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While the Japanese ambassador does not read Slovenian newspapers, as he does not understand the language, he gets press reviews from his co-workers and has therefore found out that Japan, at least as far as Delo is concerned, is not a country at the end of the world because articles about it are pretty common. “I would say Zorana Baković’s writing is neutral, definitely not biased,” Shigemi Jomori assessed the work of our Asian affairs expert and long-time correspondent from Beijing.
Since the Japanese are polite people, he has of course learnt how to say “hvala lepa”. The gentleman of a characteristically Japanese – meaning small – figure, who offers his guests a cup of green tea, is an experienced diplomat even though this is his first post as an ambassador. He entered the world of diplomacy 43 years ago.

Between the Balkans and the Pacific

The relatively fresh top representative of Japan in Slovenia comes from Yokohama, his homeland’s third largest city that is a part of the densely-populated Tokyo Bay area with the Japanese capital in the centre. This is the world’s biggest metropolitan area where over 35 million people live. According to the ambassador however, the residents of Yokohama do not consider themselves to be Tokyoites, although the two cities have been intertwined into one.
Our host has been in Slovenia for less than half a year but he is nevertheless no stranger to this part of Europe. He spent many years working in the south and east of the continent, first of all in Romania where he also studied. Namely, the Japanese have quite an unusual but beneficent system of recruitment of young diplomats. He joined the foreign ministry back in 1970 when he was only 20 years old, and the ministry sent him to study in Bucharest where the notorious Romanian dictator Ceausescu ruled at the time. He got all of the study expenses covered and a salary. In Jomori’s words, Japan was still a poor country then and that was the only way people could afford to go study abroad.

He was appointed a consul in Milan in 1980 and then a first secretary at the Japanese embassy in Rome two years later. As every diplomat, he had to return home every now and then. Between 1987 and 1994 he worked in “the headquarters”, the foreign ministry in Tokyo, and then spent the next three years serving as a consul across the Pacific, in Los Angeles.
The next post on his diplomatic path was Romania, the country where he had studied. There he stayed for almost five years, from 1997 to 2002, as a counsellor at the embassy in Bucharest. Before returning home, he then spent another three years in Belgrade as a minister-counsellor at the embassy in what was left of Yugoslavia, then called Serbia and Montenegro.
In 2005 it was time for the mandatory stop back home in Japan, where he was mostly dealing with protocol. He was namely the deputy chief of protocol at the foreign ministry and the master of ceremony at the Imperial Household. It is no wonder then that the current Ambassador of Japan to Slovenia is a very refined gentleman of the old school.
Following this motley period, he travelled back to Europe once again. In Milan, where he had already been stationed in the 1980s, he served as the consul general. And three years later, this past February, he reached the highest rank in the diplomatic service. Tokyo decided on a promotion and Shigemi Jomori packed his diplomatic bags and got ready to move to a new workplace, the post of the ambassador in Ljubljana.
Whatever country he served in, his family kept him company. Now he and his wife are here alone, since their two children are all grown up. The daughter is married in Japan and Mr. Jomori is twice a grandfather, while the son works for a consultant company in London.

No novice
There is no extra democracy in the Japanese diplomacy. Ambassadors get appointed regardless of their wishes or preferences. Younger diplomats can express their wishes and state where they would like to go, “but they are usually ignored when postings are decided,” our host says frankly. Ambassadors do not even get an explanation why they are being sent to a certain country. He therefore only assumes that he was given this duty because he had been working in this part of Europe for many years.
As the current ambassador spent a lot of time in Slovenia’s neighbourhood, he has already known the country a bit. He has visited the Postojna cave several times, already back in Yugoslavia, and most recently accompanying Prince Akishino and Princess Kiko, parents of the probable future Emperor of the Land of the Rising Sun. Japan is the world’s sole still functioning empire whose imperial dynasty is said to have been on the Chrysanthemum Throne ever since 660 BC, and members of the imperial family are supposed to be direct descendants of Amaterasu, the Shinto goddess of the sun.
Before coming here, Jomori stocked himself on whatever literature there is about Slovenia in Japanese and quite a few more books in English. Every newly-appointed ambassador must also make a one-week stop in Tokyo before taking a new post, in order to receive the official information necessary to perform his duties. Until this February, his last visit to Slovenia was ten years ago.
Easy-going
Hence, he expected a nice, clean and peaceful country. Having moved here directly from Milan, in his words a very vibrant and maybe even chaotic city full of beggars, gypsies and Africans, Ljubljana probably seems to him even more quiet than it would if he arrived from somewhere in the north. Nevertheless, he does not miss the greater liveliness of Italian cities.
He finds life in Slovenia very easy-going compared to Japan. Especially in Tokyo and the surroundings, including in his native Yokohama, life is fast and people talk and walk quickly. It is completely common to stay at work until late in the evening, for younger employees till seven or eight, for some even till midnight. “They do have more money than the Slovenians but they have no spare time to spend it. Though I never had a particularly high wage as a young man in Japan, I used to work until midnight every single day, so I had no chance to spend that money anyway,” Jomori remembers the killing work pace. “There is no doubt at all that the people here enjoy life much more than they do in Tokyo.”
Due to his knee problems, he unfortunately can no longer enjoy his favourite sports, skiing and golf. Now his favourite free-time activities are walking and hiking. Slovenia certainly offers plenty of opportunities for both but the ambassador has so far not managed to go on any longer hikes. He was simply too busy, also with the visit by the princely couple. For now he is mostly talking walks around Tivoli. But he has immediately noted – with one of the three scripts used in Japan – Pohorje and Pokljuka as two possible hiking destinations in Slovenia. 
Because of the busy schedule ever since his arrival a couple of months ago, he has not yet visited as many parts of Slovenia as he would like to either. Meanwhile, he has been to Bohinj, Bled, Postojna and Idrija already twice, as that is where he took Prince Akishino and Princess Kiko. First he went there to arrange details of the visit and the next time when he accompanied “Their Highnesses”, as he refers to the couple. Since there are many places he has not seen yet, he does not dare say which part of Slovenia is his favourite, but he has already found his favourite part of Ljubljana, the old town below the castle. He will not have too much time to go around discovering Slovenia’s beauties, as he has only been appointed for two years. He therefore expects to stay here no more than two and a half or three years.
They know about Elan
Being the ambassador of the world’s third biggest economy, he often gets asked to take part in promoting the economic cooperation between Slovenia and Japan. Some hope to attract more foreign, meaning Japanese, investments this way. But he finds the Slovenians, even though the country has a well-developed and successful industry, somehow too reserved in this regard.
This he explains with an example: while Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary have managed to attract much more Japanese investments than Slovenia, those countries still offer great incentives to investors. Slovenia, on the other hand, is in his words the most developed among former socialist countries but nobody really puts much effort into attracting investments.
In view of this, he is all the more pleased that in early July Japanese Panasonic – an enormous Osaka-based corporation that employs over 300,000 people around the world – announced that it would become an important owner of one of the main Slovenian companies, Gorenje. Maybe this investment will boost the Slovenian-Japanese bilateral trade which last year amounted to a very modest 74 million euro. Although Japanese cars are pretty common on Slovenian roads, they are mostly made in Europe and are thus not reflected in trade statistics. Speaking of the Slovenian companies, the Japanese only know about Elan. According to the ambassador, the ski maker from Begunje is a very famous brand in Japan.
Buckwheat rules

The Slovenians like to take pride in “potica” as our speciality, however the ambassador, being a great connoisseur of Romania, told us that a similar type of food is also at home in the land of Count Dracula. He was therefore much more surprised with our use of buckwheat. This cereal, in Slovenia once widespread, then almost forgotten and now again more and more popular, is namely something that the Japanese like to use a lot. They call it “soba” and have also named a typical kind of noodles after it. “In Japan you can buy those on every corner,” Jomori describes one of the Japanese fast foods. That said, soba is also used in classy restaurants as well as for home-cooking.
Since the Japanese grind the buckwheat into flour and make noodles, their ambassador was very surprised to learn that the Slovenians eat whole buckwheat grains mixed with meat, mushrooms and other ingredients. This he has not seen anywhere else. But more than anything he has become fond of buckwheat “žganci”. While he has no problem saying “ajda”, pronouncing “žganci” – his favourite Slovenian dish – is understandably more difficult. He has found cracklings to be the most unusual foodstuff in this country, though he is already beginning to admit that they go really well with žganci. He likes Slovenian wines as well but they are unfortunately hard to find. “You drink all the wine by yourselves and nothing is left to export (laughs).”
Unlike the Chinese cuisine that is widespread across Slovenia, the choice of Japanese food is much more modest. Out of the three Japanese restaurants in Ljubljana he has so far visited two, while he has not yet been to Maribor to test what it can offer. For the two places in Ljubljana the ambassador says they are the real thing. After all, their chefs are real Japanese. Speaking of which, he mentions that Milan boasts with some 400 Japanese restaurants but only about ten among those are authentic. All others sell some sort of Japanese food replicas, usually bad ones. It is definitely a shame that Japanese food is not more common, as it must be very healthy. Namely, inhabitants of the Land of the Rising Sun have the highest life expectancy in the world, even though the Americans dropped two atomic bombs on their heads.
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