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Vermont-
Japan
Economic Ties

Where's the beef?
By Erik Esckilsen
) espite high hopes, and
awell-publicized trip to
the Land of the Rising
Sun by Governor Madeleine
Kunin, the economic payoff
of efforts to develop a Vermont-
Japan trade link have not ma-
terialized.
It was more than twa
years ago that Kunin
last visited Koji Akizawa at

the old Sumitomo Building in
Osaka, Japan. Akizawa had

recently been appointed chief’

liaison officer for Vermont by
Hosai Hyuga, then chairman
of the board of the powerful
Sumitomo Metals Company.
The appointment was adirect
result of a meeting between
Hyuga and Governor Kunin
in May of 1985, when both
received honorary degrees of
jurisprudence from St. Mi-
chael's College.

As chief liaison officer,
Akizawa would bear nearly
full responsibility for promot-
ing Vermont exports and the
state itself as a potential invest-

ment site to Japanese com-
panies—a goodwill gesture
that would suddenly cast the
Green Mountain State into the
rapidly growing pool of state

governments working to devel -

op closer industrial ties with

Japan despite worsening trade -
tensions at the national level. -

The situation seemed ide-
al, Utilizing the vast network
of the Sumitomo Group—one
of Japan's largest corporate
grogmings (of which Hyuga’s
Sumitomo Metalsis a member)
—Akizawa would promote
Vermont to other member
companies dicectly, while also
providing information tointer-

ested partics outside the son-

glomerate. Working on a part-
time basis from his desk at
Sumikin-Intercom, a subsidi-
ary of Sumitomo Metals, Aki-
zawa would save Vermont, in
his estimate, approximately
$200,000 ayear—roughly, the
annual cost of a full-time, pro-

fessionally staffed state office -

in Tokyo. By luck or design,
little Vermont would be able
to compete with the 36 other
state governments already lob-
bying heavily in Japan for
investars. All for free.

Yet a look back at the past
two and a half years since this
groundwork was laid yields lit-
tle interest in, much less opti-
mism for, future Vermont-
Japan industrial relations. Al-
though a trade delegation rep-
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resenting 21 Japanese compa-
nies toured the state in April
of 1986, and Akizawa himself
has traveled to Vermont on
four occasions as chief lizison
officer, the UST Company in
Bennington, an Osaka-based
chain and gear manufacturer,
still remains Japan's sole indus-
trial concern in Vermont.

“We have laid the ground-
work,” were Akizawa's words
last November. “Now we must
move into full swing.”

But according to Gracme
Freéman, director of interna-
tional business for the Ver-

mont State Agency of Devel- ‘

opment and Community Af-
fairs, the situation is unlikely
to change. Bringing Japanese
industry to the state is becom-
ing an increasingly low priori-
ty of state government.

Further darkening the pros-
pects, says Freeman, is the pos-
sible early retirement of Aki-
zawa from the now-suffering
Sumitomo Metals Company.
In this event Akizawa has
offered to shift his energies
fully to the task of representing
Vermont, proposing that he
move to the Green Mountains
in order to capitalize on an
estimated 70,000 Japanese
business people residing in the
United States—a population
he feels constitutes an imme-
diate and viable resource for
potential investment.

While Freeman says he's

_ contends that in the'absence

honored by the gesture, he

of high-priority interest in pur-
‘suing the relationship on the

part of state government, the

proposal will most likely be

rejected. For the time being,
he says, Akizawa isin “a hold-
-ing patterm:™

+ Ironically, these gvents fol-

“low a périod of unprecedent-
" ed interest in Japanese culture
throughout Vermont, revealing

~ to 'Vérmont have not been

" eagerly supplemented froni

. the Vermont side. According
to Freeman, Vermont export-
ersof goods.to Japan have also
shown little interest in utiliz-
ing the chief liaison officer. -

Other states have pursued

similar opportunities-The-

. National Governors Associa-
tion was recently approached
‘by the US-Japan Committee
for Trade Expansion, on the

istorical-connection—subjectof-developing aTokye-

-astronghistori
with Japan. Only recently did
many Vermonters become

. aware of the Charles E. Tuttle
Company. the veritable pio-
neer.in international publish-
ing. responsible for bringing
Japanese literature to some
20.000 clients worldwide from
“its offices in Rutland and
Tokyo. .

The bestowal of the Order
of the Rising Sun upon Ver-
mont statésman Francis B.
Tenaey by the Consulate Gen-
eral of Japan in 1986 provides
another example of vital rela-
tions between Vermonters and
the Japanese.~

- Also bolstering the link are
the efforts of the Japan Socie-

Trade Expansion Center to,
in the Committee's words,
“help small and medium-sized
businesses increase their effort
to market goods and services
in Japan."” According to the
Committee, composed of 23 -
US congressional leaders and
nine members of the Japanese
Diet, the center would offer
extensive trade-related infor-
mation and services to states
renting space at favorable
rates. nF § s B el
As enticing as the project
may sound, however, Ver-
mont's participationl would
involve considerable expense -
on the part of the state. Free-
man says he is “not sure wheth-

ty of Vermont (established in

. 1983), the presence of approx-

imately 60 Japanese students .
and business people within the

St. Michael’s College Center .

for International Studies. and

"100 Vermont companies cur< ~
.. rently exporting goods ta ©

Japan. The factors were cited
' as indicators of a potentially
-bright future of cross-cultural

interaction for the state. There

had even been talk of estab-
lishing a sister-state relation-
ship with Iwate Prefecture on
northern Honshu, Japan's larg-
est island.

With Japan already much
in vogue, the installment of
Koji Akizawa as chief liaison
officer seemed a clear signal
that Vermont-Japan relations
were moving into another
phase of dgvelopment—a
phase in which a substantial’
commitment would be made
to realizing the immense po-
tential for new, tangible in-
dustrial relations. So what
happened?

With state unemployment
hovering near a meager 4 per-
cent, it is easily understood
why soliciting investors has
become such a low political
priority and why Akizawa’s
efforts at attracting companies

er Vermont will be able to’
afford it.”

In light of the present sta-
tus of industrial relations with -
Japan—Akizawa's uncertain
future, and the seeming disin-
terest of the Kunin adminis—-
tration in pursuing the matter
—it is likely that large-scale
Vermont interest in Japan will
remain of a strictly cultural
nature.

Although, according to
Freeman, the possibility of
establishing a sister-state rela-
tionship with Iwate Prefecture

- pas essentially vanished by

now, the Japan Society and
others will no doubt continue
to expose Vermonters to
Japanese culture.

Of course, the Charles E.
Tuttle Company will contin-
ue bringing Japanese literature
to the Wes$tern World, and
Ikuo Asanuma will continue
slicing sashimi, to the delight
of Sakura patrons on Church
Street. But, pending a deci-
sion on involvement in the
US-Japan Committee for
Trade Expansion project, the
state of Vermont may have
foregone a very real oppor-
tunity to participate in a pro-
gressive international economic
community. 8




