
The inception of the WPI Program can be traced back 
to the target outlined in the third Science and Technology 
Basic Plan (for April 2006 to March 2011) to "create about 
30 research centers that will be positioned as the world’s 
top-class  centers." During the subsequent process of 
deliberating on the implementation of the third Science 
and Technology Basic Plan, the Council for Science 
and Technology Policy (now the Council for Science, 
Technology and Innovation) requested that MEXT 
consider how to make this idea a reality.

I had only just returned to Japan after serving as the 
Counsellor for Science and Technology at the Embassy 
of Japan in the United States in order to assume the role 
of Director of the Planning and Evaluation Division at the 
Science and Technology Policy Bureau at MEXT, when the 
Director-General of the Science and Technology Policy 
Bureau at the time instructed me to take charge of putting 
the WPI plan into practice.

The first thing I did was to listen to the ideas of people 
working in related fields, particularly the permanent 
members of the Council for Science and Technology 
Policy. I recall that although there was a shared recognition 
of the need to create world-leading research centers in 
Japan in order to take Japan’s science and technology to 
the next level, and also a strong intention to do so, there 
was a wide divergence in terms of specific measures and 
concepts.

Meanwhile, at the time, MEXT was already implementing 
a variety of different research center programs including 
the 21st Century Center Of Excellence Program, the 
Super COE Program, and the Advanced Interdisciplinary 
Research Areas Program. Therefore, frankly speaking, 
there was not much enthusiasm at MEXT for the launch 
of yet another such program, at least at the early stages. 
I recall that as discussions progressed, they centered on 
the idea that, if we were going to launch another research 
center program, it would have to be significantly different 
in content to previous programs, and that it ought to be 
bolder and have a strong impact.

In light of such circumstances, I began to engage in 

even more in-depth discussions with a large number of 
experts, including members of the Council for Science and 
Technology Policy, about the objectives of the program, if 
we were indeed to set up such a program. The discussions 
involved, among others, Dr. Hiroo Imura, former President 
of Kyoto University and former member of the Council 
for Science and Technology Policy; Dr. Ryoji Noyori, who 
was then President of RIKEN, Japan; and the late Dr. Yoji 
Totsuka, former Director of the High Energy Accelerator 
Research Organization. I would like to express my sincere 
gratitude to them for the passionate enthusiasm with 
which they engaged in the discussions.

During the course of the discussions, the framework 
of the program began to take shape. One of the ideas 
discussed was aiming to create "globally visible research 
centers," and centers that would function as hubs for 
"international brain circulation." To achieve this it would 
be necessary to realize high research standards and create 
outstanding world-class research environments that would 
encourage distinguished researchers from around the 
world to come and conduct research in them and thereby 
create a critical mass of outstanding researchers that would 
encourage yet more researchers to join in. There was also 
wide-ranging discussion on what fields of research ought 
to be targeted. It was suggested that in order to facilitate 
great achievements and the creation of new scientific 
domains, we should promote the fusion of different fields 
of research. It was also suggested that not confining target 
fields to the bounds of any single existing field would help 
encourage bold system reform. This led us to consider 
pursuing fields of fusion research.

I believe that what lay behind these discussions was a 
sense of crisis. When one looks at the United States, it is 
obvious the standard of their science and technology is 
extremely high. This is not simply because Americans are 
performing exceedingly well however. One major reason 
for their high standards is that outstanding researchers and 
students from around the world gravitate toward the United 
States with the hope of conducting research or studying 
there. Cognizant of this, we strongly felt that, in order to 
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catch up with such countries and be able to compete with 
them, we had to create the kind of environment that would 
encourage outstanding researchers from around the world 
to gather in Japan.

Deliberations continued based on this line of thinking, 
and because of this, it did not become a program aimed 
at subsidizing research expenses. Rather, the program 
is structured such that subsidies are used to realize 
high research standards (by creating a critical mass of 
outstanding researchers), and to create an outstanding and 
world-class research environment. This was predicated 
on the idea that the high-caliber researchers who would 
gather at the research centers would be able to obtain the 
necessary research funds through competitive research 
grants.

The basic concept behind the WPI Program was to 
create world-leading research centers by forming groups 
of researchers of a level and scale that could be considered 
critical masses, consisting of core groups of researchers 
from the fields that the host organizations (universities, 
national R&D entities, etc.) specialized in, and additional 
high-caliber researchers recruited from outside the host 
organizations, including researchers from overseas. In 
addition, a world-standard research environment would 
be created including making English the official language 
used at the centers.

In order to encourage high-caliber researchers to come 
to Japan, it is necessary to address social issues such as 
education for their school-aged children, employment for 
their spouses, and providing housing and medical care. To 
that end, we coordinated with the Ministry of Finance and 
other bodies when preparing the budget for the program, 
in order to make it possible to use subsidies to fund a wide 
range of different expense items, including a variety of 
different allowances, and support by the administrative 
staff of each center.

The WPI Program requires that each center and their 
host organizations engage in very bold system reforms 
involving significant shifts away from conventional 
practices. The strong top-down management style is 
another important characteristic of the program.

One of the reforms involved forming a powerful 
program committee to encourage each center and host 
organization to steadily implement system reforms that 
would normally be considered difficult to accomplish, 
by not only selecting centers and carrying out ex-post 
evaluations, but also annual follow-ups. The well-known 
and highly esteemed Dr. Hiroo Imura chaired the Program 
Committee, and the other members of the committee were 
also prominent figures. Roughly 40% of the 15 committee 
members were foreign nationals, including the former 
Director of the National Science Foundation (NSF), the 

Director General of the European Organization for Nuclear 
Research (CERN), the President of the European Science 
Foundation (ESF), and the Chairman of Singapore’s 
Agency for Science, Technology and Research (ASTAR). 
They each responded positively to requests to participate 
in the Committee.

We also introduced a PD/PO system, which, at the 
time, was still quite uncommon. The system we created 
ensured a certain amount of tension in the relationships 
that the PDs and POs have with the centers and their 
host organizations, while at the same time facilitating 
cooperation between them towards building the kinds of 
centers that the WPI Program was aiming for. We requested 
Dr. Toshio Kuroki, who at the time had just retired from 
his role as President of Gifu University, to become the PD, 
which he accepted. The PDs and POs engage in frank and 
open debate about how best to move the WPI Program 
forward and have worked together to help nurture it.

We recognized that a certain amount of time would 
be required to successfully implement this kind of bold 
system reform. Despite a large number of objections even 
from within MEXT, we set the support provision period at 
10 to 15 years, substantially longer than the usual 5-year 
support period. The amount of subsidies to be provided to 
each center was also extremely generous at 1.35 billion yen 
(a budget request was made for 1.5 billion yen but it was 
reduced through the budjet negotiation process by 10% to 
1.35 billion yen). When deciding the amount of subsidies 
to be provided, a thorough survey of top-tier overseas 
research centers was carried out to gain a sense of scale 
with regard to their budgets and personnel numbers, etc.

Ten years have now passed since the WPI Program 
shifted from vision to reality. That it has been able to grow 
and develop into a program that is highly regarded both in 
Japan and internationally is thanks to the devoted efforts of 
former Chairperson Dr. Hiroo Imura, current Chairperson 
Dr. Ryoji Noyori, and the other members of the WPI 
committee, as well as the PDs and the POs, especially Dr. 
Toshio Kuroki.

During this initial 10-year period, the program has been 
successful in creating globally visible research centers and 
hubs for "international brain circulation" that, 10 years ago, 
did not exist in Japan. During the second 10-year period, 
which we are now heading into, we will aim to further 
expand the reach of the system throughout Japan.

With the increasing globalization of science and 
technology, for Japan to overcome international 
competition and develop into a true global leader in 
science and technology, we will need to get the system of 
WPI more widely implemented throughout the country. 
I hope that the WPI Program will contribute greatly to 
further strengthening Japan’s science and technology 
capabilities.
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