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Ise-ebi, or “Japanese spiny 
lobsters,” are a local specialty of 
the Ise-Shima area in Mie Pre-
fecture. Wagu Fishing Port, lo-
cated in the south of the Shima 
Peninsula, boasts one of the 
largest catches of the lobsters, 
thanks to the efforts of the fish-
ermen who work there. 

Mitsuyasu Nishizeko, a Wagu 
fisherman said, “We’ve worked 
hard for a long time to sustain 
catches of Ise-ebi lobsters, but 
now we are facing serious prob-
lems.” Nishizeko said hauls of 
Ise-ebi have been decreasing 
due to environmental changes 

The ama divers — literally 
“women of the sea” — catch 
shellfish without the help of 
modern diving equipment. But 
these women of the sea are 
struggling to preserve their 
2,000-year-old tradition due to 
environmental problems and 
other issues facing modern Ja-
pan.

The ama are mostly female 
divers who collect shells and 
seaweed using the traditional 
“skin diving” technique that has 
been practiced for more than 
2,000 years. They use a peculiar 
breathing technique called iso-
bue, or “sea whistle,” which is a 
piercing exhalation of breath af-
ter a dive so that their lungs can 
take in air quickly and also to let 
other divers know they are safe.

Today there are only 12 wom-

Teenagers from the Group of 
Seven major industrialized de-
mocracies  got together in Ku-
wana, Mie Prefecture, from 
April 22 to  28 and engaged in 
heated discussions on  global is-
sues at a Junior Summit. 

The “2016 Junior Summit in 
Mie” was related to the G-7 Ise-
Shima Summit due to be held 
May 26-27 in Shima. The main 
theme of the Junior Summit was 
“The planet for the next genera-
tion: environment and sustain-
able society,” with two sub-
themes,  “Coex istence  of 
environmental protection and 
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such as global warming. For in-
stance, rising sea temperatures 
prevent seaweed and plankton, 
both important food for Ise-ebi, 
from growing. 

Also, people find it difficult to 
make a living by fishing, and 
young people tend not to think 
positively about being fisher-

en working as ama divers at 
Wagu Fishing Port. Most of 
them have been diving  since 
they were 15 or 16 years old, and 
are now over 70. Seventy-five-
year-old Toyoko Anori said their 
long-held technique has been 
handed down from generation to 
generation. However, environ-

mental issues such as water pol-
lution have made it difficult for 
them to catch enough shellfish to 
make a living.

In 1972, there were 4,124 ama 
in Mie, but a lack of successors 
has caused the number to de-
crease gradually over the years. 
According to a survey, there 
were only 761 ama left in 2014. 
In an attempt to preserve the tra-
dition, there is a movement to 
register ama with the UNESCO 
Intangible Culture Heritage List.

Despite the difficulties they 
face, Anori, like her fellow ama 
divers, has no intention of quit-
ting anytime soon. “I am very 
proud of being an ama and be-
lieve that the sea has a charm 
you cannot express in words.”

economic development,” and 
“Toward a better society and a 
better world.”

At the end of the forum, the 
participants issued the “Kuwana 
Junior Communique,” outlining 
the outcomes of their debate 
about climate change, economic 
disparities, human resources de-
velopment and gender. They 
presented the document to 
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe on 
April 27 at his official residence 
in Tokyo, hoping that their pro-
posals will have a positive im-
pact on the Ise-Shima summit.

Of the four Japanese partici-

pants, two students were chosen 
from local high schools in Mie 
Prefecture. Haruki Inaba, one of 
the two, said, in an interview 
with The Yamasho Times, “On 
the first day, I found that other 
delegates spoke English very 
quickly and with a strong ac-
cent. So it was difficult to listen 
to it at first. But I got used to it 
gradually and I felt deep emo-
tion when we finally could issue 
the Kuwana Junior Communi-
que.”

Yamasho graduate is
enchanted by pearls

The beauty of pearls never 
fails to enchant people all over 
the world. But not many people 
know how these beautiful pearls 
are cultured. Yuiko Nakamura, 
a graduate of Ujiyamada Com-
mercial High School, was so be-
guiled by them that she decided 
to work for one of the pearl oys-
ter nurseries in Mie Prefecture.

The process of creating pearls 
takes a long time, Nakamura ex-
plained. First, the farmers must 
breed good shells from baby 
shells. In order to produce beau-
tiful pearls, it is necessary to 

men. “The aging of fishermen 
and a lack of successors are 
problems that need to be solved 
as soon as possible,” Nishizeko 
said.

Even under such severe cir-
cumstances, the Wagu fisher-
men continue to live with the 
sea, willing to face the many 
dangers they encounter in na-
ture. They said they hope to 
share with the next generation 
how attractive the sea is and 
pass on the traditional fishing 
methods that help protect the 
precious Ise-ebi and the envi-
ronment.

raise good-quality shells. It nor-
mally takes two years for the 
baby shells to mature. 

After implanting the nucleus, 
the oysters are suspended on 
strings under the sea from rafts. 
It takes another two years for the 
nucleus to grow into a good-
sized pearl. During the two 
years, farmers have to clean the 
oysters and make sure they are 
not damaged by severe weather, 
such as typhoons. Finally, the 
pearls are taken out of the oyster 
shells. This process, called 
hamaage, is always carried out 
in winter.

Nakamura said that during the 
process of culturing pearls, 
many oyster pearls die. What is 
worse, not all of the pearls taken 
out of the oysters are good 
enough to sell. Only 10 percent 
of all of the pearl oysters can 
produce cultured pearls of a high 
enough commercial quality. 
“That is why pearls are consid-
ered to be valuable and pre-
cious,” she said.

 “Before I started working 
here, I just thought pearls were 
beautiful things. However, now I 
know how rare and precious 
they are. I would like to pass 
down this technique of culturing 
pearls to the next generation,” 
she said.
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