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On 25 October 2012, I arrived at the Berlin Airport to attend the 9th Japanese-German 
Frontiers of Science symposium, to be held for three days from 26 October in Potsdam. 
This time, I would be participating to fulfill the responsibility as Planning Group 
Member (PGM) co-chair, which I had been passed on from last year’s co-chair, Dr. 
Tanimoto and co-chair of the year before, Dr. Ooi. It was a chilly autumn afternoon. The 
sky in Berlin was covered with gray clouds, as if it represented the portion of anxiety I 
felt as to whether this symposium would succeed. With Drs. Tanimoto and Hiura and 
some other participants from Japan, who were on the same plane with me heading for 
the venue via Paris, I took the taxi that the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation (AvH) 
had arranged for us, which ran for about an hour from the airport to Potsdam. The trees 
that could be seen on the way had already put on their autumn leaves completely, 
perhaps a month before the leaves turn red or yellow in Japan. When we entered the 
city of Potsdam, there were houses with cream yellow and gray walls and brown roofs, 
in the calm atmosphere remaining from former East Germany. The Hotel Steigenberger 
Sansoucci was the same venue where the symposium was held two years ago. When I 
stepped into the lobby, the positions of the sofas were just the same as before. In the 
surrounding that had not changed, memories came back of what I first experienced two 
years ago.  
 
The Frontiers of Science (FoS) Symposium is a scientific symposium that was launched 
in 1998 for bilateral and interdisciplinary exchange. Young scientists leading each 
academic discipline gather to have discussions with a vision toward the direction of 
science in the future. Starting with the first symposium between the United States and 
Japan, currently symposia with the US, Germany, and France are being held on a 
regular basis with support from the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science (JSPS). 
For each discipline, PGMs are appointed from Japan and the counterpart country, and 
at the bilateral PGM meetings held in advance, topics for each discipline to be discussed 
in the symposium are selected. Participants include the speakers of each topic, and 
scientists of age 45 or younger, who were nominated by PGMs or research institutes; a 
total of 5 researchers for each discipline. It is different from other academic symposia in 
that it is held in a closed format; only those young scientists that were selected are able 
to participate. The Japanese-German Frontiers of Science (JGFoS) Symposium is 
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comprised of 6 sessions: Earth Science/Geo-Sciences/Environment, Social Sciences, 
Chemistry/Materials Science, Physics/Astrophysics, Mathematics/Informatics/Engineering,
Biology/Life Science. A total of 60 researchers from Germany and Japan participate. At 
this year’s JGFoS, invitation letters with the FoS logo were sent to participants from 
JSPS. I imagine that all the researchers who received them would have taken personal 
pride in being invited to FoS and been encouraged to make their best preparations for 
the symposium.  
 
Prior to the reception, PGMs and speakers from each session gathered at 6 p.m. to have 
a session coordination meeting. Presentation at FoS means speaking in front of 
researchers of different disciplines. The difficulty in presenting one’s ideas at FoS is 
different from that which we experience at the other academic conferences. Presenters 
are requested to convey the essence of their research to researchers of other disciplines 
without using difficult jargons, mathematical or chemical formulae. “Enhancement of 
quality of presentation” is our responsibility that has been passed on from last time. 
This year, we had reminded Japanese and German PGMs and speakers to ensure that 
this responsibility be fulfilled. The Japanese delegation has held preparatory meetings 
in Tokyo usually in July every year, where overviews of the topics are given and 
contents of the presentations are confirmed among researchers of other fields. The 
session coordination meeting arranged by the host country Germany was held in line 
with the aims of the preparatory meetings held in Japan.  
 
On the morning of 26 October, the JGFoS symposium was opened with remarks by Dr. 
Katja Hartmann of AvH and Prof. Makoto Asashima of JSPS, which were followed by 
welcome speeches by the PGM co-chairs of both countries, Dr. Tobias Moser and myself.  
 
Each session starts with a brief introduction by PGMs including the reasons why they 
have chosen the topics, followed by 20-minute speeches from the introductory speaker 
and two speakers on the topic, and concludes with a 55-minute discussion by all 
participants. Every year, hands are raised one after another by participants willing to 
ask questions and make statements. Fifty-five minutes pass away so quickly at each 
session, resulting in a shortage of time for discussion. This is the most fulfilling moment 
of the FoS, which is a symposium where leading researchers of the next generation 
gather together. On the other hand, it is necessary to manage the questions and 
answers session, so that discussions do not slant to technical questions and disperse to 
general questions. To chair and steer the discussion session appropriately is another 
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responsibility that was passed on to us from last time.  
 
Every year, orders of the sessions are announced at the venue. The first session was the 
Earth Science/Geo-Sciences/Environment session, the same as last year. Former PGM 
co-chair Dr. Tanimoto, who continued to take on the role of PGM from last year, 
demonstrated excellent chairing resembling that of Prof. Michael J. Sandel, presenting 
a perfect example. At the Earth Science session, I am always impressed by the large 
scale of subjects being studied. This time, recent projects were introduced, in which 
robots are used to efficiently cover vast sea areas for observation of the sea. What was 
most impressive was the photo of a research vessel that researchers would take to go to 
the site in traditional surveys. The audience was drawn into the topic after being shown 
the photo of the vessel that seemed at all times just about to be turned over in the 
raging waves. The participants seemed to have been submerged in the FoS atmosphere 
by break time after the first session, and gave me comments such as “Interesting and 
exciting, I really understand that participants would be tempted to ask questions.” The 
fascination and uniqueness of FoS is that a topic of any discipline would awaken the 
curiosity of participants.  
 
The next session was the Social Sciences. The styles of presentation and perspectives of 
research in this area somewhat differ from the natural sciences. The session itself was a 
“contact zone of cultures.” With movement in time and space of ancient literature as 
themes and footing, the history of cultural exchange and mixture in medieval Europe 
were unravelled. There were many similarities with the natural sciences as regards 
approaches for research.  
 
The second day started with Chemistry/Materials Science. In the natural world, living 
organisms absorb minerals such as calcium, forming “shapes” of the living bodies such 
as bones and shells. As can be seen in fossils, from ancient times, living organisms have 
acquired the skills to thoroughly absorb minerals, arrange them, and form their own 
shapes. However, it is only very recently that humankind has started to elucidate the 
structure and mechanism of ”biomineralization.” This area of science has just emerged, 
learning from approaches taken in living organisms for the development of new 
materials and application to medicine.  
 
The next Physics/Astrophysics is a session that most participants tend to feel defensive, 
assuming that it would be “difficult.” However, once the session started, the atmosphere 
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of the conference room changed. The three speakers clearly explained to us difficult 
topics such as “gravity,” with one of them even giving a performance with a hanger and 
shoe strings that he had brought from his hotel room. The audience shared with the 
physicists their dreams to investigate the origin of the universe by seeking out very 
weak signals of gravitational waves through experiments of high accuracy. This sense of 
unity brought about lively discussion at the venue.  
 
In the Biology/Life Science session, the cutting-edge research was presented, in terms of 
delineating, on the molecular level, mechanism of signal transmission between the 
synapses in the brain. At the tip of a synapse, proteins shaped like bananas form 
capsule-like vesicles and triggered by various chemical reactions, neurotransmitters are 
released from the vesicles and detected by receptors. It is fascinating to think that 
innumerable precise chemical reactions are actually occurring at high speed inside my 
brain, right when it is studying the detailed mechanism of synapse in the brain.  
 
In the Mathematics/Informatics/Engineering session, I realized that the development of 
technology will change society. Through analysis of human behavior using a 
surveillance camera, the intentions and next actions of that person can be predicted. 
With the development of technology, society has become increasingly convenient, but at 
the same time, ethical problems have occurred. This was the issue that this year’s 
PGMs extended toward the audience. Discussion ended in resonance with a question 
from a social scientist, who asked: “Who will manage the data?” 
 
After the closing ceremony, fortunately many participants gave us comments that it was 
a “great symposium.” In the questionnaire implemented by the AvH after the 
symposium, we received high evaluation. The success of this symposium owes to the 
speakers who spoke about leading-edge topics in a clear and effective way, participants 
who advanced heated discussion, and the PGMs who skillfully chaired the session. I 
would also like to convey my thanks to the staff of AvH and JSPS for their dedicated 
support and the members of JSPS FoS advisory board who gave us appropriate advise 
every now and then concerning how to carry out this symposium.  
 
The most precious thing that I have gained from FoS would be the “links with people” 
that I was able to create by encountering many excellent researchers from other fields. 
They would be priceless assets for my life as a researcher. I thank you, PGMs who have 
supported me, Drs. Horikawa, Tanimoto, Hiura, Nakaya, and Yamanaka.  
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The next morning, we enjoyed fine weather under a clear blue sky in late autumn. At 
Berlin Airport I departed for Paris with Dr. Tanimoto. I send my best wishes for a 
united “Team Nakaya” of PGMs next year and success of JGFoS 2013.  
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