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\ Towards a Barrier-free Society
/ﬁ o N T =7 ) —DFEAFIZTHITFT

MmBHIEETRE (CIR) OY+—X=ADIS LTI,

I see the katakana words “barrier-free” used a lot in Japan. I
usually think of buildings that are accessible for handicapped
people. But is that all it means?

In the elevator in my apartment building, a sign asks people
not to smoke on the balcony because some residents have
breathing problems. That made me wonder: can these
people even safely go out to eat? While the state where I
ived in the US banned smoking in restaurants and bars 12
years ago, many establishments here allow smoking.

Are “barriers” only disabilities or illnesses? What about
linguistic or cultural barriers faced by non-Japanese people?
In Matsushima I feel there are still information barriers.
Too many foreign visitors take the sightseeing boat, visit
a temple and then leave. It may be because they didn’t
see information in their language about other things to do
in Matsushima. For example, they might not know they
can relax at an onsen or see wonderful views from Saigyo
Modoshi no Matsu Park. Perhaps they could not read the
pﬁ)stgrs for events like the fall light-up or the Bon Festival of
the Sea.

When foreign tourists are in Matsushima they may also face
cultural barriers. For example, if you go to a restaurant but
don't know which sauces to put on which dishes, you may
not fully enjoy your meal. If you see an onsen in your hotel,
but don’t know how to use it, you might be afraid to enter!

That said, I think Matsushima is making great progress
towards reducing barriers for foreigners. Since the 1980s,
Matsushima has had maps in multiple languages as well as
volunteer English guides. Matsushima is also one of the only
owns in Tohoku to hire a foreign staff person to promote
Matsushima in English, and also to train local businesses to
serve foreign tourists.

So what does “barrier-free” mean? Perhaps it is best to
answer with a question: what kind of town do we want to
create? My hope is that Matsushima will continue to strive
to be a place that everyone can fully enjoy.

I want to express my thanks for reading this column over
the last year. This will be the last monthly column, but I
hope to write new columns from time to time.
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