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Our Lovely Tomatoes!
National Institute of Technology, 
Kumamoto College, Yatsushiro Campus
A: Hello, everyone.  We are students of Kumamoto KOSEN, Yatsuhiro campus.  Yatsushiro is sandwiched between mountains and the sea.  As these fields and green houses show, agriculture is our main industry.  Our specialties are rush, melons, strawberries, ginger, citrus, tomatoes, and so on.  Especially, our tomato production is No.1 in Japan.  Our city is planning to use tomatoes for its promotion.  For example, various tomato dishes are served at restaurants in Yatsushiro.  Even a festival called “Tomato Festival” is held every year. 
B: Have you heard of a tomato called Shio Tomato?  “Shio” means salt.  So you may think it tastes salty, but in fact, it’s very fruity and you can enjoy a sweet and sour flavor.  It contains more nutrients, too, such as lycopene, vitamin C, carotene, than ordinary tomatoes.  So, it is now attracting a lot of attention. 

C: As you know, Japanese farmers are getting old and decreasing and Yatsushiro is the same.  We thought this Shio tomato can be a savior of Yatsushiro agriculture.  If the agricultural industry becomes more active by Shio tomato, more people may get interested in agriculture itself.  Then, our city can flourish, too.  Wouldn’t it be great?  So, we tried to think if we can do something to help Shio tomato production using our skills and knowledge we learned at KOSEN. 
A: First of all, we have to know more details about tomato production.  We visited a tomato farmer in Yatsushiro, Ms. Tsukamoto.  We talked a lot about tomatoes.  Then, we found that the situation was very difficult.  
The biggest problem is that Shio tomato cannot be mass-produced.  Actually, a tomato species called “Shio tomato” doesn’t exist, but other species of tomatoes become Shio Tomato under certain conditions.  For example, the soil needs to contain a certain amount of salt. 
B: That’s why this tomato is called Shio tomato!
A: Most of Yatsushiro farmland used to be the sea, and it was reclaimed 400 years ago.  Naturally, the land contains some salt, which is good for Shio tomato production. 
B: However, there are more detailed conditions required, such as salinity concentration or the depth of the salty soil.  Land which meets these requirements is limited.  At first, in the 50-meter-long green house of Ms. Tsukamoto, only five nursery plants grew to be Shio tomato out of hundreds of plants.  A plant only 30 cm away from a Shio tomato plant did not grow into Shio tomato.  The first Shio tomato was just an accidental discovery, so it was called “a miracle tomato.” 
Farmers tried to reproduce Shio tomato, but failed at first.  Later, they found that there were a lot of points to follow, such as amount and timing of watering or depth of seeding.  Only slight differences did matter.  Farmers have so far made a lot of effort, but the production of Shio tomato is still only 10% of the entire tomato. 
C: In addition, as the second problem, though you need knowledge and experience to produce good Shio tomato, decrease of farmers is making it difficult to hand down them to successors.  Ms. Tsukamoto says, “The number of farmers is decreasing, so each farmer has to work more than before.  Also, harvest is affected by weather, so our income is not always stable for the amount of work.  We want more young people, but the situation is not attractive.  We are worrying about the future of agriculture.” 
B: We were overwhelmed by her words.  However, our campus is surrounded by Shio tomato fields.  We wanted to do something.  So, we tried to continue to think of ways to utilize this “treasure” of our city.  As a result, we came up with two solutions. 
C: The first way is databasing.  It can be a solution for sharing valuable properties, knowledge and experience more easily, because it can convert invisible, aesthetic factors into visible forms like digits or manuals. 
For example, soil.  Product quality sometimes depends on soil.  We are going to analyze ingredients of soil or kinds of microbes minutely, referring to data of successful examples.  Similarly, we will also be able to collect data of factors such as watering, fertilizing, and temperature.  Then, we expect accumulation of data leads to establishment of a total administration system of tomato production. 
B: To tell the truth, this kind of system has already been used by a tomato farmer, Ms. Nomura in Kochi prefecture.  She is collecting data with sensors for soil-humidity, atmospheric temperature and humidity, sunshine, and co2, and has created an administration system for her farming.  According to this system, all employees can work as she intends.  She says, “The collected data can increase the next production 20 percent or more.”  We may be able to borrow her trial for our Shio tomato. 
C: The second way is automating of farming works.  Now, though farming machines are being used, human labors are unavoidable.  It can be sometimes dangerous or too hard especially for elderly people and the efficiency isn’t good.  So we thought about mechanizing and automating as many works as possible, except for very limited works which only human can complete.
Please look at this sight!  At Ms. Tsukamoto’s farm, vinyl of plastic greenhouses is replaced every year.  People have to work on this high and unstable foothold.  Then, by inventing a device like “vinyl replacing machine,” they won’t have to do this hard work.  Also, fully automated seeding or planting robot will help reduce human labor.  These machines will produce time for farmers to not only concentrate on administration but also start new challenges. 
A: What do you think about our project?  Our skills and knowledge that we are learning at KOSEN will be more valuable when they are actually utilized.  We believe what we learned can be used to make our life better, our country better, and the world better.  So, first, we begin with acting locally.  We try to make our community better.  
Thank you very much for your kind attention.
