What is the Chehalis-Inasa-cho Sister City Program?



Originally written by former City Manager Dave Campbell, July 2005

Our sister city relationship with Inasa-cho, Japan, was formally established on October 22, 1990, by the adoption of City Council Resolution 17-90 and Mayor Robert Spahr’s signing of the sister city agreements.  (There are two agreements with the same terms - one written in English and one written in Japanese.)  Mayor Nobuo Shibata signed the agreements on behalf of Inasa-cho.  Seventeen of Inasa-cho’s eighteen town councilors accompanied him in the delegation that had traveled from Japan to Chehalis for the signing ceremony.  The event was held at The Colony House in downtown Chehalis.

The correspondence and visits that led to the establishment of the sister city relationship began in 1986.  Several years prior to that, the Chehalis School District, along with several other Southwest Washington school districts, had initiated a sister school affiliation with the Seirei Gakuen (now Seirei Christopher) educational organization in Hamamatsu, a larger city (roughly the size of Seattle) near Inasa-cho.  Mr. Ryo Hasegawa, the Managing Director of Seirei Gakuen, knew of the sister city relationship between the City of Camas, Washington, and Hosoe-cho (also in the same area of Japan) from the Camas School District’s affiliation with Seirei Gakuen.  Mr. Hasegawa and Chehalis School District officials began to quietly promote the sister city idea among town and city officials in Inasa-cho and Chehalis.  The mayors exchanged letters, and the rest, as they say, is history.

In October 1989, four Inasa-cho school representatives and Mr. Hasegawa visited Chehalis for several days to discuss the idea in person.  Mayor Shibata believed that solidifying the communities’ relationship could best be done through young people, so Deputy Mayor Shinziro Yamamoto and 20 Inasa-cho junior high school students visited Chehalis for a week in August 1990.  During that visit, plans were made for the establishment of the sister city relationship that was formalized two months later.

A sister city program is designed, first and foremost, to promote understanding and friendship between two communities and their citizens.  Coordinated exchanges may involve adult or student groups, sports competition, or artistic and cultural programs.  Informal exchanges may also occur as individual citizens travel as friends and on vacation between the two countries.

Another possible outgrowth of the sister city program is economic development – trade or business investments involving firms in the two communities.  Over the years, business inquiries connected with the Chehalis – Inasa-cho sister city relationship have included log home and forest/agriculture sales and resort development investment.

Inasa-cho is a semi-rural community of about 16,000 people in the prefecture of Shizuoka .  It is located on the main island of Japan, east of Nagoya – a large city with an international airport – and about two hours south of Tokyo via the “shinkansen” (bullet train).  Mt. Fuji is located between Tokyo and Inasa-cho.  In Japanese, the suffix “cho” means it’s a town, not a city, and we often refer to the community simply as Inasa.

Since 1990, Inasa has sent a delegation of about 25 people to Chehalis almost every year.  Initially their delegations consisted primarily of junior high school students (their town government doesn’t provide education above that level), plus a few teachers, school administrators, and city staff.  
In 1997, their delegation consisted of adult drummers and theatrical performers who put on stage shows during the Southwest Washington Fair.  Other demonstrations of traditional Japanese arts took place during the Fair in 1999, courtesy of another adult delegation from Inasa.  Again, in 2008, a group of Taiko drummers performed to very enthusiastic crowds at the Southwest Washington Fair and the Chehalis Community Farmers Market.
Delegations from Chehalis have traveled to Inasa under the auspices of the sister city program eight times since 1992.  They have included a few city councilors and staff, but mostly just interested adults, including people from other Lewis County communities and beyond, along with two cultural delegations.  It is important to note that both city councilors and staff pay their own way.  The city does not subsidize these trips in any way.  

In 2000, on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the sister city program, a Chehalis delegation to Inasa consisted of performers from the local Boots-n-Buckles country western dance club.  They also helped plant a few rose and rhododendron bushes and Douglas fir trees in Inasa.

In 2002, The Young Ringers, a handbell choir made up of mostly Chehalis middle school and high school age students, performed in Inasa.

City staff and citizen committees in both communities plan and coordinate the sister city exchanges.  Delegation members stay in private homes during their visits to Inasa and Chehalis.  In Chehalis, the City Manager’s Office leads the planning committee and handles all correspondence to and from Inasa.
In 2005, Inasa and several other small communities were merged with Hamamatsu as part of a major governmental reorganization throughout Japan.   However, the sister city program has remained intact.  Inasa has continued to send a delegation every year since its merger with Hamamatsu; however, due to decreased funding from Hamamatsu, the sizes of the delegations have been smaller.

2010 marks the 20th anniversary of the sister city relationship.  To commemorate this significant milestone, Chehalis plans to send a 20-member delegation to Inasa in November.
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