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Sansai Interview 

(Conducted on November 8, 2022) 

S: Dr. Hitoshi Shinjo 
:Interviewer 

Dr. Hitoshi Shinjo at his office 

I entered the room in place of PhD students from Malawi, 
Africa, who had had a meeting with Dr. Shinjo. 

 Thank you very much for your time today. 

 You are researching in Africa and other areas, but 
what were you like when you were young? 
S: Unlike Dr. Nishikawa (the first interviewee), I grew up 
in the city and had almost no contact with nature. I was 
born and raised in Takatsuki City, Osaka, and went to the 
junior high and high school, where most students 
intended to proceed to universities. Although I belonged 
to the track and field club, and liked exercise outside, I 
did little contact with nature or farm work.  

 It's completely different from now. 
S: That's right. It was completely different.  

 That's unexpected. 
S: I lived without thinking much when I was young. I 
enjoyed school, but I didn't actively pay attention to 
matters outside the school life. 

 What made you decide to study at the Faculty of 
Agriculture at Kyoto University? 
S: It was a very impure motive. It was said that it was 
easier to get a job in the sciences than in the humanities, 
and because I was a contrarian, I didn't want to proceed 
to the areas where other people wanted. I was not so good 
at physics, which is required in the Faculty of Science and 
the Faculty of Engineering, so I applied to the Faculty of 
Agriculture. It was a very reluctant reason. 

 But it gives courage to many students. 

S: It was around the latter half of the 1980s when I 
enrolled in the Department of Agricultural Chemistry in 
the Faculty of Agriculture. This department has dealt 
with biotechnology, which was in vogue and was 
flourishing tremendously at that time. So, I thought I 
wouldn't have trouble finding a job (laughs). 
That's why I enrolled in agricultural chemistry. From the 
time I entered university, I was somehow interested in 
how society works, but I felt like I would prefer a 
university where I could get a job, so I entered the 
university. 

 It's just before the employment ice age, right? 
S: Yes, it was bubble boom. But at that time, I didn't think 
about anything like that, and I didn't know that there was 
a graduate school after the undergraduate course until I 
entered the university. When I entered the university, I 
met a senior in graduate school and thought, "Oh, there 
are people who like studying so much." 

 Did you become interested in plant nutrition and soil 
science after you were at the third year of the university? 
S: That's right. Well, I was most interested in soil science. 
I entered the Department of Agricultural Chemistry 
without knowing much about the soil science  laboratory, 
and at that time, as I told you earlier, molecular biology 
and biotechnology were becoming mainstream in 
agricultural chemistry, but the laboratory that was still 
doing research directly involved in agriculture was this 
soil science. Although most wanted to go to 
biotechnology, I thought that wasn't for me. 
The professor in the laboratory at that time was Professor 
Kazutake Kyuma, and when I took his classes, I thought 
there was something romantic about it, so I joined the soil 
laboratory as a fourth-year student. The faculties were 
working overseas, and I also thought it looked interesting. 

 After that, did you go to graduate school for a master's 
degree and doctorate? 
S: That's right. At that time, it was still difficult for 
graduate students to research abroad in the soil science 
laboratory, so in the master's program, I was beginning to 
understand why the black spots on the white shaft of 
Chinese cabbage, called “Goma-sho” (Physiological 
disorder with the sesame like spots),  were formed. It was 
not disease, but caused by some poor conditions in the 
soil. I was conducting research to investigate them in 
more detail. I was doing it at a farmer’s filed at Sugadaira 
in Nagano Prefecture with the help of a researcher of 
Nagano.  
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Traditional book shelves 

 So you were actually growing Chinese cabbage? What 
aspect of the soil did you control in an experiment? 
S: The factor I was considering was soil sterilization. It 
was said that it (black spots) tends to appear when there 
is a lot of nitrogen in the soil. When the soil is sterilized 
to prevent from the crop failure due to continuous 
cropping, the microorganisms die, which become food 
for the surviving microorganisms and release nitrogen 
into the soil. I hypothesized that it would not be good for 
the Chinese cabbage to have nitrogen come out rapidly. 
My original idea was that nitrogen released upon soil 
sterilization would cause this disorder. So, I borrowed a 
farmer’s field for the trial to randomly arrange the plots 
with and without soil sterilization and with different 
amount of fertilizer. Then, I examined how the amount of 
nitrogen in the soil changed over time, finally cracked 
Chinese cabbage to observe how much the black spots 
were produced and interpreted the relationship between 
soil nitrogen and severity of the disorder . 

 It's a design of experiments. I'm familiar with it 
(laughs). 
S: It's a simple method, but that's what I have done.  

 Does sterilization produce release nitrogen in a short 
time? 
S: Yes. Even if soil is sterilized, all the microorganisms 
do not die, and a few would survive. Compared to the 
rather general microorganisms, the nitrifying bacteria 
that can convert ammonium to nitrate recovers a bit 
slowly, and it takes about one month to full recovery 
while other bacteria do quickly. Then, there is a state 
where ammonium is released but is not converted to 
nitrate, and black spots are more likely to be produced in 
that state.  

 So soil sterilization affected badly? 
S: It seems to have affected. In the end, I could only go 
that far, and I didn't know how the ammonium would be 
absorbed and it would cause the black spots.  

 So why did you become a Japan Overseas Cooperation 
Volunteer (JOCV) in Syria? 
S: At that time, Dr. Ueru Tanaka was an assistant 
professor in the laboratory, and had been a JOCV. Dr. 
Tanaka encouraged me to join JOCV. What I was 
interested in was recruitment in Syria. I didn't want to go 
to Syria, but it was Syria by chance that had an offer 
where I could use my specialty as the soil scientist in my 
master's degree. 

 For 3 years?  
S: 3 years, yes. The original plan was for two years, and 
I extended it by one year.  

 Did you suddenly go to Syria when you had hardly 
been abroad until then? 
S: It's almost like that. When I finished my master's 
degree, I went to Thailand for only one month to help 
Professor Funakawa investigate slash-and-burn farming. 
If I couldn't join the JOCV, I was supposed to researcha 
about the slash-and-burn farming. 

 When was that? 
S: It was '93.  It's '93-'96.  

 Did you work on soil there? 
S: That's right. I thought activity at Syria was interesting 
because I would be dispatched to the International Center 
for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA), 
one of the international agricultural research institutes in 
developing countries. Famous examples of them are the 
International Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in the 
Philippines and the wheat and maize research institute, 
called CIMMYT, in Mexico. These international research 
institutes have contributed to the so-called Green 
Revolution by releasing high-yielding varieties in each 
mandate region.  
Since the origin of wheat is in West Asia and North 
Africa, the headquarters of ICARDA happened to be in 
Syria, it targets wheat breeding, bean breeding, and 
pastoral improvement in that region. There happened to 
be a researcher who was dispatched from a Japanese 
research institute to ICARDA, and he wanted a student to 
work as an assistant, so he was recruiting the JOCVs. 
That's why it's a little different from ordinary JOCV. 

 While you were students at Kyoto University, did you 
also join the JOCV? 
S: No, I took a leave of absence. That researcher form 
Japan told me to examine how much soil erosion took 
place and to assess the risk of soil erosion in a certain area. 
When soil is lost due to erosion, the soil fertility would 
decrease. He wanted me to survey for providing materials 
to consider, for example, leaving trees or hedges to 
prevent soil erosion in areas prone to erosion, to control 
soil erosion. 

 Did you analyze nitrogen and phosphorus in the 
activities conducted in the field? 
S: I created plots in the target area and measured how 
much soil flows from the plots during the rainy season.  

 You actually measured it, didn't you? 
S: Yes, I did that for about two years.  
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While doing that in the rainy seasons, I evaluated the soil 
aggregate stability to identify its controlling factor. 

 So you were not only doing chemistry but also physics. 
S: That's right. I didn't measure many nutrients in 
ICARDA, and I brought back a lot of soil samples to 
Japan after the three years and analyzed it.  

 Did you mainly analyze nitrogen and phosphorus? 
S: Yes, mainly nitrogen and phosphorus. The soil that 
flows is finer than the soil that is still on the fields. The 
fine ones have more nutrients, so the concentrations of 
nitrogen and phosphorus were slightly higher in the 
flowing ones. However, I couldn't go into detail about 
nutrients at that time. 

Experimental laboratory 

 You're currently working in Malawi, right? 
S: Well, mainly in Malawi.  

 What was it like to meet Malawi? 
S: I worked in Syria for three years and got my doctor's 
degree based on that after many years to complete my 
degree. Then, when I was thinking about what to do, Dr. 
Ueru Tanaka kindly invited me to a project starting in 
Africa, saying that it was the similarly dry land as Syria, 
so why don't you try the dry land in Africa as well? I 
started going to dry areas of Africa around 2001. At first, 
I went to Burkina Faso and Niger in West Africa, ad our 
main target was wind erosion. While I was doing that, I 
was invited to do research in Zambia by a researcher who 
was studying in Zambia. 
After that, I started my research in Namibia. In Niger and 
Burkina Faso, they grow a lot of millet called pearl millet, 
but their agriculture is a so-called traditional one that 
does not use machines and does everything manually. In 
Namibia, people grow the same pearl millet, but 
sometimes they use machines.  Because I was interested 
in how they differed, I started going to Namibia.  
Since I had originally specialized in soil science, as I 
traveled around Africa, I began to wonder how people 
could sustainably increase agricultural production. Our 
final goal is to propose to the local people what we have 

developed for sustainable crop production. But as I do it, 
I have come to realize that the people living here do not 
live only with agriculture. In the end, I came to think that 
if we didn't understand the whole life there, we wouldn't 
know what kind of technology was good for them. 
Namibia and Niger are very dry, and there is little rain 
every year, and no way to know if it will rain properly. In 
terms of agricultural production, they are very tough 
places, so everyone has some kind of job that supports 
their livelihood other than agriculture. I thought it would 
be difficult to resonate with such people if I told them that 
the proposing technology would increase production. It's 
so-called opportunity cost. When thinking about what to 
invest small resources in a really tough region, things 
other than agriculture would be more important. In such 
a place, I felt it would not work even if I told them that 
agricultural production would increase by doing the 
proposing technology. But that's my specialty, so I 
wondered if I could do research in a region where people 
more focus on agriculture, or if they have to do, and I 
came up with the idea of studying in Malawi.  
Malawi is landlocked and has little mining resources, but 
is closed to the Rift Valley, and the soil is relatively rich. 
The population density is quite high in Africa, and I 
expected there are people who work hard in agriculture 
and they would accept the new technology when I 
proposed it. Then, it was in 2017 that I started going there. 

 So that leads to the students from Malawi, who were 
in the room before this interview. 
S: It connects, yes.  

 It's like a comprehensive consultant for Africans. 
Shinjo: I have not been able to do anything 
comprehensive. (laughs) 

 When I went to Vietnam with you, I remembered that 
you were doing that, and now that I think about it, I think 
that I was working with someone who had a tremendous 
experience. (laughs) 

 Please tell us if there are any moments that you find 
fun or rewarding. 
S: Yes... I make a hypothesis and study what might be 
like this, and I feel like it seldom goes well, but that's fun. 
It's interesting to think about the reason, think again about 
the hypothesis that this is the case, try it, and gradually 
get closer to the truth in that way.  

 Mr. Habu (of shogi) also said that. If he does 
something simple, it's not fun. 
S: That's right. In Africa, there are some things difficult 
to apply to the common sense of Japanese people, and 
that is interesting. It's not that this is good and this is bad, 
it's that they must have their own logic, and I just don't 
understand it. I don't understand parts of it when I hear 
that, so it's fun to take action, look at their response, and 
see if it works or not. 

 Do you talk about such things in your special classes 
at Zeze High School? 
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S: The class... I don't go that far, but I tell them not to take 
what is written in the textbook so seriously. (laughs) 

 Oh, that's convincing (laughs) Thank you.  

Pyrolysis-Gas Chromatography-Mass spectrometry 

 If there are any recent achievements that you would 
like to share, could you introduce them concisely? 
S: Well, something... It's still a hypothesis, but I'm 
currently involved in the project of using human waste as 
fertilizer in Malawi. In Africa, unlike in Japan, human 
waste has never been used, so there is physiological 
disgust, and some say that African people don't do it. But 
that's not the case so far, and some are using it actually. 
Maybe others hate it, and don't use. It's just a way of 
presenting it, and I don't think we need to take it so 
seriously.  Because the current inflation, and soaring oil 
prices, has also raised the price of chemical fertilizer, 
they have accepted the use of human waste in the place 
of the chemical fertilizer. Therefore, I think that if our 
proposing technology can remain as stock, people may 
take it even if it is not done now. It is important to think 
about the history, but even if they haven’t done it before, 
they have responded flexibly under current situation.  

 Please tell us if there is anything you keep in mind 
when conducting research with students. 
S: I try not to give an answer. Ask them to think. I would 
like them to think about what kind of experiment they are 
going to do at the beginning. In reality, I can't follow it 
when the deadline approaches (laughs). I wanted to put 
up with it until the last minute.  

 Please tell us if there are any interesting books or 
contents that you have read recently. 
S: It's "How to Talk to People in Developing Countries", 
not a very major book. When I couldn't go abroad 
because of covid-19, I was supposed to start a JICA 
project in Malawi, which was kept postponed. At that 
time, when I was studying how developed countries are 
involved in development aid, I read the book, which was 
amazing. For example, when we have something 
unknown, we are tempted to ask the people the reason, 
but we don't get a real answer. They would reply the 
answer that is convenient for us or them. This book will 
tell us how to interview them. In addition to such an 
interview technique, it also writes that it is important as 
they answer, it makes them realize what they lacked, and 
how they should change their behavior. It tells us not to 
persuade but make them aware.  

 Do you have any message for those who want to do 
research in GSGES? 
S: I think many prospective students for GSGES aim to 
solve global environmental problems. To do so, we 
would first identify the problem and think about how to 
address it, but this approach is different from that of 
academia. It's fine to cherish that kind of aspiration, but I 
want them to do research with an emphasis on what they 
want to know.  
I didn't think my current research would take place 20 
years ago. I just wanted to deal with a particular research 
topic that was interesting to me at that time, and that 
research topic became a little clearer, and my interest 
changed while I was studying. It is not at all that I have 
been doing to address one issue that was identified 20 
years ago. Some say vision is important, but even if they 
don't have much of it, if they are like to be involved in 
addressing the global environment issues and want to do 
this kind of research, please join us.  

 Thank you very much. You say that if you have 
something passionate at that time, it will be linked in the 
long run. 
S: Yes. When I look back on what I have done,  Oh, this 
is what actually happened to me, and no matter what I 
was interested in, in the end, there is nothing wasted.  

 Thank you very much for your time today. 

 (Interviewer: Shuhei Tanaka)
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Event 
  

(September 2, 2022) 
 By Shuhei Tanaka, Associate Professor, GSGES 

The 1st Global Sansai Gakurin Konwakai of AY 
2022 was held on September 2, 2022.  The Global Sansai 
Gakuin Konwakai is a series of study meetings within 
GSGES and it has been held for many years.  The topic 
was “Exchange of Opinions on the Post-COVID 
Education at GSGES”   

The topic was chosen to provide an opportunity 
to revive GSGES activities in the next academic year by 
sharing experiences with many members of the faculty in 
light of the fact that GSGES's unique activities have had 
difficulties being shared with newcomers due to the 
voluntary suspension of activities during the COVID 
pandemic.  

Professor Shinya Funakawa gave an opening 
speech.  Afterward, presentations were given by Dr. 
Hitoshi Shinjo, followed by Dr. Shuhei Tanaka. In 
response to these two presentations, various questions 
and comments were raised by the participants, and a 
lively discussion took place. 

2022 1 9 2
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(October 15, 2022) 
By Shinichiro Ito, Assistant Professor, GSGES 

On October 15, 2022, GSGES hosted the 42nd Global 
Environment Forum Entitled “Recent Progress in 
Polymer Chemistry for Sustainable Society” in a hybrid 
manner, combining onsite and Zoom webinar. A total of 
91 people participated in the event. Three speakers 
introduced their efforts on novel polymer synthesis and 
discussed current issues and prospects. 

 

2022 10 15
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Zoom 

91  

Invitation to 42th Global Environmental Forum 
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Awards 

Six members of GSGES have received rewards between July 2022 and Dec. 2022  

1 Jul 4, 2022: Kumie Hattori (Researcher, GSGES);
IVR / Young Scholar Prize

2 Aug 19, 2022: Yuqi Zhang (Doctoral Student, 
GSGES); International Conference of Asian-Pacific 
Planning Societies, 2022 / Best Presentation Award 

Best Presentation AWARD 

3 Sep 16, 2022: Gugi Yogaswara (Master Student,  
GSGES); ADB–JSP Thesis of the Year Award 2022 
Workshop / ADB-JSP Thesis of the year Award 2022  

4 Nov 12, 2022: Kyoichiro Takashima (Master Student, 
GSGES); The Future of Kyoto Award / The Future of 
Kyoto Award Rethink 

5 Dec 1, 2022: Environmentally-friendly Industries for 
Sustainable Development; Japan Society of Civil 
Engineers 

6 Dec 21, 2022: Kanon Tanaka (Master Student, 
GSGES); Kyoto City / Kyoto Environmental Prize-
Encouragement Award 

1 2022 7 4
Young 

Scholar Prize The Third Party’s Duty of 
Justice: Combatting Grave Human Rights Violations

2 2022 8 19 Yuqi Zhang
International Conference of Asian-Pacific 

Planning Societies, 2022 Best Presentation Award

3 2022 9 16 Gugi Yogaswara
ADB–JSP Thesis of the Year Award 

2022 Household Water Management in 
Rural and Peri-Urban Areas in Vietnam and Indonesia  

4 2022 11 12
The Future of Kyoto Award Rethink

 

5 2022 12 1
59

Estimation of
historical deposition behaviors of per- and
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFASs) in sediments from
Lake Biwa

6 2022 12 21
4 20

 

 
Sansai Newsletter No.31  
2023 5 1 15  

 
 SANSAI Newsletter   

 
TEL: +81-75-753-5630  

SANSAI Newsletter is accessible on GSGES  
HP.  
http://www.ges.kyoto-u.ac.jp/activities/ 
publicity/sansai-newsletter  


