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Depopulation and Abandoning Farming Problem as a Global Issue: Burmese and
Bhutanese Scholars’ Experience in Japan, July-August 2019
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Introduction: To overcome rural development issues such as depopulation and abandoning
farming, the importance of outreach and engagement by University/College is getting to be
recognized in Myanmar and Bhutan. For example, Sherubtse College, Royal University of
Bhutan, established GNH Community Engagement Center in March 2019 to encourage
local/rural contribution through a practice of Bhutanese development philosophy, called Gross
National Happiness (GNH). However, their attempt is just getting started and the network for
cooperation with the community is not good enough. The Center for Southeast Asian Studies
(CSEAS), Kyoto University, has established field stations in the rural area of Kyoto and Shiga
Prefecture since 2008 and implemented several action researches in cooperation with local
governments, residents’ associations, NGOs and so on. These CESAS’s working experiences
and activities in cooperation with locals would be a lesson to scholars and locals in Myanmar
and Bhutan to build up University/College-Community partnership. Furthermore, current
Japanese revitalization activities have been practiced by strong initiatives of community
people. The direct interaction among local practitioners would empower community activity
in Myanmar and Bhutan in the grass-root level. In the summer of 2019, two Burmese (one
scholar from Maubin University and one villager from Ayeyarwady Region) and six Bhutanese
(three scholars from Sherubtse College and three villagers from Trashigang District)
participated in the study tour conducted in Japan to strengthen mutual understanding and share
the idea for rural issues and University-Community engagement.

Methodology: The study tour including fieldwork with Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA)
was carried out in Kyoto and Shiga Pref. from 29th July to 9th August 2019 (Table 1). In
addition to eight participants from Myanmar and Bhutan, three Japanese scholars from Kyoto
Univ. participated in the study tour as a facilitator as well as a translator. Total 10

undergraduate students also took part in the fieldwork especially conducted in Kamiyazu from
Table 1 Study tour schedule in Kyoto and Shiga Prefecture 2019

Date Place Activity

29-Jul  Kyoto Internal workshop (introduction of Myanmar and Bhutan)

30-Jul  Moriyama  Courtesy call on Moriyama city hall, visit Hayano-ku Kominkan

31-Jul Miyazu Visit Seya community and Seya Kominkan , Visit Hioki (lecture given by local practitioners)
1-Aug  Miyazu Visit local farmer(Hioki), visit Kigo community

2-Aug  Miyazu Visit Kamiyazu community (Cultural program, lecture on community activity by local practitioners)
3-Aug  Miyazu Participation in community activity(maintanance of forest road in Mt.Sugiyama)

4-Aug  Miyazu Visit Kigo community

5-Aug  Moriyama  Participation in School Kids Summer Education Program

6-Aug  Nantan Visit Kita community

7-Aug  Nantan Visit community folklore museum(kita), Visit Chii Community Development Association

8-Aug  Nantan Visit Chii Community Development Association(lecture on community activity by local practitioners)
9-Aug  Kyoto Wrap-up meeting




2nd to 3rd August. During the Table 2 Score of keyword in the Study tour 2019 by

program cach Burmese and Burmese and Bhutanese participants
>

o Keywords Place(experienced/impressed) Score
Bhutanese participant was requested Community-based program  Kamiyazu", Misaki®, Chit®) 9
to note down three most impressive Depopulation Seya”), Kigo! 6
experiences with keywords each day. People's cooperation Kamiyazu 3
Each keyword was explained by the Agriculture Hioki" 3
fact-based their own experience of  Culturalheritage Kita” 2
Cultural exchange Misaki® 1

each day. After the end of the whole : - - XS —

. 1) Miyazu-city (Kyoto Pref.) 2) Nantan-city (Kyoto Pref.) 3XMor1y§1ma-c1ty(Shlga Pref.)
study tour program, the participant

selected three facts and keywords by ranking, and presented it at the wrap-up meeting. Each
keyword was scored one point and summed up after checking the relationship between the fact

and its keyword by the participants (Table 2).

Result and Discussion: The result is given in Table 2. The keyword “Community-based
program” got the highest score through the program. Kamiyazu, Misaki and Chii communities
have practiced several community-based activities with their initiatives and future visions.
The participants understood its importance and potential from the experience of participation
in community activities, such as grass cutting work in Mt.Sugiyama by Kamiyazu community
(on 3rd Aug.) and the School Kids Summer Education Program in Misaki community (on 5th
Aug.). The second highest scored keyword was “Depopulation”. Observation of ruined empty
houses, closed primary school, inscribed words of a stone monument in front of empty houses,
abandoned farmlands in rural communities and stories on depopulated community mentioned
by local people gave a real shock to the participants by contrast with the well-developed
physical infrastructure of Japanese rural communities.

Remarks: At the end of the wrap-up meeting, several action plans were proposed by each
participant (Table 3). After their returning from Japan, some participants have reported that
they have already started to implement some action plans in their community. Their new trial
in the community might not solve the problems immediately, but their initiatives and
cultivated relationship through the study tour program in Japan would open a new path for
challenging rural development issues and betterment of rural life.

Table 3 Example of action plans proposed by Burmese and Bhutanese participants

Action plan
Establishment of traditionaVheritage museum (Myanmar, Bhutan)
Establishment of model village of community development (Myanmar)
Organize volunteer group for helping aging people (house cleaning and support of agriculture) (Myanmar)
Cleaning campaign and waste segregation (Myanmar, Bhutan)
Promotion of local eco-tourism (guide book, photo contest, homestay program, etc) (Bhutan)
Re-use of abandoned farmland (floriculture, horticulture) (Bhutan)
Implementation of organic pestiside (Bhutan)

Acknowledgement: We are grateful to Kamiyazu 21 yume-kaigi, Kamiyazu Regional Council, Misaki
residents’ association, Chii Development Association, for their support and collaboration. This study
tour program was supported by the Toyota Foundation’s International Grant Program (headed by R.
Sakamoto (Kyoto Univ.)) and JSPS KAKAEN (Type A, headed by K. Ando (Kyoto Univ.)).
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