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Mr. Abedanigo Banda, Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives, 
Dr. Nourredin Mona, Resident Representative of FAO, 
Mr. Yukio Suzuki, Representative of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan, 
Distinguished Participants,

Ladies and Gentlemen,  

I am very honored and pleased to speak on behalf of the Government of Japan on the occasion of the official opening of the FAO Regional Workshop on Rice and Aquaculture for Productivity Increase and Market Development for Central, Southern and East Africa. I would like to extend our profound congratulations and sincere appreciation to the Government of Zambia for hosting this workshop and FAO for organizing it. I would also like to thank the experts from Asian countries, the participants from Central, Southern and East Africa and all others involved in this workshop.

Now, kindly allow me to stress the significance of this workshop from the perspective of the Government of Japan. There are three reasons for which Japan considers this workshop very important. These are:
(i)
Japan’s contribution to FAO;

(ii)
Japan’s interest in global food security; and

(iii)
Japan’s long history of growing and consuming rice and fish, rooted in its culture and tradition. 

Let me elaborate on each of these points. 

First, Japan’s contribution to FAO, which stands at 16.7% of the total FAO budget, is the second largest after the USA. This level of contribution reflects the importance Japan attaches to agriculture as the engine for hunger eradication as well as for the attainment of sustainable social and economic development. 
Second, the goal of attaining and maintaining global food security is another reason for which Japan wanted to support this workshop. The soaring of food prices at the global level in 2008 is still fresh in our memory. Today, there is even increased demand for food in emerging countries such as China and India. On the other hand, supply has been short in South American countries and Australia due to natural disasters such as floods and drought. Some countries which used to produce excess food for export are no longer able to do so because of natural calamities. Consequently, due to the tight world grain supply, the prices have recently risen to the level of 2008. Soaring food prices significantly affect food security in food importing developing countries, even threatening political stability. As a net food importing country, it is Japan’s responsibility to contribute to the stabilization of world grain supply and demand. That is why we wanted to take the initiative in the promotion of rice cultivation in African countries, because rice is a suitable and sustainable crop for the attainment of food security.

Third, Japan has a long history of rice cultivation and aquaculture, which are deeply embeded in our culture and tradition. Rice has been the staple food in Japan since ancient times. The history of rice cultivation in Japan started some 6,000 years ago when the crop was introduced from China, and paddy cultivation started about 2,500 years ago. Rice became so important to the Japanese that we introduced rice festivals whereby each year prayers were offered to God for a good harvest at the time of planting and out of gratitude after the harvest.

Japan is half the size of Zambia. Two thirds of the country is mountainous, while the remaining one third is flatland, a sizable portion of which had been waterlogged plains with reed bed until as recently as 150 years ago. Even Tokyo, the current capital of Japan, was surrounded by marshes overgrown with reeds in those days. The Japanese worked hard to drain those marshes and turned them into rice fields, farms or residential land. We grew rice on newly developed farmland and created various high yield varieties which were tolerant to climate changes, insects and diseases. 

Why did we have to spend such an enormous effort? We had to, because there had always been the fear of famine. The Japanese history shows that in the distant past a devastating famine occurred at least once every 100 years, leaving many people dead. There used to be a very sad custom in some parts of Japan. In order to reduce the consumption of food within the household, sons would throw their old mothers in the mountains to die. It was this magnitude of famine and hunger that made the Japanese to maximize the utilization of limited resources and to spare no effort to be creative and productive. 
Historically, fish has also helped to enhance food security in Japan. It is served in our daily diet and is an indispensable ingredient for the Japanese cuisine. The fishery aquaculture in Japan has a long history, dating back to the 17th century, while the 19th century saw the rise of extensive rice farming. Currently, overexploitation of marine resources has become a source of concern on a global scale. Fish farming is earnestly pursued and researched in Japan today from the perspective of sustainability. The approach to fishing is now being shifted from “catching” to “rearing”.
Thus, Japan has an extensive experience, expertise and history which can be shared with Africa and the rest of the world in terms of promoting agriculture and aquaculture for food security and sustainable social and economic development. It is my strong belief that Japan’s experience in rice farming and aquaculture has a lot to offer for African countries to eliminate hunger and poverty. 

In conclusion, I hope you will have fruitful deliberations during the course of the workshop and will come up with far-reaching recommendations on how the Japanese experience can be practically applied to enhance food security and sustainable development in your countries. 

Thank you.
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