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When you think about countries that have a problem with child poverty, do you ever include Japan on this list?  You should.  In 2015, Japan’s poverty line was 1.2 million yen per person.  This meant that a family of three, one parent and two children, earning 2.20 million yen or less per year were considered poor.  In Japan, most of these households are single mother households. The problems single mothers face is serious.  Many of them do not earn a sufficient income and since 80% of the fathers do not pay child support, the financial burden they have is great.  Furthermore, some children say that they cannot go to school because they do not have money so they cannot participate in the activities that the other students do.  The disadvantages these children face narrow their possibilities and future choices.  

There are things that the government and local communities can do to help low-income families.  One example is providing free or inexpensive meals to children and their families.  One way this is being done is through the establishment of Kodomo no Shokudos. The first one was established in 2012 by Hiroko Kondo, a grocery store owner in Tokyo, who recognized that there were many children who could not eat proper meals. That is why she started a kodomoshokudou. Since then, the number of kodomoshokudou all over Japan has increased to more than 2000 in the past few years.  There are two reasons why it expanded so quickly. One reason is that the Japanese government brought focus to the relative poverty rate in Japan. From that, Japanese people were able to recognize the existence of the poverty in Japan. Another reason is media reports on child poverty. The majority of children living in poverty are raised by single parents with low income, and one of the biggest problems with that is that these children end up eating one or more of their meals alone because of their parent’s work schedule.  Kodomoshokudou are able to provide delicious meals and children are able to enjoy eating with others, not alone.

However, I think the kodomoshokudou faces some challenges. While it would be very helpful to have a kodomo no shokudo in every school district, it is difficult to set up one, especially without government assistance.  The ones that exist now are privately run, small places.  They are without adequate cooking facilities, making it difficult to provide for a large number or users.  Added to this is the fact that since they are privately run, they lack manpower and consequently there are not enough workers or volunteers to help buy the ingredients, cook, serve and clean.  Therefore they cannot provide meals daily to those who need it. Also, it would appear that most kodomoshokudous are only open for dinner.  But it is dangerous for young children to walk alone at night, so the safety of the users should also be considered. There are also monetary issues as donations alone are not enough.  Lastly is the negative stigma that kodomo no shokudos are used only by poor people so people are embarrassed to be seen going there.  While the majority of users are considered poor, the elderly and people who live alone also visit them as a way of interacting with other people.

There are many people and organizations who are working to protect the well-being of children, but they face limitations because most are privately-run.  These organizations, such as the kodomonoshokudo need more support from the government, which should be responsible for providing children with a safe and appropriate living environment to grow up healthy. All young children, regardless if they are from a rich or poor family, are the future of Japan. 

Generally, when we think about poverty, we usually think about Africa or another foreign country and never about Japan.  However, I think that we should also examine our own country.  Poverty exists in every country and it is necessary for everyone to recognize this and not turn away from reality.  We all must come together to help improve the lives of everyone living on earth.  

Thank you. 
