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<Cultural differences>

When I was working at UNDP (United Nations Development Programme), there was a training session
in New York, and was taught about global cultural differences. According to the instructor, people in
Scandinavia and the North America are the most straightforward in the wotld and people in the Far East
(especially Japan) are the most evasive and do not mention their real feelings openly. My ex-Swedish
colleague in Rwanda agreed with this observation and once told me that she was very shocked when she
went back to Sweden after living abroad for a while and noticed that people in Sweden were very candid
and rude. On the contrary, Japanese are a typical target of an American joke, for instance, that people are
too quiet and not easily understandable (together with a combination of a language gap). And 1 believe
that straightforward personality is more dominant in the world and evasive character is not very much
common. The latter is only possible where the community people have a certain level of shared
understanding and can live together without open discussions for consensus building.

Interestingly, perhaps due to landlocked geography and the highly populated condition, people in
Rwanda are rather categorized as evasive, which is rare in Africa by the way, and I saw many foreign
visitors especially from the North America that they first had a very positive impression about Rwanda
but got confused after staying for a while by finding that what Rwandans were saying and having in their
minds were sometimes different. For me, as a typical Japanese, this culture is very familiar and 1 know
how to deal with it. Further, I sense sometimes that Rwandans find comfortable about talking with me as
I can understand their non-straightforward culture. I think this is a part of the reason why I could have
stayed here for a long time.
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turned three years
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Nevertheless, there is another element that T still suffer from a cultural difference. That is a contrast

between priority in enthusiasm and utilitarian mindset (more precisely, short-term utilitarianism). When 1
was working at the Japanese Ministry of the Environment and dealing with various policy/regulation
settings with stakeholders, the most important elements for successful negotiation were logical reasoning
and enthusiasm. Once I had a proposal with robust reasoning and zeal, it was relatively easy to realize the
proposal as many people in Japan were ready to listen and accept my appeal. And I really loved that
working environment.

Therefore, right after reaching Rwanda, 1 tried my efforts to make various proposals based on the same
approach. And in many cases unfortunately, I failed to persuade my colleagues, friends, and others from
the beginning or during implementation of the project. In short, people in Rwanda (and Africa in general
probably) are much more pragmatic and they don’t buy my ideas unless I can appeal very quick, tangible
and direct benefit to them. For example, when I proposed low-cost and simple but feasible technics for
environmental improvement, the majority of the Rwandan government staff did not appreciate them as
they preferred top-notch and more sophisticated technologies. Even though I explained that those

advanced technologies were too expensive to introduce and technically challenging for proper daily |&

operation and maintenance, the counterparts wanted to try their introduction at least until their
confirming a failure of the introduction. As another instance, it is not common to hear words of

appreciation from Rwandan colleagues even in the case that we have worked together for a long time. [
Once the contract is over and the payment is done, that is the end for many people and they don’t show [

any attachment for what we have done together.

Of course, there are exceptions and I am keeping good relationships with people of different
personalities from the typical one. But even that pragmatic view is not something that I should blame for.
Many ate still poor and there is no time to enjoy looking back their past. This personality is quite cultural
and based on long local history, and they must have found that the short-term pragmatic approach is the
best for the community. Therefore, I must understand this difference and change my approach in a more
utilitarian way. If I can show that my proposal can generate concrete financial benefit for how much (in a
short-term ideally), the chance would be higher to make the proposal be accepted.

Relating to this point, I met one young Burundian on a plane the other day and he told me that the
problem of Burundi was that people did not trust each other and having a discussion on how to realize
national development together was quite difficult. I believe this lack of trust would provide significant
influence upon the short-term pragmatic mindset. And I still lack experiences to complain this difference
as even some native people with a good spirit like the above Burundian are suffering from this concern.

Group photo at a
Xmas event at
Shota’s nursery
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Currently used
Nudba landfill in
Kigali: sadly, I have
no power to advise
and the site is back
to a typical open
dumping site
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We seem to be able to
harvest some apples
this time (ref: Monthly
Rwanda vol.79), but
the number of fruits is
still very small
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Avocado tree and fruits
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Rainy season this time is delayed
and we still have frequent rains
(usually, it is common to enter the
dry season at this time of the year)
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