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Japan says sayonara to suits, welcomes Cool Biz

| Tuesday, May 24, 2005 | From Richard Lloyd Parry in Tokyo

YOU see them every summer morning, in the packed commuter trains and .
offices of Central Tokyo: men dressed in wool and polyester, sweating in the L .
90F heat. These are the salarymen, the warriors of the Japanese economy,
for whom summer is a season more to be endured than enjoyed.

From June to September, a fog of humidity falls across Japan, tormenting
office workers dressed in a uniform more appropriate for winter. But a
salaryman in a T-shirt would be like a samurai without his sword, and there Ry, i
has been no serious challenge to Japan’s business dress code for 150 years. || ;

v |

Until now. This week the Japanese Government embarks on an ambitious Japanese Environment Minister Yuriko Koike

scheme to reinvent the appearance of the Japanese businessman. It is being holds up a panel showing how to wear a suit
. . . . fashionably without a necktie

pioneered by fashion designers, famous department stores and captains of .

industry, and led by Junichiro Koizumi, the Prime Minister, himself. << photo from the Japan Times >>

The idea behind the initiative — christened with the English words “Cool Biz” — is simple and serious. Japan is
lamentably behind in reaching its targets for reduction of greenhouse gases, despite hosting the 1997 Kyoto
Conference at which they were set. The stated goal is to reduce 1990 levels by 6 per cent by the year 2012. But
in 2003, emissions were up by 8 per cent on the base year.



Much of these come from the air-conditioning units, which thrum in Japanese offices during the hot months. So
Mr Koizumi has ordered that from June 1 government offices should set the thermostats on their air conditioners
for 28C (82.4F) — a little more than Tokyo’s average August temperature and intolerable in a suit and tie. The air
conditioning will rarely come on, so the Government has launched Cool Biz to persuade salarymen to take off
their ties, unbutton their shirts and cast off their jackets instead.

“Japanese men are so hard to change,” says Hiroko Koshino, a distinguished fashion designer who has devised
a range of cool men'’s clothes at the Government’s request. “It's a very, very challenging task.”

Except at the most youthful of fashion and dot-com companies, casual Fridays never really caught on in Japan.
Tsutomu Hata, a former Prime Minister is notorious for his ill-advised energy-saving office wear, created by
simply chopping off the arms of conventional suits at the elbow. The garments looked as if a jealous lover had run
amok, and are widely held to have set back the cause of dressing down in Japan. “The point is to make men look
more attractive to women, not foolish like Mr Hata,” Ms Koshino says. “What’s needed is something that shows
Japanese originality, designed for people who are working.”

Ms Koshino’s designs use both traditional fabrics, made from Japanese reeds and bamboo, and high-tech mixed
fabrics used in sports clothes. Some of her shirts have the pleats of an evening shirt, but sleeves and back of a
polo shirt, and ventilation holes in the armpits. The suit jackets are of the lightest wool, unlined at the back, and
with raised lapels. They are bold and unusual, but the question is whether anyone will wear them.

The biggest obstacle is the strict hierarchy still operating in Japanese offices — for most salarymen it is
unthinkable to indulge any innovation which has not previously been adopted by the boss. And so Ms Koshino
has gone to the top.

Next month at the 2005 Expo in Aichi she will launch her new line at a fashion show at which the models will be
captains of industry. Hiroshi Okuda, the chairman of Toyota will strut down the catwalk, alongside the bosses of
Fuji Xerox, Show Shell Oil and the electrical giants Matsushita and Sanyo. Kirin Beer has embraced the Cool Biz
doctrine, and Tokyo’s Mitsukoshi department store has a display of smart, lightweight men’s attire.

Mr Koizumi has promised that members of his Cabinet will embrace the Cool Biz movement, except on the most
formal ceremonial occasions. And if the grey men of Japanese politics can be persuaded to discard their ties then
the sky is the limit.



