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Professor, University of Florida, USA
Visiting Professor, Laboratory of Tropical Forest Resources and Environment,
Division of Forest and Biomaterials Science

Karen A. Kainer

November 1, 2021 — June 30, 2022

As a scientist whose career has centered on forests and for-
est-based communities in the Western Hemisphere, an 8-month
stay at Kyoto University allowed me to expand my professional
horizons eastward. It also provided a delightful glimpse into the
serene traditional capital of Japan where quiet beauty is around
every corner. A Kyoto devoid of international tourists is a rare
occurrence - one that certainly shaped my extraordinary experi-
ence. Indeed, the global pandemic had an overarching influence
on all activities and visit outcomes. Visa acquisition and country
entry were delayed over a year, but with the adept assistance of
the Japanese Consulate in Miami, my faculty host Dr. KITAJI-
MA Kaoru, and the Graduate School of Agriculture’s Interna-
tional Exchange Section (particularly IMAEDA Sakiko), I
squeezed into Japan between the Delta and Omicron strains.
Released from quarantine on 15 November 2022, I was free to
begin my professional and personal adventure.

Professionally, this rich experience as a Visiting Research
Scholar deepened my understanding of smallholder and communi-
ty forest management practiced in tropical Asia and in Japan. Dr.
Kitajima opened the realm of Asian and African tropical forests
through her Tropical Forest lab group, individual meetings with
Asian graduate students, teaching graduate-level courses, and de-
livering guest lectures. Weekly lab meetings consisted of critical
discussions of research proposals as well as preliminary and final
presentations of research findings. Dr. Kitajima also facilitated my
participation in a 3-day seminar on Climate Change and Forests
by NAKATA Hiroshi of the Japanese International Cooperation
Agency (JICA). Delivery of Community Forest Management (sole
instructor), Tropical Forests under a Changing Climate (with Dr.
Kitajima), and a guest lecture in a third course also enabled rich
thematic reflections. Finally, students from Myanmar, China, Ban-
gladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia, and Japan were kind enough to meet
for enlightening one-on-one discussions. Learning about tropical
Asia was complemented by engaging with Japan’s forest realities.

Approximately 67% of Japan’s territory is covered by forests,
including massive areas of planted forests that were part of larger
land restoration efforts following the Greater East Asian War. Be-
cause market and ecological conditions to harvest these now ma-
ture ~50-year-old forests has been restrictive, Japan depends al-
most entirely on imports for wood-based construction materials
and other forest products. The juxtaposition of Japan’s tremendous
forest wealth and limited forest management has not gone unno-
ticed, however. Increasingly, government, a growing forest indus-
try and motivated entrepreneurs and innovators are building ca-
pacity to manage extant forests for economic revitalization of rural
areas, to improve forest health, and to support deeply embedded
values of biocultural conservation. These goals are challenged by
the fact that approximately 1.1 million (94%) of today’s private for-
est owners in Japan are smallholders. Most own less than 2 hect-
ares. As a novice to Japan’s forest realities, visits to ongoing for-
est-centered initiatives with linguistically and culturally proficient
partners was essential. Generous Japanese colleagues (principally
Kyoto University’s Dr. NAITO Daisuke and also Dr. YAMADA
Masaaki of Tokyo University of Agriculture and Technology) orga-
nized four forest/farm visits when covid presence was less pro-
nounced: two in December 2021 and two in June 2022.

December visits to Kawakami Village in Nara Prefecture and
Narita in Chiba Prefecture served as critical orientations to Jap-
anese forest and farm realities. Recently retired professor Dr.
KANZAKI Mamoru has led Kyoto University’s engagement
with Kawakami Village, which forms part of a UNESCO (United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) Bio-
sphere Reserve. As the designation implies, Dr. Kanzaki’s ef-
forts have integrated capacity building (such as the educational
visit we were lucky enough to be part of) with scientific explo-
ration, and examination of long-standing village-led manage-

ment of the biocultural heritage of the Yoshino River basin.
Here, natural, cultural, and sacred forest values mix with water-
shed protection and 500-year-old forests of exceptional quality
planted during the late Tokugawa restoration. June visits to
Nishiawakura Village and Himi in Okayama and Toyama Prefec-
tures, respectively, revealed alternative pathways to integrate
management of 60-year-old plantations that desperately need
thinning, with aging villager populations and few forest workers.
With Dr. Naito, we learned that Nishiawakura has boldly em-
braced a 100-year Forest Vision, creating demand for lumber
with a mid-sized sawmill and ensuring supply through a forest
management body entrusted by the Village and over 600 own-
ers of small forest parcels. In Toyama, we observed forest coop-
erative workers (some of Brazilian Japanese descent) and ef-
forts to experiment with new products via value-added
processing of wood harvests. In between, during the Sakura
season, I took a deep dive into English-language gray and scien-
tific literature on Japanese forest history, management, and gov-
ernance, including important translated works by MATSUSHI-
TA Koji, also of the Graduate School of Agriculture.

On a personal level, my Japan stay allowed me to glimpse a
different way of living, working, and being through a largely Kyo-
to-centered lens. Countrywide restrictions on travel were signif-
icant and social and professional activities were limited and al-
ways masked. Although
language learning was thus
constrained (one of my big-
gest disappointments), high-
points were many: The sim-
ple beauty and attention to
detail evident at all scales —
from the cityscape to the
smallest shrine; phenomenal
cuisine; the kindness of citi-
zens to help clueless foreign-
ers; and the calm of the
streets with drivers taking
great care to ensure pedestri-
an and cyclist safety.

Personally, I also take with
me the notion of meiwaku and
professionally, the importance
of shakkei. Back in my Uni-
versity of Florida lab, I also
am thrilled to keep one foot in

The KITAJIMA Kaoru (bottom

row, 2nd from left) lab group

served as an anchor to learn
about Asian forests and to
meet motivated students.

i ey x :
(NAITO-sensei far left, KAINER Karen and her
husband DAIN Jonathan to her left) to
Nishiawakura Village where TABATA Sunao

Japan by hosting Kyoto Uni-
versity graduate student
KONDO Riri from the Kitaji-
ma lab. For me, the sun con-
tinues to rise from the East.

(far right) and a veteran forest worker are
among those implementing a highly innovative
100-year Forest Vision, honoring those who
planted trees over 50 years ago and looking
forward to the next 50.
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Although these past few years have had their challenges, they
also led me to Japan and for that I could not be more thankful.
Originally, I did not have Japan on my list of potential places to
study but during quarantine and lockdown I found myself wanting
a change from where I had been living and studying during my
undergraduate studies. I had very little direction as to what I want-
ed to do when I graduated, all I knew was I reallv enioved research.

During the pandemic one of my final e
courses in my undergraduate degree was
an evolution course and they had a special
lecture on fungal evolution. I had always
been fascinated by DNA and biotechnology
and fungi being so unique and having an
incredibly wide range of capabilities really
intrigued me. I figured if they have all

How mushrooms led me to Kyoto ----------cvovvenes

Kim Schiphof Master’s student from Australia/The Netherlands
Laboratory of Forest Biochemistry, Division of Forest and Biomaterials Science

these different functions they must have

some really cool biology and DNA. So I
looked into what kind of laboratories
around the world specialised in fungi and
molecular genetics.

Japan kept coming up as one of the best places to go to for re-
search 1in relation to genetics, fungi and agriculture. Once I stum-
bled upon my current laboratory (Lab of Forest Biochemistry) and
read a few of the previously published work from the lab, Kyoto
University instantly moved up to the top of my list and I officially
started my masters in October of 2021. My first semester was an
interesting one as it was still in the height of the pandemic and I
spent that semester doing online research and taking classes from
Australia. As soon as border restrictions for students eased. with
the help of my supervisors I
was able to enter Japan for my
second semester (just in time
for cherry blossom season!).

I have been in Japan for al-
most six months and have
learnt so much about Japan’s
language and culture and have
‘met many wonderful friends
through university sports clubs
and my laboratory.

My research is looking into
understanding the roles of var-

saw at Ginkakuji
temple

Members of my Japanese
class in the graduate
school of agriculture

ious genes in oyster mushrooms to better
understand mushroom structure for applications to mushroom ma-
terials and agriculture. So far I have been doing mostly genetic
experiments to remove genes that I think are important from the
fungi, and then run experiments to see what kinds of impacts the
loss of this gene has to try to understand the role of the oenes!

I think I have been very | i S
lucky with my laboratory. Al- g«
though I started learning Jap-
anese when I arrived, I am
nowhere near fluent. But my
laboratory members and su-
pervisors have all been very
accommodating and friendly.
Although there have been
many early mornings and
late nights and numerous ac-
counts where I have realised I have a lot to learn and spent hours
trying to understand different genetic concepts, I honestly could
not have asked for a better experience so far.

On top of this I have visited many shrines and temples around
Kyoto with various people from my laboratory and other friends I
have met along the way and have been studying Japanese through
the graduate school. I was also lucky enough to attend a field trip
organised by the international exchange office and attended m
first festival! [ have discovered new favou-
rite foods including tanuki udon and any-
thing matcha and have filled up on my fair
share of kakigori this summer.

Overall I am loving my time at Kyodai
and hope to continue my studies and stay
here for many more years to come, and
will always be incredibly grateful to my
supervisors for giving me the opportunity
to study here and realise there is much
more to the world than just the places I
grew up in.

One day field study trip to
Shiga prefecture

My lab setup on
one of my first
days in Japan
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@Prof. Karen Ann Kainer
(University of Florida, USA)

“From the University of Florida
to Kyoto University and back
again: A brief report from a
tropical forestry professor”

June 10™, 2022

@ Prof. Etti Or
(Agricultural Research Organization,
Volcani Center, Israel)
“Global warming??? It’s already warm
here... Regulation and modulation of
grapevine dormancy in the desert”

July 6, 2022

@ Prof. Suming Chen
(National Taiwan University,
Taiwan)

“Collaboration and Networking
for Better Tomorrow”

August 31%, 2022

@Dr. Thomas Strang
(Canadian Conservation
Institute, Canada)

“A life shared with pests, and
some very nice people”

th d
September 7", 2022 Dr. Strang (right)
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Our Japanese teacher, Ms. Mari Watanabe, will retire at the
end of September 2022. Mari-sensei has taught Japanese to
many international students and researchers since 2007. We
wholeheartedly thank her for her many years of hard work in
our Japanese class. Starting October, Ms. Kayoko Maekawa
will take over Mari-sensei’s job.

ESREBETENBL DX iz—=4 Messagelfrom/Mari-sensei

Thank you everyonel | started
teaching Japanese as a way of
giving thanks and giving back to
what | received while studying in
the United States in 1979.

| hope that people | met in my
Japanese class will tell something
to someone, someday, somewhere,
and that it will lead to world peace!!
If you come to Kyoto, please feel
free to contact me. O genki del

BABHREDSLDRE
View from the
classroom

April
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Guidance for New International Students and Tutors
(sl / \— 7 1 — &1 Welcome Party was canceled)
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Guidance materials made available online
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One-Day Study Trip

Harie Sho-zu No Sato (Takashima
City, Shiga Prefecture)

June 8" W 21 %
ggix__t;;ﬁ—t/r\ ...............
International Student Meet & Greet
AT+
Conference Room
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July 12" & 13"

Recycle Event

International Exchange Section
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October 5" Fa1—4— - FAEATI VR

ARRHE

Guidance for New International Conference Room

Students and Tutors
o)\ —F 1 —FPIE
Welcome Party to be canceled
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&s5 (075)753-6320, 6298
e-mail: agri-ies@mail2.adm.kyoto-u.ac.jp
http://www.fsao.kais.kyoto-u.ac.jp/

November 1st  BRDBZ=
One-Day Study Trip
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Keihoku Area (thatch mowing,
making dried persimmons, etc. )
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