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Young Workers, Aging Laborers
Giving Old Kotobuki a New Life

=l EHED [ Ryl TED. HregEI<boHE»

REOWLE, KROE rElEE
¥, HEVWABENESTERE
HADS < EFXBMRTOFH T,
EROEBILIEATD, BRE

ECBIEMELEL. BOEOHR.

DEWEEINTELBOROREE
3. WTONPOEESIT, Hgo
RIBMELHLEBRAEEARTD
WO BB EIRD I,

By Hiroshi Matsubara
Asahi Weekly

nee a vibrant hotbhed of

cheap inns for day labor-

ers during Japan’s post-
war development era, the Kotobuki
district in Yokohama's Naka Ward
now seems a haven for older people
who stand and chat on the streets
all day long.

But if one looks closely, signs of the
district’s ongoing metamorphosis
become visible on every street corner
— in the herds of foreign tourists,
flowerpots on corners and young
employees working alongside former
laborers at restaurants and welfare
facilities.

One such example is the “Colum-
bus” okonomiyaki (Japanese pan-
cake) restaurant, located just outside
the district, one of three major day
laborer communities in Japan, along
with Sanya in Tokyo and Kamga-
saki in Osaka.

Starting this month, former labor-
ers will work in partnership with
young workers —  all school
dropouts who once spent reclusive
lives in their homes — in the
kitchen and hall serving okonomi-
vaki. The restaurant, opened in
November, is operated by a group of
venture companies and nonprofit
organizations that assist school
dropouts.

The project is designed to employ
aging day laborers at a workplace
less physically demanding than con-
struction sites or factories, said
Mami Iwamoto, director of the
group.

She added that Kotobuki’s care-
free atmosphere and tradition of
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mutual assistance makes it
an ideal place for young
dropouts to rehabilitate
themselves before re-enter-
ing the real world.
“Kotobulki has a long his-
tory of accepting the
socially vulnerable and
capacity to aceept young
people who find it difficult
to live in an increasingly
competitive mainstream
society,” Iwamoto said.
Residents of Kotobuki
live in some 120 cheap inns
crammed into the area.
These residents, once ma-
nual laborers at construe-
tion sites, factories and
doclzs in and around Yoko-
hama, are now approaching
the twilights of their lives.
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More than half of the
6,300 long-term occupants
of cheap inns are estimated
to be aged 60 or older, and
about 4,900 receive public
welfare assistance due to
aging or chronic illness,
according to the Yokohama
city office.

With those too aged to
live alone moving to nurs-
ing homes and other facilities, the
number of long-term residents also
dropped by 100 in the past decade,
city officials said.

Now threatened by declining oceu-
pancy rates, inn owners are scram-
bling to attract new customers,
including thrifty business travelers
and foreigners who want cheaper
accommodations amid the rising
yen.

Young members of local NPOs,
who have long worked in the district
to provide affordable meals, free
clothing and recreational events to
former day laborers, also are assist-
ing the transformation.

In early December, Gustav Axland,
a 24-year-old Swedish backpacker,
checked into a typical cheap inn
room, meaguring three tatami mats,
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at the Yokohama Hostel Village
office in Kotobuki.

In a joint venture with four local
inn operators, the office, set up by
local college students and NPO
members in 2005, manages and
rents out 70 hotel rooms to tourists
for ¥3,000 a night.

“As soon as I got in this area, [ felt
(it is) a little bit like a ghetto, but the
room, location and staff workers are
all nice for the price,” Axland said.

“I never stay in a place like here
in Europe or the United States, but
because this is Japan and it is safe,
I wouldn't mind staying here.”

In its peak month of August, the
company last year served 556 cus-
tomers, including 236 foreigners
from 27 countries.

Initially, it attracted only about
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100 customers a month, the group
officials said.

Stimulated by the hostel village’s
sucecess, other inns have also reno-
vated their interiors and posted
Internet ads to attract new cus-
tomers.

Many inn operators have also
installed flower and plant pots on
street corners, while some have even
turned empty roofs into grass-filled
flower gardens.
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Last March, the operators of the
decades-old Hamamatsu-so inn
refurbished their fourth and fifth
floors in traditional Japanese style,
and renamed it the catchy “Zen” to
attract tourists.

The occupation rate has jumped
from about 60 percent to 95 percent,
said manager Kosetsu Iwamoto.

“With former day laborers rapidly
aging, inns now need costly overhaul
to make it barrier free, such as the
installation of elevators, and owners
who cannot afford extensive reform
have no choice but to attract new
clients,” Iwamoto said.

“So far, things have turned out
very successful, thanks possibly to
the fading negative image of Kotobu-
ki in recent years.”

What has helped Kotobuki shed
its negative image is years of effort
by NPO workers and day laborers to
improve the area’s living conditions.

At the restaurant Sanagi Shoku-
do, opened by a group of college stu-
dents in 2002, NPO workers and
laborers staff the kitchen to offer
nutritional hot meals at affordable
prices from ¥300.

With the help of food donations
from convenience store chain Law-
son Inc. and individual monetary
donations, the restaurant now plans
to extend bento delivery services for
residents who are too aged or ill to
leave their rooms.

As at the okonomiyaki restaurant
Columbus, the increasing number of
young societal dropouts also work at
local hotels on cleaning crews.

A 65-year-old former dock worker
admitted that he did not like to see
so many outsiders coming to the
area, claiming that he has seen
people staring at him curiously
throughout his life.

“But I came to realize that a lot of
people actually care about us, and it
is something very rewarding when
you get old,” he said.
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