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Talk 1: Hope and Actions for the Young People in need
Mr. Takashi Takayama

(Past pupil of the Salesian Polytechnic, Tokyo, Japan)

Introduction:

I’ d like to introduce to you our speaker.

Mr. Takashi Takayama was born in 1964 in Bien Hoa (today Dong Nai) Province, V
ietnam. He is 58 years old. His Vietnamese name is CAO DINH QUY.

Mr. Takayama escaped communist Vietnam on a boat in 1979. 2 years later, he wa

s accepted as an Indochinese refugee by the Japanese government. He studied graph



ic design at the Salesian Polytechnic (at the time, Tkuei Polytechnic), after a lo
ng career in printing and photomechanical companies, he now works as a freelance j
udicial interpreter, interpreting for criminal investigation on cases involving Vi
etnamese persons. In his free time, he accompanies, as an ‘Aniki (Bro)’ , the Vi
etnamese youth who frequent his Catholic parish.

Today, many young workers from abroad come to Japan. Many of them experience d
ifficulties in life, due to the new language, differences in culture or custom, as
well as harsh working environments, inequity in payments and opportunities for edu
cation.

Mr. Takayama himself fled from the oppressive communist regime in his youth, ar
riving in Japan from Vietnam as one of the ‘Boat People’ . Helped by the support
of warm—hearted people he met, he has overcame many challenges on the way.

Today, he journeys with the youth who have come to Japan and who need a helping

hand, by listening to them, being a beacon of hope for them.

We present to you an interview with Mr. Takashi Takayama.

Interview:

Could you tell us how you arrived in Japan?

After Saigon fell on April 30, 1975, Vietnam was unified by the northern commun
ist regime. They launched a harsh persecution against military and administrative
personnel of the former southern Vietnamese government. Religion also underwent s

evere persecution, especially the Catholic Church.



Our family, considering our future, decided to make us escape. So towards the
end of October 1979, my older brother, younger brother, my sister, her husband, an
d myself - 16 years old at the time - we left on a boat with around 48 other peopl
e. After 4 days on the sea, we were rescued by a Norwegian ship bound for Japan.
At that time, Japan was still closed and did not give residence permit to refugee
s, so we landed with a temporary permit and our whole group was accepted in a conv
ent in Nagasaki, the convent of the Franciscan Sisters of the Knights of the Immac

ulate.

In the course of our stay there for nearly 2 years, we decided to stay in Japa
n. In 1981, the Japanese government had decided to accept Indochinese refugees as
residents. Seeking opportunity to study, we moved to Tokyo and started to live wi
th friends in an apartment when we learned that a center for refugees was opened i
n Shinagawa, Tokyo. We were accepted and were enrolled in the Japanese language c
ourse there. Although it was a state run center, a Catholic priest, Fr. Kasuya wa
s there as a Supervisor. He celebrated mass for us and I could also seek his advi
ce regarding my chances for studies.

Finishing the course at the center, I started to work as a live—in newspaper bo
y at a newspaper delivery shop, while studying at a Japanese language school on sc
holarship provided by the shop. Later, thanks to the assistance by the parish of
Koenji Church, I could start my studies at the Ikuei Polytechnic (now Salesian Pol

ytechnic).

I was interviewed by Fr. Hendrickx who was the Director of the school at the ti
me and started the first year as an auditing student, then was enrolled in the gra
phic design course. At the Polytechnic, there were 7 to 8 Vietnamese refugee stud

ents other than myself. I used to sometimes wonder if I deserve to be so fortunat



e, having met people who generously help me, while so many refugee youths had to s

truggle so much in life.

What do you remember about your school life?

I really enjoyed the ethics class taught by Fr. Namiki and Fr. Fushiki. I made
many friends and also enjoyed the school cultural festival. 1 joined the table te
nnis club. The camp at Lake Nojiri was so much fun. I remember when we went out
on the pier to watch the sunset. My thoughts flying back home, I became homesick

and cried.

How was it for you after you graduating, going into the world?
I worked for 2 years in an affiliate company of Toppan Printing Co., Ltd., then
worked at a photoengraving company run by the father of a colleague for about 25 y

ears. | am now working as an interpreter.

These days, I’ m involved with Vietnamese young people who frequent our parish,
Kawaguchi Church. As someone who has been there, living many years in Japan, [ tr
y to help these youths who are having difficulties, by giving advice, listening to
them, accompanying them to the hospital when they get sick, etc. In the past 7 or
8 years, many students and technical trainees have been arriving in Japan, and see
ing them at our parish, I supposed they must be experiencing various difficulties.

I felt it was a mission given to me.

We gather every Sunday to pray, chat and share together, and if anyone has worr

>

ies or is troubled, we listen to them. Rather than being ‘volunteer work’ , it

s first of all, human relationship.



T’ m 58 years old, the same generation as their fathers, but I try to be like a
brother to them, so they won’ t have to speak in polite form, and will feel free t
o speak their minds. I actively mingle with them, starting up conversation also w
ith those I meet for the first time, beginning with simple questions like, “Where

are you from?” , “Is everything alright at the moment?” , “How’ s life?”

What are the difficulties or problems that the Vietnamese youth face in Japan?
The difficulties, cultural differences and others are various and complex. For
the technical trainees, there can be problems at work, they are sometimes forced t
o do work that had not been in the contract, receive unduly pressure, or there cou
1d be misunderstandings due to difficulty in communication, with the language barr
ier. There are even cases of physical abuse. I listen to them and give advice.
A Vietnamese religious sister at Kawaguchi Church is helping the youth. When they
become sick, when they are entangled in legal problems, or when they are badly tre
ated at work, referring them to specialists, lawyers, doctors, etc. I assist her

in this work.

I haven’ t been able to give back anything to my alma mater, the Salesian Polyt
echnic, but if Fr. Hendrickx were here now, I would like to say to him, “Thank yo

u Father, this is what I’ m doing now.”

Tell us about your present occupation as an Interpreter.
I’ m a freelance judicial interpreter working for the Tokyo Metropolitan Police
Department, prefectural police forces in the Kanto region around Tokyo, as well as

for District Prosecutors’ Offices



It’ s been 6 years now. It s a sad reality, but with the arrival of Vietnames
e youth, some of them get entangled in criminal activity. When a Vietnamese is ar

rested as a suspect, I’ m asked by the police to assist them.

The interrogation by the police can be really harrowing for them. I feel it’ s
also my role to understand the turbulence they are going through, so as to try and
reassure them. Actually, they must be experiencing so much fear, because their co
untenance change as the interrogation goes on. Some lose their hair, some of them

get hollow—cheeked.

Could you share with us how the covid-19 pandemic is affecting the young people?

In recent years, under the ‘foreigner training system’ , many Vietnamese youth
have been arriving in Japan. In many cases, the young people had taken on a huge
debt in order to come to Japan. They need money to pay commission to the brokers
who send out the trainees, for the transport fee and various other expenses. It ¢
ould amount to 1 to 1.5 million yen. The base salary in Vietnam is the equivalent
of 30,000 (thirty thousand) yen, so you can easily imagine what a huge amount 1 mi
1lion yen is for them.

Moreover, the recent situation of the pandemic has led to diminishing of work an
d less income. Many young people have been laid-off from work. Losing their jobs
can be like a death sentence for them. As well as losing the source of income, th
ey have to leave the housing that they had stayed in.

Without any income and without a place to stay, they are forced to depend on and
stay with their friends, hopping from one place to another. Some of them end up s
leeping in parks. Some have been arrested for shop—lifting ‘bento’ (lunch pack)

or ‘onigiri’ (rice balls) out of sheer hunger. Some of them had only a few 10 y



en coins on them when the police searched their belongings. These cases that are
so sad, I actually witnessed myself.

They came to work as a trainee in Japan, only wishing to relieve their family of
economic hardship, but everything has turned upside down in the pandemic of covid—
19. 1 pray that, as soon as possible, a ray of hope, light of relief will shine o

n these young people who wander in the streets.

How do you think we can overcome this crisis?
It’ s difficult to endure hard times, but I think we all need to support and encou
rage one another in order to see ourselves through this prolonged crisis, and to b

e resilient.

Do you have a message for young people?
I’ d like to encourage them to cherish human relationships. Whether the person
is a friend in your circle or a stranger to you, it’ s not good if you are indiffe

rent towards that person. It’ s really a simple thing.

I hope the young people would become more interested in the history of their ow
n country, history of Japan. I myself have experienced war, and every year, in Au
gust, I remember and try to follow documentaries on TV on Hiroshima, Nagasaki, ann
iversary of Japan’ s surrender and end of war, or about the Tokyo war crimes tribu
nal, about Okinawa. Even if the youth have never experienced war, I wish that the
y come to know what had happened in the past and learn that we must never allow wa

r to happen again. My wish is that they absolutely support peace.

By cherishing relationships, both you yourself and the other person will experi

ence peace. It may be a very small act, but when gathered together, these small a



cts become a great force. My hope is that we value these relationships, so we can

live in peace together.



