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Kayoko Hirata

Also familiar to the Japanese as “Karafuto,”
the elongated island of Sakhalin lies off the
eastern coastline of mainland Russia and above
Hokkaido. With its long history as a formerly
disputed territory between Japan and Russia,
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it is a place shrouded in conflict and mystery.
In early July, twenty members of the 61st JASC
had an once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to travel
northbound to this remote island to learn about
its Japan-Russia relations.

Perhaps during the former socialist period,
the region flourished and the capital bustled
with people. However, after touring the city,
we realized that this place has not been able to
sustain under the pressure of capitalism and
globalization. Although the oil and gas projects
in the northern regions have flourished thanks to
the investment by companies such as ExxonMobil
and Gazprom, we were skeptical of the
enthusiastic promises of economic development
made by our tour guides.

Walking down the wide and eerily empty
streets, there remain some traces of Japanese city
planning, with the Kyoto-esque grid patterns. But
mostly, the city is overshadowed by the strong
presence of Soviet planning, seen in the Stalinist
styled buildings lining the streets. Despite the
burning of the city by Russian troops after WWII,
there remains a few structures from the Japanese
colonial era, such the old Karafuto government
building, renovated to house the Sakhalin
Regional Museum, the fallen Russo-Japan war
monument in Korsakov, and what little remains
of Karafuto Shrine. Most have been silently
abandoned to disintegrate with time.

The people of Sakhalin were extremely
hospitable people, eager to present their unique
culture and learn about ours, however during our
stay, I felt a sense of weariness from the place.
True, Sakhalin is officially Russian territory, but
it seems divorced from the activities of Moscow.
Who knows what will happen to the island once
the natural oil resources run out. But the trip
was a remarkable eye-opener to learn about the
development of a post-Japanese colony and a pre-
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Conference opportunity to become acquainted
with our delegates. Thus concluded our trip to
Sakhalin, where we parted from our new local
friends with promises to meet again in the future.

Thank you very much to our local tour guides,
the students at Sakhalin State University, the
Russian and Japanese government officials,
and to our kind sponsors for making this
extraordinary trip possible.
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