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Status Report on the Sisterhood Park and its Cherry Blossoms

Kochi - Benguet Sisterhood Development Group: Chairman Hirofumi Yoshikawa

The year 2020 marks the 45th anniversary of the
establishment of the sisterhood exchange agreement between
Kochi and Benguet. We send a delegation to Benguet every 5
years in celebration of this agreement, but this year we hope to
schedule our next visit during a time when the cherry blossoms
in Benguet’s Sisterhood Park, in Atok, are in bloom.

In order to achieve this goal, during our last visit to Benguet
(from late November to early December 2019), we paid a visit
to the Sisterhood Park in order to ascertain the status of its
ongoing development. This report will go over the condition of
park facilities, as well as the growth of the cherry blossom trees
within the park.

Status of the Cherry Blossoms

Yukiwarizakura (P. introtsa) and Sendaiya (P. jamasakura)
were planted in the park. The Yukiwarizakura are thriving,
growing to be over two meters tall. The Sendaiya, however, are
growing slower, as the saplings were exposed to cold weather
and wind when they were smaller. Though the Yukiwairzakura
in the Philippines should bloom around the end of February, it
can take several years for plants to acclimate to new locations
after being moved from their original location. | believe the
Yukiwarizakura are still adjusting.

| have heard that cherry blossom viewing events could not be
held last year, as frost and strong winds blew the flowers away
soon after they bloomed.

Lodging House and Toilets

The lodging house located adjacent to the park, which has
become operational after finishing construction last year,
proved to be very convenient. In addition to the three guest
rooms, the facilities also include a dining room and a kitchen.

The lodging house should be able to hold meetings of up to 15
people at a time.

Though simple toilets were set up, they did not look very
nice. Utilizing money from the State Government’s budget, new
toilets and equipment to treat the dirty water coming from the
toilets and lodging house have been installed.

Park Tourism

The park is located approximately 2400 meters above sea
level, making its climate a special feature for Filipinos. Tourists
come to the park even during seasons when the flowers are not
in bloom. According to people who found out about the park
through social media, the cool climate and wondrous mountain
scenery is more than enough to make a visit to the park an
enjoyable experience. It was surprising to learn that information
pertaining to the park and cherry blossoms was being
successfully spread through social media not only in Japan, but
in the Philippines as well.

The Parking Lot and Access Road Expansion

The narrow access road that connects the park and the main
road is often flooded with tourists, which causes problems for
the local residents. There is talk about widening the current
parking lot, but if the access road is not widened, the influx of
tourists will continue to cause problems. While, in the short
term, making use of the lodging house parking lot solves issues
related to parking, it does not address the root of the problems.
Though the head of the Ministry of Agriculture had promised to
improve the access road, a recent change in leadership means
that the road to fixing these issues has gotten longer. It has
been concluded that it is necessary to gather the concerned
parties and start again from square one.
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Mr. Higashi and the Trainees (from left to right: Ms. Dolinas, Ms. Bagtangan, Ms. Dapnit, Ms. Abansi, and Ms. Lauro)
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A commemorative photo at the Sisterhood Park (far left: Chairman Yoshikawa)
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Visiting the Agricultural Trainees and Their
Workplace in Shimanto

Status Report on the Sisterhood Park
and its Cherry Blossoms J

AR« N5y PNIFIS TR E RS

Kochi-Benguet Sisterhood Development Group
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The view of the greenhouse from the workstation
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The two veteran trainees

remove unwanted buds and
adjust the stem spacing
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The three beginners start
with harvesting
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Mr. Higashi with a workstation made
in the Netherlands

Shimanto Town is located in the western part of Kochi Prefecture and was established through the merger of the
Kubokawa, Taisho, and Towa municipalities in 2006. The population of Shimanto Town is approximately 16,000
(November 2019), and it boasts the largest area of any municipality in Kochi at 642.3 km2. As of September 2019,
eight trainees from Benguet have been engaged in practical agricultural training in Shimanto Town.

| visited five female trainees at their workplace, Shimanto Mihara Farm. Although | have visited several
organizations offering practical agricultural training already, this visit radically changed my views on both
agriculture and practical agricultural training.

Soil-Free Farming

| was shown around Shimanto Mihara Farm by the owner Higashi Nobuo. We visited a 1.4 hectare greenhouse,
six meters high and used mainly to cultivate tomatoes for fresh consumption. Of the five trainees, Salibad Leah
Dolinas and Mateo Brenda Bagtangan (both from Bakun) started in March 2018, and Mandales Fathy Dapnit (from
Atok), Agyao Annamarie Abansi (from Kapangan), and Esteban Rachelyn Lauro (from Tublay) in October 2019.

My attention was initially occupied by the large size of the greenhouse, but was soon drawn to the red fruits
hanging, not from plants rooted in soil, but from roots and stems suspended in midair. This farming system was
imported into Kochi prefecture from Westland, in the Netherlands, via the Friendship Horticulture Agriculture
Agreement. Consistently producing high quality crops, it is a soil-free, temperature/humidity/carbon dioxide
concentration-controlled, next-generation farming operation. Just what kind of practical experience were the
trainees undergoing here?

Visiting the Agricultural Trainees and Their Workplace in Shimanto

Kochi International Association: Yoshida Susumu, Manager

Farm work = Hard labor

While the trainees at organizations | had visited thus far were mostly male, those at Shimanto Mihara Farm were
all female. This surprised me at first, but watching their training made me realize how much it was in fact oriented
specifically towards female trainees. Automated workbenches carried all the heavy loads so there was none of the
hard labor that normally accompanies farm work. As well as harvesting, the trainees remove unwanted buds from
plants, adjust the height of overgrown stems, adjust the spacing between stems, and select and pack fruit. There
is almost none of the repetitive standing and sitting commonly found in farm work. Mr. Higashi also claims that
women perform this kind of work better, as it is less physically demanding but requires greater attention to detail.

Unlike the early morning starts common to other farm work, the trainees’ start is at 8 a.m. and their work finishes
at 5 p.m., almost like a typical company employee. It seems the trainees take weekends and public holidays off
too, which they spend shopping or doing laundry, sometimes going out of town to visit friends from their
hometowns. | got the impression that they are enjoying their lives in Kochi.

Living in an environment with a different language and culture, | am sure they must also face many difficulties.
Nevertheless, as | left the farm, | was filled with hope that they would be able to get the most out of the remainder
of their training, surrounded by the staff who work with them, especially the kindly smiling Mr. Higashi.



