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University of Kochi International Japan Studies Lecture Series No.69

Title Laos and Its Food Culture: From the Perspective of a Nutritional Scientist

Speaker Shimada Ikuko (University of Kochi, Fac. of Nutritional Sc., Assoc. Prof)
Time July 19, 2024, 18:30-20:00h
Venue University of Kochi, Eikokuji campus (A101)

Laos. A country in the center of the Indochinese peninsula. Capital: Vientiane. Its flag is red and blue,
with a white circle in the middle, not unlike the Japanese flag. Anyone who can tell you this much about
Laos can duly be considered a geography buff. It is the kind of country about which you can only learn when
there is a particular occasion that brings it to your attention. And this is exactly what our program is good
at: offering opportunities to learn about unknown lands.

This time we did not have to look far for an expert “guest” speaker: we found a researcher who has gathered
abundant and precise knowledge on the people of Laos and their food culture, right at Ike campus. Prof.
Shimada has been doing nutrition related research in Japan and Kochi focusing on local issues: school meals,
emergency food provision in disaster situations, balanced diets for the elderly etc. However, at the same
time, she has put her experience as a JICA volunteer during her college years to good use, and has continued
to do field work in Laos over the years.

Being a landlocked country, Laos — its area falls almost entirely within the Mekong River basin — heavily
depends on river fish as part of its everyday food supply. These are eaten by the common people, often raw.
In fact, presenting dishes of raw fish is customary when welcoming guests. Some of the fish, however, are
infected with a parasite that also thrives in the human body. For some it results in serious illness and even
death. The disease in question is known as one of the major NTDs, or Neglected Tropical Diseases. For
pharmaceutical companies, mostly based in developed countries far away from the tropics, investing time
and money in the development of a cure is not an attractive — read: lucrative — challenge.

What Prof. Shimada proposes, is a prevention campaign based on knowledge. When serving raw fish,
locals can be taught how to choose fish species that are not affected by the parasite. Sharing ways to cook
the fish in such a way that the parasite dies before being consumed is very effective too. To make this work,
it is germane to cooperate with local communities in the field. The good news is that it is a solution that is
far cheaper and faster than any of the budgets or time frames involved in developing a new drug. In that
sense too, Prof. Shimada’s approach epitomizes the value of what the University of Kochi is so good at:
cooperating with the local communities without depending on big budgets. Moreover, it is a great example
of how an institution located in a remote region of Japan can contribute meaningfully to the tackling of
global issues, by providing knowledge and practical skills.

We look forward to seeing you at our next event. Lectures will be announced on our website.

For direct notification, contact japanstudies@el.u-kochi.ac.jp
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