequences of Depopulation in Japan, www.oeaw.ac.at/file

severely due to “rural deprivation,” or the physical, 
economic, and social remoteness rural areas experi-
ence in the periphery of urban areas (Tsutsumi 33). 
In Japan, the seeds of rural deprivation were planted 
with the onset of industrialization, as rural areas 
were pushed to sink most of their investments into 
production infrastructure, leading to the neglect of 
living infrastructure—as a result, rural areas were 
more likely to experience lack of schools, the forced 
scaling down and/or closing of medical facilities, and 
difficulty reaching cultural facilities (Tsutsumi 33). 
As such, rural depopulation is also driven by an aging 
population, a lack of successors as the younger gen-
eration moves to urban areas, and a lack of available 
marriage partners (referred to as the “bride/groom 
shortage”) (Tsutsumi 37). All of these contributing 

factors meant that, in 1995-2000, the population 
increase-decrease rate was -5.4% (indicating depopu-
lation) in already depopulated areas like rural munic-
ipalities, as compared to the nation 1.1% rate. This 
statistic is not so shocking considering the popula-
tion increase-decrease rate has been negative in rural 
areas since 1987 (Tsutsumi 48).

	 As the most major industry in rural areas, the suf-
fering of the farming industry reflects the declining 
rural population. Between 1950 and 1995, the per-
centage of Japanese agricultural workers plummeted 
from 45.4% to 5.3% for several reasons (Tsutsumi 
28): with the advent of urbanization came a “rural 
exodus” as an increasing number of farmers picked 
up side businesses or dropped farming altogether, 
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due in part to an industry wide overreliance on engi-
neering works/expensive machinery that was exacer-
bated by geographic distance. Others gave up their 
businesses as more corporations began to run agri-
culture as opposed to individual farming households, 
which was partly at the encouragement of govern-
ment policies. Additionally, land became less avail-
able as the national government tried policies that 
reduced rice acreage to adjust national food produc-
tion, and more and more farmlands were converted 
into residential areas (Tsutsumi 29). As such, rural 
areas and the farming industry in Japan are the most 
directly and disproportionately affected victims of 
depopulation and its detrimental effects.

Depopulation as a Global Issue
Japan is far from the only country currently expe-
riencing depopulation: ahead of Japan in depopula-
tion rates are several Eastern European countries, 
whose birthrates fell dramatically after the USSR col-
lapsed, and nations neighboring hubs of emigration 
like the USA or Australia (“Countries with the high-
est rate of population decrease”). However, all these 
nations are experiencing depopulation for approxi-
mately the same reasons—low birthrates and high 
immigration rates (“Countries with the highest rate 
of population decrease”). Japan is thus unique, as its 
depopulation arises from its aging population, cul-
tural norms around marriage (a different cause for 
lower birth rates), and stricter emigration policies.

	 Because Japan does share the depopulation factor 
of low birth rates with these other nations, it is worth 
considering the efficacy of these countries’ attempts 
to raise fertility rates. A common method of fighting 
depopulation is incentivizing childbirth with tactics 
like “baby bonuses,” tax incentives, and paid parental 
leave (“How do countries fight falling birth rates?”). 
However, Anne Gauthier, professor of comparative 

family studies at the University of Groningen in the 
Netherlands, found that these cash-based policies 
usually have little observable impact on fertility rates 
(“How do countries fight falling birth rates?”); in one 
rare case of success, France was able to lift its birth 
rates with financial incentives, though their success 
likely came from the equal care they put into balanc-
ing out the potential negative impacts on a family 
that an additional child might have, such as subsidiz-
ing childcare and lowering working hours for parents 
of young children (“How do countries fight falling 
birth rates?”).

	 Additionally, though their causes for depopula-
tion may differ, most countries facing depopulation 
also see their rural areas impacted more heavily and 
negatively than their urban centers, just as Japan is 
experiencing. Because lack of resources and oppor-
tunity is a leading driving force for rural depopula-
tion in most countries, a solution rising in popularity 
and creativity is investing in solutions that encourage 
people to remain in their rural hometowns. Spanish 
academics Lourdes Garcia del Portillo and Pablo 
Martinez de Antigua proposed launching an “Online 
Rural High School” that kept teens from having to 
leave their rural hometowns for education. Similarly, 
a study on rural depopulation in mountainous areas 
of China found that increasing non-agricultural job 
opportunities with better economic returns would 
encourage a significant amount of the rural popula-
tion to remain in their hometowns (Yu 18).

	 Another effective method of combatting depop-
ulation is supplementing the existing population 
with immigrants and subsequently supplementing 
suffering industries with immigrant laborers. This 
strategy was implemented in Norway, where schol-
ars discovered that, for this policy to be a success-
ful solution to depopulation, the government must 
invest in retaining the immigrants they attract. In 
this case, Norwegian scholars engaged their immi-
grants with community programs and voluntary 
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activities to encourage emotional investment and 
loyalty that eases permanent or semi-permanent 
immigration (Kvalvaag).

Responses to Depopulation
in Japan
Japan has adapted some of these approaches to its 
own handling of its depopulation crisis while devis-
ing nation-specific policies. As mentioned in the 
prior section, Japan has implemented monetary 
incentives to encourage a rise in fertility rates, aptly 
named “baby bonuses” (Faber). Additionally, in June 
2023, the administration of Prime Minister Kishida 
announced the “Direction on Strategy for Children’s 
Future,” which aims to stop the declining fertility 
rates by offering financial assistance to young cou-
ples raising children (Urata). With a possible budget 
of about three trillion yen, the policy includes 
“expanded economic assistance for child delivery 
and higher education”, abolishing the income cap 
for the fund covering children’s high school tuition, 
improving work environments for young parents, 
and improving the quality of childcare (Urata).

	 However, the Japanese government seems 
to have prioritized immigrant integration as the 
most promising solution to depopulation, despite 
Japan’s historically strict immigrant policies (Faber). 
Though the new measures still consider the useful-
ness of the immigrant to determine whether they 
are allowed in and for how long, this new plan still 
qualifies as a loosening of the immigration restric-
tions set by the 1952 Immigration and Control Act, 
which only permitted the immigration of individuals 
with work visas or individuals of Japanese descent/
with Japanese families (Faber). These new measures 
include “issuing more short-term visas, increasing 
the maximum residency period from three to five 

years, and shifting the immigrant registration system 
from the local to the national government to remove 
the requirement for re-entry permits,” as well as 
encouraging more students studying abroad in Japan 
to stay for job searches after their graduation with 
special visas (Faber).

	 These efforts at immigrant recruiting are con-
centrated especially on immigrants who can fill spe-
cific labor shortages in key industries like agriculture, 
healthcare, and construction. To do so, the Japanese 
government installed the Specified Skilled Worker 
and High Skilled Foreign Professionals programs in 
the late 2010s, which offer up to five-year visas with 
integration-oriented amenities like housing and ori-
entations, though these programs are not as accessi-
ble because they require the prospective immigrants 
to pass a Japanese language proficiency test (Faber). 
Additional barriers to the maximum efficacy of these 
program is the inadequate attention paid to retain-
ing recruited immigrants with supportive resources 
like language assistance, accessible education (both 
academic and cultural), and training in regional 
specific emergency responses (Faber). Additionally, 
immigrants in Japan are not legally protected from 
discrimination and face significant obstacles to 
becoming naturalized citizens, and thus are more 
vulnerable to mistreatment (Faber). As such, though 
Japan is taking steps to boost their population, their 
methods regarding immigration retention could be 
optimized further.

	 Because agriculture is one of the most signifi-
cantly depopulation-affected core industries in Japan, 
there have been specific attempts to uplift farming 
solutions and agricultural production while respond-
ing to depopulation. In a supplemental, temporary 
solution, Japan has increased its agricultural imports 
in the past two decades, namely from its largest food 
and agricultural supplier, the United States (“Japan 
– Agricultural Sector”). The reliance on imports 
to meet domestic agricultural demands will likely 
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Figure 3. Japan's Top Agricultural Suppliers, 2000-2019. Reprinted from Lee, Ivan. “Opportunities for 
Health Food Exports in Japan.” USDA Foreign Agricultural Service, 19 Mar. 2025, www.fas.usda.gov/data/
opportunities-health-food-exports-japan.

remain the norm (barring changes in international 
policy under the current US presidency) until Japan 
can improve its food self-sufficiency (Lee).

	 In terms of internal solutions to the agricul-
tural labor shortage caused by depopulation trends, 
Japanese farms have made concentrated efforts on 
the advancement of farming technology to increase 
the efficiency and yield of agriculture. Some farmers 
have been encouraged to implement emerging auto-
mated technologies that use satellite surveillance, IoT 
sensors (Internet of Things is the underlying network 
monitoring all responses), and AI predictive analyt-
ics to increase production while decreasing human 
labor (“Japan’s Agricultural Revolution”). Other 
farmers are developing innovative, climate-friendly 

techniques that integrate into both cities and rural 
areas, such as vertical farming enhanced with hydro-
ponics, no-till farming, and “igune” practice in agro-
forestry (Fuhrmann-Aoyagi et al 7).

	 The Japanese government has tried to sup-
port these methods with changes in policy that, 
to a certain extent, prioritize agricultural produc-
tion. In 2023, the Japanese government launched 
an economic stimulus package that allocated 818 
billion yen to the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry 
and Fisheries, who stated their intention of using 
the funding for “strengthening food security and 
boosting agriculture, forestry and fisheries exports” 
(USDA). Additionally, to ensure that the methods 
they’re supporting are sustainable economically, 
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Report on Food, Agriculture, and Rural Areas in Japan (May 2024) from MAFF

Future

environmentally, and demographically, the Japanese 
government has passed measures to decrease herbi-
cide and pesticide and subsequently the reliance of 
farmers on chemicals, offer economic bonuses for 
environmentally friendly farmers, and promote edu-
cation on healthy agricultural practices (Fuhrmann-
Aoyagi et al). However, an obstacle to the success of 
these measures is the plummeting number of farm-
ing entities in Japan as a result of the national and 
rural depopulation trends mentioned in the last sec-
tion (Hirano and Takekawa), suggesting the addi-
tional population-building measures like immigra-
tion retention mentioned earlier in this section are 
vital to the success of accompanying agricultural 
policies.

	 The Japanese public seems to, in general, be 
open to the measures implemented by the agri-
cultural industry and the Japanese government, 
including the push for labor immigration, despite 
the reputed insularity of Japanese culture. Anti-
immigration sentiment still exists, though those 
holding this opinion seem to make up a minority, as 
58% of respondents to a 2018 Pew Research Survey 
said that Japan should maintain its current level 
of immigration and 23% said it should allow more 
immigrants, with 59% even saying that immigrants 
and the skills they bring strengthen Japan (Faber). 
By May 2024, 62% of respondents to another 
survey supported the granting of more visas to 
skilled foreign workers (Faber). However, it seems 
that, though Japanese citizens are comfortable 
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An ARI participant from 
Indonesia and a long-
term volunteer from 
Japan doing Foodlife work 
together.

with increased immigration in concept, they may 
be uncomfortable with the reality of the practical 
measures required to see that goal through. While 
68% of respondents to a 2024 opinion poll replied 
“agree” or “somewhat agree” to the question of 
whether society should “bear the financial burden 
of funding countermeasures to stop the decline 
of the birthrate,” over 70% also opposed “raising 
taxes, hiking social insurance premiums or reduc-
ing social security payments” (Faber). As such, it 
is difficult to conclude how open to depopulation 
response measures are when immigration and inte-
gration are involved.

	 Associate Professor Kikuko Nagayoshi also 
observed the disconnect between statistically sug-
gested tolerance and the implicit discomfort the 
Japanese public seems to have with immigrants, 
which she attributes to Japanese cultural norms 

(Otake). Nagayoshi speaks to her experiences 
attending Japanese schools, where she witnessed 
paradoxical promotions of superficial equality 
mixed with systemic xenophobia and discrimina-
tion (Otake); furthermore, supported by later data 
research and analysis, Nagayoshi identifies the 
“tendency in Japan of treating immigrants as vis-
itors, though not excluding them outright.” This 
tendency is informed by common immigration-re-
lated fears in Japanese society, including the view 
of immigrants as a potential material threat (steal-
ing jobs, straining resources) (Davison and Peng), 
and most especially the fear that an influx of immi-
grants would mean a loss of Japanese culture and 
core values (Davison and Peng). This cultural atti-
tude of implicit xenophobia, limited tolerance of 
immigrants, and cultural homogeneity could inhibit 
the efficacy of increased immigration as a solution 
to depopulation.
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An ARI participant from 
Namibia and a long-term 
volunteer from Japan 
doing Foodlife work 
together.

Considerations for ARI
Considering the demographic needs of the 
Japanese nation, and considering the mission of 
ARI, it seems mutually beneficial to add an accul-
turation element to the ARI curriculum that inte-
grates immigrant participants into Japanese society 
with the aim that these immigrants remain in and 
contribute their skills to Japan in a permanent or 
semi-permanent capacity.

	 ARI began with the intention of sharing Japan’s 
wealth of information and resources with rural lead-
ers of developing nations, allowing Japan to exer-
cise its position of privilege for the betterment of 
other communities. Now that Japan faces its own 
population-related crisis, ARI can expand its pillar 
of Community of Learning and its key concepts 

of “empowering the marginalized,” “the value of 
rural life,” and “community building” to implement 
aspects of acculturation for those participants that 
may be interested in staying in Japan. While ARI 
began with the amazing cause of outreach to rural 
communities in other countries, now that Japanese 
rural communities are suffering under the dispropor-
tionate rate of national depopulation, it may be best 
to divert some of its focus on rural living and efforts 
at rural revitalization internally. In directing some of 
the agricultural and community leaders it produces 
towards dying rural communities in Japan, ARI can 
ensure Japan continues to have a vibrant rural pop-
ulation and exemplify the values that ARI promotes.

	 Whether as an additional program, set of classes, 
or curriculum, this acculturation process can remain 
in line with ARI’s mission of uplifting rural life and 
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encouraging agricultural leadership with the benefac-
tor being Japan and its suffering agricultural industry/
communities. As a net for the skilled foreign workers 
currently being recruited, ARI can cushion the arrival 
of immigrants with the resources that current pro-
grams are lacking (as detailed in Section 3), acting 
in a supplemental capacity for both the national and 
rural depopulation crises. ARI has proven itself a nat-
ural facilitator of Japanese cultural education for vis-
itors: in the survey conducted by other authors of 
this report, the overwhelming majority of ARI par-
ticipants who responded answered “Yes” to the ques-
tion, “Did your experiences at ARI help you to learn 
more about Japanese culture and society?” As estab-
lished in Section 3, current labor immigration pro-
grams in Japan are primarily weakened by lack of 
integration resources, particularly regarding cul-
tural education—in the natural course of its exist-
ing curriculum, ARI organically provided the exact 
resources necessary to make immigration successful. 

If ARI could already achieve this kind of cultural edu-
cation as is, a more intentional push to offer addi-
tional curriculum and resources to people seeking 
labor immigration would very likely be much more 
successful than any immigration program attempted 
so far.

	 A specific aspect of cultural integration as the 
biggest obstacle to retaining immigrants is lack of 
training in the Japanese language. Without incorpo-
rating additional language education, two respon-
dents who answered yes to the aforementioned 
survey question specifically mentioned that they 
picked up some of the Japanese language while living 
with their host families; one respondent even spec-
ified that they didn’t initially find the Japanese lan-
guage “appealing,” attending classes and interacting 
with Japanese people at ARI made them appreciate 
“how wonderful” the language is. As part of special-
ized curriculum for labor immigrants, ARI can build 

This bilingual educational 
sign was created by a 
former ARI volunteer. 
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on the existing exposure it gives its participants to 
Japanese language with minimal changes, strength-
ening the participants bonds to both their peers and 
their potential new home. This could look like an 
additional language class, an hour allotted daily to 
speak exclusively in Japanese, some lectures or meals 
held in Japanese, etc. Additionally, this skill sets up 
labor immigrants for success beyond ARI, a noted 
deficiency of existing immigration programs. In addi-
tion to the agricultural and leadership skills they 
develop, practice with and immersion in ARI pre-
pares labor immigrants to become successful assets 
to Japan, as they become more natural and immedi-
ate members of community.

	 Though ARI is naturally predisposed to facilitated 
cultural integration for foreign participants, it is not 
currently optimized for this purpose. One survey 
respondent felt that there wasn’t much opportu-
nity to learn about Japan because their peers at ARI 
were from different places around the world. The 
international, multicultural reach of ARI is one of 
its many assets and should remain at the core of the 
institution. However, if a program is to be imple-
mented specifically for integrating immigrants per-
manently/semi-permanently into Japan’s population, 
it should hold space for the home cultures of partici-
pants while offering enough Japanese cultural educa-
tion that immigrating participants feel fully informed 
on and immersed in the culture they intend to join. 
As such, immigrating participants will require an 
alternate curriculum that provides weekly Japanese 
cultural experiences and daily language practice. If 
these participants are to experience the entirety of 
ARI’s existing agricultural and leadership curriculum, 
the suggested changes would likely have to occur as 
either an additional program after the initial Rural 
Leaders Training Program, or the added cultural 
education would take place concurrently with the 
Rural Leaders Training Program curriculum, mean-
ing an entirely separate program for immigrants with 

specialized programming and, likely, a longer dura-
tion. In either case, this addition will require addi-
tional planning, funding, and personnel to facilitate, 
as well as possible infrastructural needs like addi-
tional dorms or classrooms.

	 Additionally, should immigrating participants 
bring their families with them, ARI will need to 
accommodate an even larger group of people with 
even more resources. However, making these accom-
modations and extending integration resources to 
participants’ families could directly relieve the spe-
cific impacts of depopulation on rural Japan. As 
established earlier, the community engagement that 
ARI can offer these individuals will likely increase 
population retention rates while funneling skilled 
workers directly into the most severely impacted 
areas. One survey respondent even clarified that 
their experience with Japanese culture and ARI was 
positive enough that they would like their children 
to train at ARI; in offering a safe, productive, prac-
tical, and educational landing pad for immigrants, 
ARI could act as an effective pipeline for population 
rejuvenation in rural Japan. Additionally, if these 
individuals are allowed to bring their families, and if 
they are offered sufficient support that they decide 
to stay long-term, this could solve the ongoing deficit 
of successors in family-run farms, ensuring a steady 
and stable recovery of Japan’s rural communities and 
industry. Furthermore, an increase of farmers enter-
ing Japan’s countryside, armed with the socially con-
scious and climate friendly teachings of ARI lessens 
the proposed need for industrial farms that may be 
even more harmful environmentally and culturally 
in the long run.

	 To summarize, though it would require addi-
tional time and resources, ARI could be an incredibly 
effective facilitator of long-term labor immigration, 
helping counteract the national depopulation crisis 
and revitalizing Japanese rural/agricultural areas.
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The questions asked in the graduate survey are found below. 

Demographic Questions:

1.	 What is your current gender identity?
a.	 Woman 
b.	 Man 
c.	 Different identity, please specify 
d.	 Prefer not to say 

2.	 How would you describe your cultural identity?
	 For example, please describe your nationality, ethnicity, tribe, etc.

3.	 What is your religion?

Quantitative Questions: 

Please read the following statements carefully, and choose on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being strongly disagree, 5 
being strongly agree) how strongly you agree with the statement: 

4.	 “I felt unwelcome in the ARI environment due to my gender identity”

5.	 “I never felt judged or isolated due to my religion at ARI”

6.	 “I did not feel like my cultural identity was welcomed, seen, and accepted at ARI”

7.	 “I feel like I got the same quality of education and support at ARI as other participants of a different 
	 gender identity as me”

8.	 “At times, I did not feel welcome at ARI due to my religion”

9.	 “I felt like the ARI staff respected my cultural identity”

10.	 “I felt like my fellow ARI participants and volunteers respected my cultural identity” 

11.	 “I felt like the ARI campus supported my cultural background.” For example, I felt comfortable
	 practicing my religion and cultural traditions at ARI.

12.	 If you feel comfortable, please elaborate on any of the above responses.

13.	 Please read the following statements carefully. Which of the 14 ARI key concepts have you been able
	 to apply in your work with your home community? (Select all that apply)

14.	 How frequently do you recall and apply your learnings from ARI?
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15.	 Please respond to the following statements on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
	 “I face difficulties in applying ARI's sustainable development practices and teachings to my home
	 community” (if you agree, please share what practices and how they are difficult to apply in the text box 
	 below).

16.	 “After my time at ARI, I feel confident in my ability to increase engagement in my home community”

17.	 “I am proud of the changes and improvements I have been able to make in my home community while 
	 using my ARI education.”

18.	 “There are many improvements that should be made to the ARI curriculum”
	 (if you agree, please elaborate in the text box below).

19.	 “There are many improvements that should be made to the ARI campus”
	 (if you agree, please elaborate in the text box below).

Qualitative Questions 

20.	Please describe the organization that sponsored your participation at ARI. What country and community 
	 is the organization located? What kind of work do/did you do with this organization? Are you still an 
	 active leader in this organization and community?

21.	 After ARI, what challenges in your home community have you been trying to address? How have you been 
	 addressing these issues?

22.	How much did you think ARI prepared you to address the challenges you have faced in your community? 
	 Could ARI have better prepared you? If so, how?

23.	 What part of ARI’s training curriculum did you find most useful? Why?

24.	Please describe some of the impacts that your work and leadership has had on your home community. 
	 For example, were you able to establish a new organic farm, implement more sustainable farming
	 practices, establish a new community program, expand social services for a certain number of
	 individuals, build climate resilient infrastructure, etc.
	 (please include concrete details and numbers, if possible)

Integration into Japanese Culture 

25.	 Did your experiences at ARI help you to learn more about Japanese culture and society?
a.	 Yes 
b.	 Somewhat 
c.	 No 

26.	If applicable, what in particular did you learn about Japanese people and Japanese culture?
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The response breakdown of the demographic and quantitative questions are found below. 

Gender

Man
Woman

Total

Number of Graduates 
Surveyed

60
34

94

Percentage of 
Graduates Surveyed

64%
36%

100%

Religion 

Buddhist
Christian
Hindu
Muslim
No Religion
Other

Total

Number of Graduates 
Surveyed

9
67
6
5
2
5

94

Percentage of 
Graduates Surveyed

9.57%
71.28%
6.38%
5.32%
2.13%
5.32%

100.00%

Gender

Religion
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Home Country

Bangladesh
Bhutan
Cameroon
China
DR Congo
Ecuador
Ghana
Haiti
India
Indonesia
Japan
Kenya
Liberia
Malawi
Malaysia
Myanmar
Nepal
Nigeria
Philippines
Rwanda
Sierra Leone
South Korea
Sri Lanka
Thailand
Uganda
Zambia
Zimbabwe

TOTAL

Number of Graduates 
Surveyed

2
2
4
1
2
1
3
1
14
14
3
4
2
5
2
4
2
2
4
1
1
1
9
3
4
2
1

94

Percentage of 
Graduates Surveyed

2%
2%
4%
1%
2%
1%
3%
1%
15%
15%
3%
4%
2%
5%
2%
4%
2%
2%
4%
1%
1%
1%
10%
3%
4%
2%
1%

100%

Appendix

Home Country



67

I felt unwelcome in the ARI 
environment due to my gender 
identity.

I never felt judged or isolated due to 
my religion at ARI.

I did not feel like my cultural 
identity was welcomed, seen, and 
accepted at ARI.

I feel like I got the same quality of 
education and support at ARI as 
other participants of a different 
gender identity as me.

At times, I did not feel welcome at 
ARI due to my religion.

I felt like the ARI staff respected my 
cultural identity.

I face difficulties in applying ARI’s 
sustainable development practices and 
teachings to my home community.

After my time at ARI, I feel confident 
in my ability to increase engagement 
in my home community.

I am proud of the changes and 
improvements I have been able to 
make in my home community while 
using my ARI education.

There are many improvements 
that should be made to the ARI 
curriculum (if you agree, please 
elaborate in the text box below).

1
Strongly
Disagree

87

18

68

6

82

6

1

1

0

15

0

1

5

0

4

0

0

0

1

9

2

2

2

2

0

1

2

3

2

20

1

3

3

5

2

9

18

10

17

29

4

70

16

81

6

78

69

76

70

17

94

94

94

94

94

94

90

90

90

90

2
Somewhat
Disagree

3
Neither 

agree nor 
disagree

4
Somewhat

agree

5
Strongly

agree
Total

ARI Graduate Survey
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How frequently do you recall and 
apply your learnings from ARI?

1
Strongly
Disagree

1

1

0

15

1
Very infre-
quently or 

never

1 12 22 15 40 90

2
Somewhat
Disagree

0

0

1

9

2
Nearly 

every year

3
Neither 

agree nor 
disagree

2

3

2

20

3
Nearly 
every 

month

4
Somewhat

agree

18

10

17

29

4
Nearly 

every week

5
Strongly

agree

69

76

70

17

Total

90

90

90

90

5
Nearly 

every day
Total

I face difficulties in applying ARI's 
sustainable development practices 
and teachings to my home community.

After my time at ARI, I feel confident 
in my ability to increase engagement 
in my home community.

I am proud of the changes and 
improvements I have been able to 
make in my home community while 
using my ARI education.

There are many improvements that 
should be made to the ARI curriculum.

Appendix
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