A Sense of Discovery

Planners seeking a juxtaposition of business and international flavor should turn to Japan, which boasts unique meeting facilities and a dynamic yet historic culture.

By Gary Singh


Japan offers the most pleasantly puzzling combination of opposites found anywhere: tradition and modernity, intimacy and distance, tranquility and chaos. Adventurers have descended upon the country ever since Marco Polo first waxed poetic about it centuries ago. Just about every foreigner who visits Japan develops his or her own explanation of how intriguing the country is.


Meeting planners who aren’t familiar with Japan will be happy to know that not only is it one of the safest places in the world, it’s also completely accessible and—believe it or not—sometimes affordable. Right now airfares to Japan are cheaper than they've ever been. The country's economy is going through deflation, so prices are coming down and the exchange rate of the yen to the dollar is quite favorable, all adding up to reasonable costs. Japan holds more international meetings than any other country in Asia and the number of foreign participants in those meetings has risen steadily over the past ten years.


"Most meeting and incentive planners know that Japan is no longer as expensive as it used to be," says Bruce Kanfer, Director of Marketing and Sales for the Japan Convention Bureau in New York. "Prices in Japanese cities are now comparable to other major cities all over the world, and in some cases cheaper."


When it comes to language, there will always be a barrier in a foreign country—of course—but all of Japan's 49 International Convention Cities offer some sort of translation services. Japan also has over 47,000 English-fluent Goodwill Guides, who offer tourists and meeting planners free tours (see sidebar). In addition, English is compulsory for all Japanese people beginning in the seventh grade and it's not uncommon for younger folk to help out foreigners. "When you're on the street, a little lost and in need of directions," says Kanfer, "if a Japanese person can't help you due to language, he or she will most certainly take you to someone who can. That's what happens in Japan."


Throw in a service infrastructure that shatters all expectations and Japan makes for a wholly satisfying international location for meeting and incentive planners. "The onsite service is absolutely fantastic," says Mary Russell, President & CEO of Hamilton Group Meeting Planners, Inc., who regularly plans meetings all over Asia. "For example, hotel staff man the doors to ballrooms during entire meetings, quietly opening and closing the door for people who arrive late or need a break. They're polite, gracious and willing to please.”

Tokyo/Yokohama


Tokyo is by far the ultimate Asian metropolis and it hardly makes sense to even call it just one city. It's more like 20 cities within a city and one can easily spend a lifetime exploring the intensity and dynamism of the place. Just a few of its many cities include the world-renowned Ginza shopping district, the ecstatic nightlife haven of Roppongi, the skyscrapers and sleaze joints of Shinjuku, the high-end hotels and eateries of Akasaka, and the new "Rainbow Town" on Tokyo Bay.


For foreign visitors, everything of interest is close to public transportation, but sometimes it can be crazy trying to find an exact location because most of the streets don't have names. Even the taxi drivers, clad in pristine white gloves, often ask other people for directions. If you're taking a taxi, show the driver where your destination is on the map. Don't just rely on the address.


Tokyo's convention and meeting facilities are world-class and for those meeting planners who want the best, The Tokyo International Forum and the Tokyo Big Sight International Exhibition Center are, without exaggeration, "over the top."


And if you're out on the town, Tokyo soaks in bars and restaurants. If Japanese food doesn’t turn you on, have no fear, as just about every cuisine imaginable exists in Tokyo somewhere. Italian food, for example, is huge in Japan. Whether it's a steamy $5 bowl of noodles from a side-alley vendor or a calculated epicurean feast on a rooftop, Tokyo has it.


Just a 30-minute train ride from Tokyo will plant you in the vibrant port city of Yokohama. A longstanding home of international trade, Yokohama is a thriving urban landscape still reaping the benefits of the 2002 World Cup Soccer final last summer. Yokohama's Minato Mirai 21 district, which translates as "Future Harbor of the 21st Century," sits right on the waterfront and is home to the gargantuan Pacifico Yokohama convention facility. One of the largest of its kind in the world, Pacifico is capable of holding three simultaneous conventions of 1000 people each or any type of smaller gathering one could imagine. Also right on the water are the luxurious facilities of Yokohama's Grand Intercontinental Hotel, Royal Park Hotel and Pan Pacific Hotel, all of which offer a wealth of meeting options and world-class service.


"The day we departed the Pan Pacific," said Russell, "15 of the staff including the General Manager lined up to present the departing guests an origami package with chocolate inside. Then they all stood and waved until the buses disappeared from the site. Attendees still talk about that departure.”


Using the Minato Mirai 21 neighborhood of Yokohama as a meeting destination is perfect. It's a place that resonates in the hearts of many Japanese while simultaneously being one of the most Westernized places in the country. From here you can take a quick trip to Kamakura, an ancient military capital, tourist hot-spot and home to the 44-foot tall Great Buddha statue "Daibutsu." Yokohama also is home to Japan's largest Chinatown, with nine monolithic red and yellow gated entrances.

Kansai Region: Kyoto/Nara/Osaka


Tradition exists side by side with modernity in the Kansai region more than any other region in Japan. Amidst pinnacles of technology you'll find deep cultural heritage. Literally, the old meets the new in Kansai. Everything that is Japanese civilization can eventually be traced back to this locality.


Highlighting the region is Kyoto, which provides a sensory experience like no other city. In addition to its 2000 temples and shrines and its gentile, refined character, Kyoto is known for the ultimate in Japanese cuisine experience: kaiseki ryori. In this poetic form of slow Japanese gourmet, every minute detail—the artwork on the soup bowls, the flower arrangements, the textures and colors of the food, the gardens outside, the sounds and aromas—are all calculated parts of the experience. In Japan, and especially in Kyoto, everything is harmoniously interrelated—gardening, poetry, food, painting, tea ceremonies, fashion and architecture—all interpenetrating one another in an aesthetic mixture of art, philosophy and religion. 


Navigating Kyoto is simple because the main part of it, unlike other Japanese cities, is laid out in a grid. Plus, more often than not the locals are happy to guide you if you get lost. However, getting lost is exactly what you want to do in Kyoto, as it boasts a number of leisurely, elegant, side street strolls. A great part of town to wander around aimlessly is the Gion entertainment district, where you just might see Geisha girls out and about. This area is also close to the famed oriental antique shops on Shinmonzen and Furumonzen Streets. Kyoto was Japan's capital for over a millennium, and numerous writers—from Japan’s first Nobel Laureate Yasunari Kawabata to the contemporary American scribe Arthur Golden—have carried on about its elegance. For tourists, Kyoto offers a plethora of things to do, (Don't miss Kinkaku-ji, the Golden Pavilion), but stray  off the beaten path as much as possible. It's worth it.


For meetings, Kyoto has everything. If you want an intimate gathering with the utmost hospitality or a gargantuan state-of-the-art affair, Kyoto can deliver. In particular, the first national conference facility ever established in Japan was the enormous Kyoto International Conference Hall (KICH) in Northern Kyoto. Amidst ponds and towering greenery, it sits right across the way from the uniquely circular Takaragaike Prince Hotel, which has its own impressive meeting facilities. The Conference Hall is also right at the Kokusaikaikan Subway Station, enabling meeting attendees quick access to the main part of Kyoto. It makes for a picturesque location still close enough to the main city.


An even older Japanese capital is Nara, also a sightseer's Mecca and a logical spot for meeting planners who desire even more of the quintessential old/new combo. Nara, then called Heijyo-kyo, was the capital of Japan from 710-784 and to this day it remains the country's best place to relish in ancient Japaneseness. The Nara Convention Bureau will even arrange for a performance of traditional gagaku court music at your event, if you wish. The ultramodern Nara Centurial Hall, with a wide variety of meeting options, was completed in 1998.


While Kyoto and Nara give you a glimpse into Japan’s past, the vast metropolis of Osaka—Japan's second business center after Tokyo—showcases where Japan is going in the future. Osaka can seem brutish on the surface, but it is a dynamic place, proud of its local cuisine and bubbling with commerce. Osaka is the second major gateway into Japan and home to the world's largest airport terminal, situated on a manmade island. An utterly spectacular post-meeting event would be a trip to the Floating Garden Observatory (Kuchu Teien Tenbodai), 170 meters above ground level in 39th and 40th floors of the Umeda Sky Building, which gives a commanding 360 degree panoramic view of the entire Kansai region.


While the major cities in Japan offer the entire spectrum of possibilities, there also exists an alternative network of sites that might even better suit the needs of meeting planners. 

Off the beaten path


If any place in Japan can be considered "off the beaten path," it's Shikoku Island's gateway municipality of Takamatsu. In fact, many Japanese will be puzzled upon hearing that a foreigner would even want to go there at all. They consider it out in the boondocks. However, with its brand new port facilities, convention center and variety of oddball side trips, Takamatsu just might be a hidden treasure for meeting planners.


Just an hour flight from Tokyo or a spectacular ride across the Seto Ohashi Bridge—the longest one in the world carrying both cars and trains—will easily get meeting attendees to this city. From there, you can check out Ritsurin Park, one of the most visually striking traditional gardens in all of Japan, designed by Lord Ikoma nearly four centuries ago. Day trips include quick ferry rides to many of the nearby islands including Shodoshima, where you’ll find gourmet olives and Asia's largest peacock zoo. The countless number of small islands that dot this area of the Seto Inland Sea, as well as the area’s Mediterranean climate, have earned it the nickname, “Japan’s Aegean Sea,” and it is quite possibly the most unspoilt place in all of Japan.


If you’d rather not wander that far from the big cities, take the Tokyo Wan Aqualine across the bay to the city of Kisarazu, another off-the-beaten-path locale. Nestled in the green hillside of the Boso Peninsula, Kisarazu's main facility for meeting planners is the Kazusa Arc (Kazusa Akademia Center), home to the world's first institute specializing in DNA research. Like Takamatsu, Kisarazu is a hidden treasure.


Dr. Robert King, Director of Conference Services for the American Academy of Advertising, brought his group to Kisarazu in 2001 and is returning this month. "I spent 40 years of my life teaching university students how difficult it is to do business with the Japanese," he explained. "But in Kisarazu I never felt for a moment that I was negotiating with an inflexible bureaucracy. The personal chemistry was truly unbelievable. At the conclusion of the conference our members asked me two questions, one, how did you find this great place, and two, when can we come again?"


Then there's Nagano, the site of the 1998 Winter Olympics. Because it’s situated right at the bottom of the Japan Alps and close to rivers, lakes and hot springs, Nagano hits home with nature lovers. The city is a kickoff point for several unusual excursions—everything from the horseradish fields of the Azumino plains to the wild snow monkeys bathing in the Kambayashi Hot Spring in the Jigokudani valley. The area is also a skier’s paradise during the winter. Nagano will interest meeting planners, because, due to the Olympics, it's home to some of the newest and most ultramodern event venues, hotels and meeting facilities in the country.


Ultimately, the Japanese experience will etch lasting memories in meeting planners’ minds. Experts agree that when bringing a meeting to Japan, it's best to go through someone who is already familiar with doing business there because the Japanese are very relationship-oriented people. 


“Negotiate the contract carefully,” Russell cautions. “Especially the cost of the meeting room rental. People focus on the cost of the sleeping room, and they never even think that the cost of the meeting space is more. And a site inspection is absolutely essential.”


Kanfer adds that Japan has excellent DMCs, many with representation here in the United States, and all of whom are quite experienced. So even if you can’t conduct a site inspection, use an experienced and reputable DMC.

SIDEBAR

Japan has over 47,000 Systematized Goodwill Guides (SGG), who offer free English-language tours to foreign visitors and tourists. Mostly college students, housewives and retired folks, they're spread out in 56 different groups all over Japan. Some of them have pre-set tour itineraries to certain places, and some will make arrangements per your request. All you have to do is call the agency and they will set everything up. Their services are completely free of charge, but you will have to cover their meals if you eat with them, or pay for their admission to tourist facilities if you go places where there's a charge. They make excellent tour guides and they bend over backwards to arrange any post or pre-meeting sightseeing trip you desire.

Michi Juteau, a marketing assistant at the International Language Institute in Halifax, Nova Scotia, spent two years as a Goodwill Guide in Takamatsu. “The reward was meeting people from all over the world,” she said. “And helping people and becoming a bridge between cultures.”

