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Our town is located at 44 degrees north latitude and 21 degrees east longitude, and situated in the Hokkaido Island, the northernmost island of the Japanese Archipelago. As you know, the 1968 Winter Olympic Games took place in Grenoble, France. Four years later; in 1972, they were held in the city of Sapporo,Hokkaido. Ikutahara is situated 300 km northeast of Sapporo. The town has a population of 3,000 and measures an area of 270 square kilometers. The town continues to develop through forestry; its main industry which takes advantage of abundant resources.

Agricultural activity concentrates on dairy farming.

In Japan, the forest stretches for 25 million hectares which accounts for 70% of the country. In Ikutahara the forest covers 23 thousand hectares which represents 86% of the area. Since the beginning of time, the Japanese people have had a strong affinity with the forest which has enabled them to utilize the wood effectively and thus enjoying the benefits of the forest. Even nowadays,many houses are built of wood. The Buddhist temple Horyu-ji, erected in the beginning of the 7th century, is the most ancient wooden construction in the world. Japan, being a country rish in forest resources produces many kinds of regional wooden goods, such as toys, as is the case in Ikutahara and its surrounding areas.

In our town there is a municipal toy workshop called "Pinocchio House". Twice a year we organize the festival of "The Kingdom of the Wooden Toys". This takes place in August and January, a time when the children are on holiday. Families from all over the country participate in this event. During the two days parents and children make wooden toys together. Through this event, we not only look for an increase in tourist numbers but we also hope for improved parent/children relationships as well as an opportunity for new friendships.

Here are the principal pieces of work made at this event: a helicopter, a scooter, a prairie wagon, a seesaw, a sledge, a wooden horse. All these things were produced through the hard work of the participating families. Thanks to this event, people fascinated by the warmth of wood, the beauty of the grain of wood, and the joy of handmade woodwork have been steadily increasing. Every year more amd more people wish to participate in this "Kingdom of the Wooden Toys" event.

In the Ikutahara area there are many firms which make and sell wooden products. Those which specialize in wooden toys and woodenware in kit form have been particularly successful.And some of the Ainu people, an indigenous minority of the Hokkaido Island, subsist by making toys and folk handcrafts sculptured in woods.

The present toy industry in Japan consists of 2500 firms;including those of high-tech toys such as TV games, and employs 26,000 workers. It has an annual output of 420 million yen and is placed second in the world, next to the United States. Japan produces 150 million yen through exports and is the largest exporter of toys in the world. Japan spends 120 million yen on imported toys every year and this figure is steadily on the increase. The annual consumer market spends 780 million yen at retail price and is second to the United States. The consumer child spends 38 thousand yen per year and is also second in the world.

In Japan, the number of children has been decreasing, nevertheless a child’s first encounter with a toy is an introduction to education and a step towards science. With toys children discover the pleasure of play and learn to live in society. They increase their interest in devices and expand their creaive world. The toy is an indispensable element for children as it fosters their dreams and enriches their daily lives. In this present time of TV games and high-tech toys we thought it necessary to re-introduce the natural wooden toys of our forests. In order to do this while adopting the concept of "see, touch & learn" we are constructing the first wooden toys museum in Japan. We will present not only Japanese toys but toys from all over the world. The museum will open in April 1998. In this wooden toys museum, we will have more than 10 thousand toys ranging from European toys and toys of the American Continent to those of Middle East.

Last October I visited many different countries in Europe with the intention of collecting wooden toys for our museum. During this time, through the introduction of Mr. Halgand of the Vilac company, I had a chance to pay a visit to the city of Moirans-en-Montagne. The city of Moirans-en-Montagne is very similar to our town in its climate and its population. Moreover, our two towns share another great common factor, the toy museum. These will be represent our respective countries. It is at this time that the association of Moirans-en-Montagne and Ikutahara was proposed. This could encourage the development of our two towns. We have enthusiastically pursued this project which will be extremely profitable for Ikutahara. Last November, Mr. Halgand, who took part in the economic delegation of President Jacques Chirac, visited Japan. He took this opportunity to present to us a personal letter from the Mayor of Moirans-en-Montagne. This letter was an invitation to the European Congress for Toys and childhood. It was due to this that I have the great pleasure to be here today, in Moirans-en-Montagne. I hope this visit to France through wooden toys provides us an opportunity to develop a relationship between France and Japan. And to further our mutual understandings and our friendships concerning economic, cultural, industrial and educational plans.

To finish, I wish with all my heart the progress of the European Toy and Childhood Museum Federation and the success of the Congress for Toys and Childhood.
