
Introduction

The Institute of International Education, responsible for several study abroad grant and scholarship 
opportunities seeks to leverage education abroad to support national economies. Among its three main 
missions, the IIE strives to “help governments and corporations develop and educated workforce and 
prepare students and professionals to succeed in the global economy” (Institute of International 
Education). This project explores the possibilities of sustainable agriculture and food studies-related 
abroad programs to contribute to the Japanese government’s sustainability goals and the economics of 
Japan’s food systems.

While it is one of the biggest economies in the world, Japan is facing demographic and environmental 
problems that may have serious consequences for its economic future. Some of the biggest economic 
problems revolve around food security and production: the aging farmer population, rapid urbanization, and 
the resulting threats to food sovereignty. 

Fortunately, there has been growing interest in organic food, sustainable agriculture, and similar trends in 
Japan. In addition to its own food traditions (i.e., washoku and natural farming) the Slow Food Movement, 
originating in Italy, has spread across the world, including Japan. This movement has inspired many study 
abroad programs based in Western Europe but it nor other food traditions have yet to significantly 
influence the study abroad market of East Asia. 

With world-renowned culinary history and traditions, Japan has been a popular study abroad destination 
among many disciplines for students from the US (United States Department of State, 2021). This project 
explores how study abroad programs related to food studies and sustainable agriculture may be able to 
support national goals towards a more environmentally friendly and self-sufficient food system in Japan.

Results and Discussion

What is being done and what are the plans for the future?

The goals that were drawn from the governmental documents varied greatly, but four overarching goals that are particularly compatible with study 
abroad pedagogy and program design have been identified.

The four main goals are: improving food sovereignty, initiate and sustain the revitalization of rural areas, better utilize “smart technology” in 
agriculture, and assist in the social transition of farmers. 

For each main goal, there are a few smaller practices (derived from the government documents as well) to achieve those goals. The complete list of 
main goals and practices are displayed in Figure 1. Then, four tactics have been matched with a popular study abroad practice that can be utilized 
to work towards the bigger goal. The complementary study abroad practices that have been assigned to certain goals are field trips, course 
curriculum, volunteering and internships; and raising awareness of national issues (Figure 2). 

Currently, there are not many sustainable agriculture or food related study abroad programs based in Japan. However, one program that is actively 
recruiting students is based in Osaka, Japan and provides examples of activities (many of which could be included in the study abroad practices of 
Figure 2) that can contribute to sustainability goals. This program utilizes farm tours and overnight stays in rural settings (farms, Buddhist temples, 
etc.) to expand the reach of study abroad programs beyond a university campus (Gustolab, 2021).

The documents used to establish this set of goals are mostly relatively new. For example, the Basic Plan for Food, Agriculture, and Rural was 
announced in 2020, and the MeaDRI plan was published in 2021. Thus, it may be too soon to see a lot of progress towards those goals or if the 
practices are being adhered to. Nevertheless, they are setting the stage for future policy in Japan regarding the environment.

“Smart technology” includes two main components: the use of data tracking software such as WAGRI, described as an “agricultural data 
collaboration platform for everyone involved in agriculture” (WAGRI, 2017). The name is a portmanteau of the Japanese word wa meaning harmony, 
or referring to a spirit of Japan, and the shortened version of the word agriculture. There is also a push for more innovative practices in the field. On 
the other hand, based on the success of the Slow Food Movement and related study abroad programs, it may be prudent to promote culturally 
relevant sustainable agriculture techniques as well.

Conclusions

Like how study abroad programs in Western Europe have demonstrated that curricula based in food studies 
and sustainable agriculture can embody political and cultural priorities of host countries, these programs can 
also be used to help Japan towards its own policy goals and raising awareness of current issues affecting the 
country’s food sovereignty. 

Common study abroad practices, especially those included in many food studies and sustainable agriculture 
programs, can contribute to success of Japan’s environmental goals– as shown a few existing example 
emerging in the market. Of course, these practices will not solve all of the problems on their own, but they 
demonstrate ways to promote local food traditions, rural tourism, and bring attention to issues facing the aging 
population of Japan. Since the documents that describe this goals are still new, study abroad programs can 
be one of the first systematic approaches to achieve them.

Implementing new study abroad programs may be able to contribute to local economies, especially when 
groups of students either visit or live in rural areas.
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Participating in study abroad programs have many benefits for both the students and the host countries 
(Dwyer, 2004). Institutions of higher education are often executing new internationalization plans, one goal 
of which is to increase international student/study abroad population. Success with internationalization is 
often perceived as a marker of prestige in higher education (Altbach & Knight, 2007).

Japan’s past approaches to fixing some of the problems mentioned above have had mixed interpretations. 
According to Love (2013), one of the tactics employed by the Japanese government to combat the 
degradation of rural villages, or genkai shuraku (hamlets at their limits), was to encourage locals to 
participate in community meetings and other activities to build grassroots efforts from the inside out. 
However, she argues that this practice puts too much pressure on the local, mostly elderly citizens instead 
of fronting the cost of these rehabilitation efforts by the federal government. Since 2013, there have been 
several plans set forth by the Japanese government to address issues like these across the country.

As for the prospects of student interest in food studies and sustainable agriculture– and why study abroad 
may be a helpful tool in advancing that interest– Leis, et. al. (2011) shows that student-led agriculture 
projects at colleges and universities have increased over the past two decades and their benefits have 
been well-documented. This demonstrates a growing desire among students to participate in local and 
sustainable food systems, even among non-agriculture majors. Study abroad programs can supplement 
extracurricular activities like this, and Zhang & Gibson (2021)’s surveys show that students are open to 
continuing sustainability practices while abroad. 

A specific thematic interest in the field of study abroad is the Slow Food Movement. This movement began 
to take hold in the 1970s in Italy as a liberal political movement against the rapid commodification of food in 
Italy. It calls for a return to traditional food cultures with food that is “good, clean, and fair” for all 
(Schneider, 2008). Over the decades that followed, the Slow Food Movement has spread across the world, 
including Japan. In Japan, there are similar practices and priorities towards environmental sustainability 
that have existed without the Slow Food Movement as well.

Many food studies programs have been founded in Italy since it is home to the Slow Food Movement. 
However, despite its global appeal, it nor similar movements and traditions have yet to influence many 
programs based in other countries, especially in East Asia.

Methodology

In order to establish a set of objectives for study abroad programs, this study used documents from 
Japanese governmental agencies that discuss the country’s environmental goals, especially related to food 
security and organic farming. This project uses qualitative research methods for this data collection.

The following documents were used to establish overarching goals for the Japanese Government:

● The 2020 Basic Plan for Food, Agriculture, and Rural Areas from the the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry, and Fisheries 

● Strategy for Sustainable Food Systems/MeaDRI (Measures for Achievement of Decarbonization and 
Resilience with Innovation, from the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries

● Innovation, Agricultural Productivity and Sustainability in Japan, from the OECD

● Briefings from the United Nations’ High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development

● Briefings from the Agriculture is the Solution for Climate Change Conference 

Then, this project established common and effective study abroad practices, especially ones that are 
popular among food studies and agriculture programs (most of which are based in Western Europe). This 
involved reviewing study abroad program websites, curricula, and syllabi. 

Future Directions and Limitations 

In the future, these connections can be used as inspiration for food studies and sustainable agriculture study 
abroad programs based in Japan. These study abroad programs can help bring awareness to issues affecting 
rural life and farming in Japan. Like study abroad programs in Italy that are influenced by the Slow Food 
Movement, study abroad programs in Japan can incorporate core qualities of Japanese food traditions and 
spread the country’s wealth of history and culture with the rest of the world. 

Furthermore, while there are not many of this type of study abroad program available in Japan, a few 
examples do exist on the market. The syllabi of courses offered in those programs can be analyzed to 
determine if current offerings are aligned with goals that will contribute to improving the country’s economy (in 
this case, through food security) like the IIE intends. After a few years, it will be possible to analyze the 
success of Japan’s plan towards a more sustainable future and efficient food systems. 

More research will have to be done to confirm the benefits that the host country receives from having students 
visit.

This project was limited by the small number of relevant programs. Furthermore, more documents can be 
used to determine a more specific list of goals collectively held by the Japanese government. 
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Main Goals Sub-Goals/Practices

Increase food sovereignty and production of both food for 
animal and human consumption 

● Increase organic farmland to 25% of total area (Environment and Biomass Policy 
Division, 2021)

● Consolidate 80% of farmland into ninaite (MAFF, 2020)

Initiate and sustain the revitalization of rural areas ● Encourage rural tourism
● Promote the use of local foods

Better utilize “smart technology,” including the use of improved 
farming techniques and software to track farming data

● Gather data on WAGRI software (MAFF 2020)
● Innovation in agricultural techniques
● Conserve more energy 

Assist in the social transitions of older farmers exiting farming 
and young farmers entering the field

● Financial support for new farmers
● Financial support for small and medium sized farms
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Study Abroad Practice

Connecting to Study Abroad 

Field trips to eco-tourism sites and farms- Perhaps one of the most exciting components of 
study abroad programs are the field trips a student can take in their new host country. For 
environmentally-focused programs, field trips can be used to experience the host country’s 
natural beauty and help stimulate local economies with an influx of tourism.

Volunteer or Intern on new, emerging farms- For students who wish to study abroad but do 
not want to sacrifice opportunities to gain work experience in their home country, internships 
are a popular component of study abroad programs in order to accommodate students’ 
college plans. For most direct impact and learning, internships and/or volunteer positions 
can take place on young, small and medium sized farms. Farms, especially at this stage, 
could benefit greatly from the additional help and investments. 

Courses that focus on data science and natural sciences- Courses offered to study abroad 
students can be inspired by the data-driven technology that Japan promotes. On one hand, 
students can learn about the softwares that are popularly used and even work on projects 
that have real life implications. Then, with this knowledge, students are more likely to utilize 
this technology in the future. But on the other hand, there can be discussions on agricultural 
innovation versus traditional Japanese practices and how they may be able to be used in 
conjunction with one another.

Raise awareness of importance of sustainable agriculture-  Studying abroad may come with 
benefits for the host country as well. If the student enjoyed the country, then they are more 
likely to return and invest more time and resources into the country. Or, at very least, be 
more aware of the problems the country is facing. So, raising awareness of agricultural 
issues in Japan can be beneficial in the long term if more and more people are informed of 
the issues. This can happen through many components of a study abroad program, 
including but not limited to the ones mentioned above. 

Figure 2: Matching study abroad practices to Japan’s sustainability goals

Figure 1: Main Goals of the Japanese Government in Relation to Agriculture and Food Sovereignty
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