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Report on the 11th Japanese-German Frontiers of Science (JGFoS 2014) Symposium 

 

Dr. Norimichi Ukita, Planning Group Member Co-chair of Japan, 

Associate Professor, Nara Institute of Technology 

 

The 11th Japanese-German Frontiers of Science symposium (JGFoS 2014) was held over 

four days from 30 October to 2 November. JGFoS symposiums alternate every year 

between Japan and Germany. This symposium was held in Bremen, Germany. 

 

Until recently, I had known little about the city of Bremen except for the tale of the 

“Town Musicians of Bremen.” Since attending my first JGFoS symposium as an 

introductory speaker two years ago, I have visited Germany several times to conduct 

joint research with German colleagues I met at it. On the way, I often passed by Bremen 

but the JGFoS 2014 was first chance I had to stay there.     

 

Therefore, I looked forward the cultural tour planned for Saturday afternoon to see 

more of the city. Above all, this JGFoS symposium was for me a much anticipated event, 

as it would be my third and last time to serve as a PGM Co-Chair.  

 

Thursday, 30 October 

The Japanese PGMs arrived in Bremen very early in the morning on the day before 

the symposium. With but a few hours of sleep and still tired after the long flight, we 

held a meeting for the symposium that would start from the next day.  The schedule 

was not so hard for the speakers and general participants, as they had a plenty of free 

time to rest before the reception to be held in the evening.  

 

A session coordination meeting was held that evening, which assembled all the PGMs 

and speakers from both sides to discuss how each of the symposium session would be 

carried out.  

 

As happens each time, various problems arose in the conducting of this year’s 

symposium as well. As the participants are only human some glitches are bound to 

happen. Yet, resolving them is taken very seriously by the PGMs and staffs. This time, 

the introductory speakers in the Physics and Social Science sessions had fallen ill and 

couldn’t participate. This posed a serious problem because, as compared to the session 

speakers, their role in providing an overall synopsis of the session is of pivotal 
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important. As it would have been difficult to delegate this role to other speaks, it was 

decided to have the PGMs give these introductions. In the Chemistry/Material Science 

session too, the German speaker was unable to participate. As a pinch hitter, Prof. Miki 

Hasegawa, one of the Japanese participants, whose research is closely related to the 

session topic, would present the results of her study. In my Mathematics/ 

Informatics/Engineering session, the German PGM and the two speakers were absent 

from the meeting. It seemed like a dark cloud hung over the start of the symposium. 

Fortunately, however, all the German participants of our session arrived after the 

coordination meeting and joined us at the evening’s welcome dinner. Moreover, I’m 

pleased to report that ultimately we were able to advance the meeting’s discussion to a 

successful conclusion on all the session programs. I could wind up my discussion with 

my German Co-Chair during the dinner reception. After all, we were well prepared by 

the end of the day to launch the symposium sessions. 

 

I owe a debt of gratitude to the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation (AvH) for hosting 

such a fine dinner reception and helping us complete our preparation work. 

 

Friday, 31 October 

At the opening ceremony on the first day of the symposium, Dr. Christine Selhuber-Unkel and I 

offered opening remarks as the Co-Chairs, followed by speeches from AvH program director Dr. 

Katja Hartmann and JSPS inspector general Dr. Keiko Nishikawa. I began my talk by showing 

photos taken at the JGFoS 2013, adding brief comments. Then, I offered some tips to the 

participants on how to enjoy and make fruitful their experience in this symposium. Some of them 

were as follows:   

- Enjoy your cross-disciplinary exchanges. A comment ventured from a 

non-specialist’s viewpoint may capture the essence of an issue. 

- It may also sprout seeds for future cross-disciplinary joint research. 

- One of the most flavorsome aspects of JGFoS symposiums is their one-hour Q&A 

sessions. So many questions are asked during them that they run overtime. 

Therefore, it’s important to avoid repeating similar questions, to make questions 

and answers brief and concise, and to time shifts in the discussion appropriately.  

 

There is not enough space here to describe all the aspects and advantages of JGFoS 

symposiums. As seeing is believing, I’ll proceed on to the sessions. 

 

The first session was “Earth Science/Geosciences/Environment.” Its topic addressed the 
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question ‘What made the earth a habitable planet?’ The goal of this discussion was to 

elucidate the processes through which life was formed on the Earth by studying the 

deep-sea environment and other celestial-body environments that approximate the 

Earth’s at the time when life forms first emerged on it. The topic seemed science 

fiction-like yet inspiring. In practice, the extremeness of the target environments makes 

them difficult for conducting biological studies. It is moreover difficult to formulate 

sound hypotheses and advance studies in realms were much is yet unknown. I felt that 

the researcher’s “sense” plays a critical role in doing this kind of research.  

 

This first session exhibited the unique nature of the FoS initiative in the way it 

integrated geoscience to do environmental research on the deep sea with astrophysics to 

do satellite studies on the planet Pluto. As such, this first session set the stage for the 

series of sessions that would follow.  

 

Throughout the symposium’s first and the second days, poster sessions were held that 

gave any of the participants a platform for presenting their research. Only one in three 

gave presentations in the regular sessions and the rest were attending as auditors, so 

these poster sessions gave everybody a good opportunity to share their activities with 

each other.  

 

After lunch, officials from JSPS and AvH gave briefings on their institutions and 

activities. Detailed descriptions were provided of their funding programs, including the 

FoS program, aimed at supporting international joint research. Both JSPS and AvH 

expressed an ardent hope that FoS symposiums will provide the participants a change 

to discover large-scale themes and the impetus to embark on joint projects.      

 

The second session was titled “Biology/Life Science,” its topic being “Cancer 

Genomics”—a subject in which everyone has a personal interest. Despite cancer’s 

closeness to us, much remains difficult to understand about its complex DNA structure, 

which was explained in manner easy for the non-specialist to get the gist. The session 

informed us on a wide spectrum of cancer-related research being advanced, from basic 

to clinical research. I was impressed by the superb selection of speakers, who also 

introduced next-generation sequencers that are able to analyze large volumes of 

DNA—new technologies capable of solving problems that would be impossible to do with 

local instruments alone. 
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Saturday, 1 November  

The second day started with the Social Sciences session, whose topic was “Social 

Interaction: Global meets Local.” It was the only one on Humanities to be held among 

the symposium’s six sessions. The rest were geared to the natural science and 

engineering. As it addressed social phenomena in way that didn’t require any complex 

formulas and difficult symbols, its content could be easily understood, allowing all of the 

participant to join in discussion with few knowledge gaps.  

 

In place of the absent introductory speaker, The PGM Prof. Darius Zifonum delivered 

excellent introductory remarks, building upon which the speakers reported on 

conditions in India and Ghana. They told about developing regions in the two countries 

where people only interacted within heretofore small communities, and the problems 

they encountered when they tried to connect with the larger global society and started 

to conduct exchanges within it. Establishing contact between different communities can 

be, as shown in these presentations, difficult. The participants from the two countries 

may have thought likewise. I wanted to apply lessons derived from the results of such 

social science studies to my own joint research activities. 

 

After a poster session and lunch, the first afternoon session was held on “Mathematics/ 

Informatics/ Engineering,” which I moderated. Its topic was “Natural Human Computer 

Interfaces,” focusing on the development of user interfaces that anybody can intuitively 

understand and manipulate. Beginning his talk with the development of general 

computer interfaces, the introductory speaker introduced a wide spectrum of new 

interfaces running the gamut from robotics, computer graphics and bio-data to various 

interfaces that feed metric and digital data back to the user.  

 

Then, two speakers introduced systems that are controlled by measuring and analyzing 

electrical activity in the body’s skeletal muscles (myoelectric movement) and brain 

activity. These are technologies that could only have been imagined within the realm of 

science fiction 20 to 30 years ago. As a PGM, I hope many people will learn about the 

dramatic progress that is being made in this field. Moreover, in these various system, it 

is necessary to detect and analyze minute signals that are apt to be hidden in their 

measurement noise. In such areas, it was shown how informatics, which appears to be a 

different genre of technology, has common issues and techniques with this field of 

research.  
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In the session, an online discussion was carried out using a Chat System that we set up 

for the Q&A period. Using this system had been discussed and planned over a year. 

After reviewing past JGFoS activities, we sought a means to help the participants carry 

out their questions and answers more efficiently. Though a few people had trouble 

getting connected to the system, most of the participants were able to participate in the 

discussion actively over the online system. This experiment added greatly to the success 

of the success. 

 

After the day’s sessions were over, all the participants went on a tour of cultural spots in 

Bremen, and to enjoyed dinner in a local restaurant. Looking back at the ninth JGFoS 

held in 2012 in Potsdam. Next to that venue was a beautiful palace. I enjoyed visiting 

the historic sites that conveyed the history of Potsdam. Now, I was very excited to join 

the Bremen tour and cheerfully boarded bus, because, as I wrote earlier, I had had little 

knowledge of Bremen, except for the tale of the “Town Musicians of Bremen,” before 

joining this JGFoS symposium. 

 

The tour guide entertained us with an amusing chat, and the peaceful scenery of the 

city made us relaxed. 

 

Getting off the bus in the old city, we enjoyed the site of the “Town Musicians of Bremen” 

sculpture and a visit of a historical winery. I treasure the group photo taken in front of 

the sculpture. 

 

Sunday, 2 November 

The first session of the last day was on “Chemistry/Materials Science.” Its topic was 

“Color.” It was a simple yet intriguingly theme, as color is integral part of our everyday 

experience. But, when asked how such beautiful colors are generated, virtually none of 

the participants ventured an answer. The session speakers described the structures and 

mechanisms of colors that exist in the nature, and introduced technologies for producing 

new artificial colors inspired by those in nature.  

 

All three speeches in this session were given by the Japanese speakers as the German 

speaker could not attend. Nevertheless, the session got an uplift from the German 

participants who invigorated the Q&A session by asking volleys of questions. 

 

The final and last session of the symposium was on “Physics/Astrophysics,” whose topic 
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was “Structure formation in the Universe since the Big Bang.” Thinking that this is a 

different field whose cutting edge can be easily understood, the rug is suddenly pulled 

out from under one, leaving him feeling a bit diffident, as this vast realm fraught with 

the yet unknown is introduced. Such experience may also spice the flavor the FoS 

program.  

 

The Japanese PGM, Dr. Miuchi, replaced the introductory speaker who could not attend. 

He was followed by two speakers who gave presentations on their research that 

simulates elements of the universe and uses beautiful computer graphics to visualize 

them. Though unfamiliar jargon, such as “dark matter” was used, the clear way in 

which the speakers delivered their talks helped us feel as if we came away with an 

understanding of the subject.  

 

Owing to these talented specialists who were capable of explaining complicated matters 

in a comprehensible way, the Q&A session gave many of us a better understanding of 

such popular key terms as the “Big Bang.” So, all’s well that ends well: Enjoyed by all, 

this he last session brought the series of sessions to a successful conclusion. 

 

I offered concluding remark as a PGM Co-Chair at the end of the session program, just 

as I had at its beginning. 

 

As predicted by some of the senior members of the JSPS FoS Advisory Board, the  

JGFoS 2014 did have incidents that dotted the symposium from its start to finish. Not 

in the least bit daunted, I finished my duty as a PGM Co-Chair by presenting gifts as a 

token of thanks to the JSPS and AvH staffs. After that, Prof. Yoshimichi Sato, member of 

JSPS FoS Advisory Board, and Dr. Katja Hartmann, AvH Program Director, delivered closing 

remarks. As always happens at JGFoS symposiums, a final ceremony was held to present 

commemorative items to the PGMs. I hope the friendly atmosphere that permeates JGFoS 

symposiums will be cherished and carried forward.  

 

Since there was no flight to Japan on the day after the symposium, all the Japanese 

participants would travel on the following morning. AvH kindly hosted a farewell dinner 

for us as well as for the next PGMs on the German side. They also arranged cabs for us 

from the hotel to the airport so that we could board the plane on time. I would like to 

express my sincerest gratitude to Dr. Katja Hartmann, Ms. Anke Teubner, and all the 

AvH staff for their wonderful hospitality.  
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Thus, my 3-year engagement with the JGFoS program came to a very rewarding end. I 

participated as an introductory speaker in my first symposium, as a PGM in my second, 

and as a PGM Co-Chair in my third. Throughout these three years, I have truly 

benefited from my associations with fellow participants, and have been able discover 

possibilities for future research through my experiences in the program. With support 

from both JSPS and AvH, I have coauthored papers on the results of joint research 

conducted with German colleagues who were also participants in JGFoS symposiums. 

In this way, I think I can claim that I have made the most of my participation in the 

JGFoS program.  

 

It’s my ferment hope that other FoS participants will also use these symposiums to 

create networks through which to carry out cross-disciplinary and international 

research in the future.  

 

I greatly enjoyed the time I spent working with other Japanese PGMs: Prof. Ueno, Dr. 

Yoshimura, Dr. Hiratani, Dr. Miuchi and Dr. Endo, during the year taken to prepare the 

symposium. We enjoyed talking over new ideas and contrivances for enhancing the 

symposium even the uprushes of intensity when our discussions hit bumps in the road. 

I wish Drs. Hiratani, Miuchi and Endo continued success in next year’s JGFoS 

symposium. 

 

I also appreciate the sometimes strict but always supportive advices given us by the 

JSPS FoS Advisory Board Members. The Board’s senior members, who have been 

engaged in the JGFoS program since its inception, provided us with recommendations 

and advise that was instrumental in organizing the symposium. As an old Japanese 

saying goes, “A senior’s wisdom is all-important.” 

 

Furthermore, I would like to extend my gratitude to Dr. Keiichi Kodaira, director of 

JSPS’s Bonn Office, who attended every JGFoS symposium held in Germany, to Dr. 

Keiko Nishikawa, JSPS Inspector General, who joined this symposium for the first time. 

My hearty thanks also goes to Ms. Abe, head of JSPS’S Research Cooperation Division, 

Ms. Kawakami, Section Chief, and to the staff Mr. Sasaki, Ms. Maitani and Ms. Tada for 

their laborious work in operating the symposium’s secretariat. Before becoming 

engaged in the JGFoS program, I had only though of JSPS as a research funding 

agency; now, through my experience with the program I have found that they share the 
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same intent and vest to promote science as we researchers do. This has made my 

experience in working with the JSPS staff extremely meaningful.  

 

In conclusion, I wish all of you who have worked and participated in the JGFoS program 

the very best in your important endeavors. To all of you who will be involved in next 

year’s symposium, I wish you the utmost success. Cheers to JGFoS! 

 

 

   
Session Coordination Meeting              Welcome dinner    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Opening remarks by Dr. Katja Hartmann (AvH) and Dr. Keiko Nishikawa (JSPS) 
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9 
 

  
        

  

        

  

Chemistry/Material Science Session     Physics/Astrophysics Session 

Social Science Session Mathematics/Informatics/Engineering Session 

Poster Session Cultural tour 



10 
 

 

JGFoS 2014group photo 

 

 

 

 

 

 


