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Photo shows farmers using a tea harvester to collect matcha tea leaves in Fujieda, Shizuoka prefecture.Photo shows farmers harvesting matcha tea leaves in Fujieda, Shizuoka prefecture.

This photo shows a farmer taking a break while harvesting matcha tea leaves in Fujieda,
Shizuoka prefecture. — AFP photos
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From matcha ice cream to cake and chocolate, pro-
ducers of traditional Japanese green tea are capital-
izing on growing global interest in its flavor-even as

demand for the drink declines at home. At Shigehiko
Suzuki’s tea shop in central Japan, adorned with a tradi-
tional “noren” drape, the customers are flooding in but
more to scoop up gelato or cake than to sip the bright-
green tea. In 1998, Suzuki’s company Marushichi Seicha
started making powdered matcha green tea-traditionally
made using a bamboo whisk in a tiny room. The firm now
exports 30 tons of green tea to the US, Europe, Africa,
Asia and the Middle East.

“The demand for matcha is rapidly growing in the
world... There’s demand for ice cream, desserts and cof-
fee,” Suzuki told AFP at his shop in Fujieda, 170 kilometers
(105 miles) southwest of Tokyo. Japan exported more than
5,000 tons of green tea-mainly to the United States-last
year, 10 times more than two decades ago. But in Japan,
the consumption of green tea leaves for drinking dropped
from 1,174 grams per household in 2001 to 844 grams in
2015, according to the latest government data-a trend

Suzuki puts down to a more westernized diet.
“The number of Japanese who regularly drink tea is

decreasing while there are more Japanese who enjoy vari-
ous kinds of food, so tea doesn’t sell like before,” said the
55-year-old. Japanese traditionally drink green tea with
rice but are doing so less as the diet becomes less
dependent on the grain. Sensing the shift, Suzuki branched
into matcha-flavoured ice cream nine years ago, opening a
shop where customers can choose gelato from seven lev-
els of bitterness. It became so popular, he opened two
stores in Tokyo and one in Kyoto, matcha’s traditional
home.

‘Not many successors’ 
Tea growers like 67-year-old Yoshio Shoji are also

jumping on the bandwagon to grow matcha leaves-as they
command a higher price than “sencha”, needle-shaped
leaves used to make the traditional Japanese drink. The
matcha leaves sell for 3,100 yen ($30) per kilo on average,
compared to 1,400 yen for sencha, according to the
Japanese Association of Tea Production. But Shoji said tea
fields are shrinking as farmers get too old for the physical-
ly demanding work. “The oldest one is over 80. There are
not many successors,” he told AFP as he gazed out over
his tea fields on the mountain slopes. “The tea price is
dwindling and the work is tough.”

Tea leaves were first brought from China to Japan in
the early ninth century and the tea was treated more as a
medicine at that time. Matcha developed in 16th-century
Kyoto when tea master Sen no Rikyu established the tradi-
tional tea ceremony known as “chanoyu.” Sencha was
invented two centuries later and its manufacturing method
spread quickly. Now, sencha accounts for half of 80,242
tonnes of green tea produced annually in Japan, compared
to 3.3 percent for matcha tea leaves-although production
of the latter is growing.

‘Unfashionable’ 
Traditional Japanese tea also suffers from something of

an image problem, argues Suzuki, as it is considered the
preserve of older generations. “It is mainly the over-60s
who drink tea. The younger people are, the more they
drink coffee... Tea is no longer attractive to customers. Our
priority is to boost its appeal,” he said. Some tea rooms
are trying to modernize the traditional drink to pull in
younger punters. At Tokyo Saryo, a stark-white zen-style
space in a quiet neighborhood, “barista” Yuka Ihara brews

Japanese tea in special glass cups. “There’s the cultural tea
ceremony and practical bottled tea. But something in-
between, like a cafe where customers can enjoy tea in
comfortable surroundings, didn’t really exist before,” Ihara
said.

“It’s important to come up with new ways to present
and taste tea, as well as new recipes to let people redis-
cover the value of Japanese tea.” Mikito Tanimoto, cre-
ative director who founded Tokyo Saryo in 2017, said
Japanese tea is regarded as “unfashionable.” “But we can
make it more cool.”  But despite these innovative efforts,
there is widespread skepticism that the decline can be
stemmed. “The Japanese sell kimonos and tea ceremonies-
the cultural side-overseas but in the meantime, farmers are
crying” because they cannot survive, said Stephane
Danton, the French owner of a Japanese tea shop in Tokyo. 

Danton infuses green tea with various flavors from
mango to plum to cater to the palate of foreigners not
used to the bitterness of Japanese tea.  And while Suzuki
has enjoyed some success in expanding his matcha prod-
ucts, he doubts whether the industry can be saved given
intense global competition. “As matcha is popular around
the world, it’s now made everywhere in the world. Japan is
no longer the only country making it. We’ll face global
competition.”— AFP

Sheep have been reintroduced to London’s Hampstead
Heath for the first time since the 1950s to test an
environmentally friendly way of maintaining the area.

Five sheep will be allowed to graze for a week-long trial
period which could be extended if it proves successful. As
an alternative to mowing, grazing allows for greater biodi-
versity, ensuring a suitable habitat for wildlife including
amphibians, small mammals, and wildflowers.

Situated in North London and covering 790 acres,
Hampstead Heath is one of the most popular green spaces

in London, receiving over 9 million visitors a year. The
sheep will graze at The Tumulus on the heath, an ancient
Roman monument that folklore claims is the gravesite of
Celtic queen Boudica. John Beyer, vice chair of the Heath &
Hampstead Society, said the plan was inspired by the
romantic vision of cattle grazing on the heath depicted in
19th century works by artist John Constable.

Karina Dostalova, chairman of the City of London
Corporation’s Hampstead Heath management committee,
said reintroduction of grazing had been an aspiration for

many years. “The Heath has a long history of sheep-grazing,
with farmers taking their flock to the site before taking them
to market in the City,” she said.

Sheep were often seen in London’s parks in the 20s and
30s as a way to keep down mowing costs, and as an eco-
friendly option it may be coming back into fashion. In 2018,
sheep roamed around Green Park in the centre of London
as part of a conservation effort. — Reuters

Photo shows a man filling a bag with dried Japanese tea leaves at a tea factory in
Fujieda, Shizuoka prefecture.

Photo shows bags of dried Japanese green tea leaves in a tea factory in
Fujieda, Shizuoka prefecture.


