
1. Maybe Baby?

If you're reading this then chances are that you are either pregnant, 
contemplating a pregnancy or are the dazed and confused daddy-to-be who's 
just been informed that his partner is pregnant. (See the sidebar for how well I 
handled this surprise.)

The first step is establishing whether you really are pregnant is going to be a 
home pregnancy test. These are available at most local pharmacies 
(drugstores) and can either be bought single or in packs. If you're trying to get 
pregnant it will probably be cheaper to buy the packs. I didn't get so much as a 
second glance when I picked up some in the local pharmacy (drugstore), but if 
you're unmarried or simply don't want your purchase to be the subject of 
conversation in half then I'd recommend not buying the pregnancy tests locally. 
As a foreigner in Japan we stand out and people are likely to find it interesting 
that the foreigner is buying a pregnancy test.

Some foreign goods stores do carry English language home pregnancy tests, 
however I recommend getting the Japanese ones. Firstly they're far easier to 
obtain and have pictures that explain the process if you're using one for the 
first time. Mostly though because some of the English translations are hilarious 
and will brighten up your day regardless of the result.

Okay, so you have two pink stripes. A celebratory non-alcoholic beverage might 
be called for if you were trying to get pregnancy, but you probably should hold 
off on calling your mother, sisters, aunts, third cousins twice removed and that 
woman you met once while walking down the road.

Pharmacy home pregnancy tests are not 100% reliable. Statistics vary, but most 
agree that home pregnancy tests are anywhere from 90 to 97% accurate if 
used correctly. A potential 10% margin for error is quite large, and what I'm 
saying is that you shouldn't get too excited, disappointed or worried over the 
result of a home pregnancy test as false positive and false negative results are 
possible. Taking the same test multiple times is not likely to produce a different 
result as the chemical producing the false result is still in your system and 
you're simply wasting your money. The manufacturers recommend waiting at 
least a week (7 to 10 days) before repeating the test to be sure that the extra 
line you're seeing is really a baby as opposed to that curry you ate last night.

The next step is to visit a hospital or maternity clinic (often called women's 
clinics in Japan) to have a conclusive pregnancy test done by a doctor. At about 
this point you have an important decision to make, whether to tell your school 
straight away or wait until after the pregnancy is confirmed. 

If you choose to tell your school now then you'll be able to ask teachers about 
where to find a good clinic, if there's an English speaking doctors in the area to 
do the test, and a host of other details, plus having someone to translate for 
you and hold your hand while you wait for the results. 

Alternatively you can consult your P.A. confidentially about local women's 
clinics, phone the AMDA (Asian Medical Doctors' Association) on 0643-950-555 
and they should be able to give you advice and tell you where to find an English 
speaking doctor, or talk to your friends (Japanese and English speaking)... there 
are lots options. 

A Rude Awakening

I was sleeping peacefully, 
dreaming of mint 
chocolate, when my wife 
woke me up excitedly 
waving something near my 
nose. My brain slowly 
powered up going through 
the normal routine. Two 
arms, check, two legs, 
check, one white thingy 
being waved at me, check. 
Two lines ... pink lines ... a 
cross in point of fact ... a 
pink cross on a ... OH 
WOW!! Apparently 
slurring, “Huh? What? Oh! 
Wow!”, isn't regarded by 
wives as the traditional 
way of expressing extreme 
joy. Luckily I do the 
cooking and we don't have 
a couch for me to be 
banished to.

Our Experience

My wife opted to tell one 
of her Japanese co-
workers, who also happens 
to be her best friend, and 
had to swear the Japanese 
co-worker to silence to 
stop her from immediately 
telling everyone because 
she was so excited and 
supportive. My wife's co-
worker discretely 
approached a more senior 
teacher who had children 
and enquired after good 
maternity clinics in the 
area, and we hit the 
jackpot. Not only was the 
clinic just a couple of 
hundred meters from the 
school my wife worked at, 
but the doctor also spoke a 
fair amount of English. 



In South Africa they normally do a blood-test to confirm a pregnancy, so I was 
surprised when the doctor wheeled over the ultrasound machine, asked my wife 
to lie down, smeared some gel on her stomach, and immediately proceeded to 
point to a tiny smudge on the screen and a single flickering pixel on the very 
fuzzy image which he announced was the fetus' heartbeat. I immediately 
nicknamed the fetus, “Smudge”, a name that stuck until a rather heated debate 
over whether the name should change to, “Smudgette”, when her gender was 
confirmed at about 7 months, which was solved when she was born and given 
her proper name. I still maintain that, “Smudgette”, sounds too much like a 
smurf.

Apparently proceeding directly to ultrasound is the preferred method of 
confirming a pregnancy in Japan, and it is much faster than a blood test as you 
get a result immediately. In Japan date of conception is counted from the date 
of last menstruation, so you could easily be 5 to 6 weeks pregnant (by the 
Japanese system of reckoning) by the date of the ultrasound. The doctor 
measured the fetus size, checked the heartbeat and announced what he 
considered the date of conception and the estimated date of birth. We also got 
a print-out, our very first baby picture. It looks rather like one of those UFO 
pictures where you really have to use a bit of imagination to see the UFO 
because its so blurry.

2. Terminating a Pregnancy in Japan

While my wife and I were ecstatic about the pregnancy this will not necessarily 
be the case for everyone. This is a very difficult issue for most Westerners to 
discuss, but I don't think this article would be complete without a discussion of 
the alternatives. The following is taken verbatim from http://www.being-a-
broad.com/.

“Terminating a pregnancy is a controversial issue, but it is a decision made by about 
350,000 women in Japan every year, and a small percentage of them are Western 
women who have the added difficulty of being in a foreign country. The Western 
women I spoke with agreed that certain aspects of the experience made it less 
unpleasant than they felt it would have been in their home countries. The attitude 
towards abortion is quite different here from that in our home countries; in Japan it is 
considered a ‘necessary sadness’ and a natural process. Counselling is not provided, 
nor is it assumed that you will suffer any kind of moral dilemma. Please be aware of 
this when you visit a doctor, and don’t be surprised by their matter-of-fact approach.

For young women, parental consent for a termination is not required; however, for all 
women, written consent from ‘the father’ is required. If this is not possible, then a 
male friend will suffice. Health insurance does not cover abortions, so you will need to 
pay about ¥120,000.

An anesthetic is not always used, so check beforehand. If you are in the first three 
months of pregnancy, the cervix will be dilated and the womb scraped or suctioned. 
Your visit may take just a few hours. If your pregnancy is more advanced, labour will 
be induced and you will need to stay overnight. Your doctor will explain the methods in 
detail. All the women specifically commented on how kind and friendly the staff 
members were throughout the whole procedure.”

If you are contemplating an abortion then please read on, things may be a little 
different than you imagine, and some things that you think will be 
insurmountable problems, like where the child will go while you work, are a lot 
more manageable than they may be in your country. Get all the information 
before you make a decision.

High-tech Clinics!

Our local clinic is tiny with 
a single doctor (a 
combined paediatrician 
and gynaecologist), and 
half a dozen nurses. 
Despite this it has a 
stunning array of medical 
equipment, in-house blood 
testing equipment, ultra-
sound, a 3-D ultrasound 
(which is normally only 
found in large Western 
hospitals),  and a host of 
other stuff. If your clinic is 
anything like ours then, 
while it may look a bit 
small and rural, it has all 
the equipment normally 
contained in a large 
hospital and can handle 
nearly any emergency.   

Mizuko Jizo

Many women or couples in 
Japan who have terminated 
a pregnancy, suffered a 
miscarriage, or had a 
stillborn baby choose to 
honour the soul of this child 
through a practice called 
mizuko jizo. Mizuko means 
‘child of the water’, referring 
to the soul of a child who 
has been returned to the 
gods, and Jizo is the name 
of the Buddhist god who 
protects and guides that 
soul on its journey to 
another world.

Abortion is regarded as the 
parents willingly making a 
decision to return a child to 
the gods, sending a child to 
a temporary place until the 
time is right for the child to 
come into this world. The 
child is returned because 
the parents, at that time, 
would not be unable to 
provide enough love, 
money, or attention to this 
child. Practising mizuko jizo 
allows the parents to 
apologise to the child and to 
ask for forgiveness for being 
unable to bring them up.

http://www.being-a-broad.com/
http://www.being-a-broad.com/


3. We're Pregnant! What is next?

Congratulations, you're pregnant! As you plan for the weeks, months, years and 
decades of servitude to your tiny new master (or mistress) you'll think back on 
this time when you still had free time and sleep with fondness. Enjoy it while it 
lasts.

Your doctor will celebrate your pregnancy in a very unusual way, by sticking a 
needle into you and drawing some of your blood. This may well be a metaphor 
for something, but I don't want to be accused of being too cynical. The blood 
will be used for a routine pregnancy screening, covering blood type (if you are a 
negative blood type and your baby is a positive blood type then there can be 
complications), blood profile (number of white blood cells, iron levels, etc to 
check general health), an STD (sexually transmitted diseases) screening for 
(syphilis, hepatitus B and C, and HIV), rubella titer (a.k.a. German measels), 
and toxoplasmosis (important if you have pets, especially cats). The entire first 
visit should cost in the region of 10,000 to 20,000 yen for the ultrasound, blood 
test, first baby picture, etc. It will probably be your most expensive doctor's 
visit apart from the delivery, so don't start pawning your worldly goods.

The results of the blood test could take a few of weeks to arrive, although my 
wife's took about a week. 

At this stage you might have to take a trip to City Hall to register the 
pregnancy. Some clinics will do this for you, but if they don't then you'll have to 
do it yourself. When you visit City Hall you'll have to fill out some paperwork (so 
if your Japanese is not great you may need some assistance), and you'll get 
two very important things:

1. Your boshi-techo
2. 5 Certificates for free visits to the clinic

Boshi-techo (母子手帳) translates something like, “mother and child's 
notebook”, which is a fair description of what it actually is. The boshi-techo is a 
record of your child's life from conception to the age of about six. It has space 
for you to note child's growth, milestones achieved (like first tooth, first steps, 
first time they crash the car, etc), immunizations, your thoughts and concerns, 
and so forth. In short it is your child's life in a book. Not only is it an amazing 
memoir of your child's early life, but it is also used when they enter elementary 
school/kindergarten/pre-primary school to give the school their complete 
medical history, so you'd better do your homework parents, because it’s for 
marks!

Fortunately for foreign parents the boshi-techo is available in a variety of 
flavours, including Japanese, Spanish, Portugese, Chinese, Korean, Tagalong, 
and sometimes even English (see the sidebar). With a teething baby I'm waiting 
for them to release it in apple and chocolate. The foreign language boshi-techo 
is bigger than the Japanese one as it has to make space for the dual-language 
format and for the ridiculously big and childish kanji I write. If even one parent 
doesn't read and write good Japanese then I'd recommend getting a dual-
language boshi-techo, because its something you'll want to show to the 
grandparents, and for both parents it provides a lot of information about 
expected growth patterns, what to expect, and so forth. 



The only downside to getting a foreign language boshi-techo is that it definitely 
won't fit into the boshi-techo covers you can get, or into your pocket (unless 
you're a clown). You will probably want to make a cover to preserve the book 
from day one. We didn't and ours has moved from looking, “slightly foxed”, to 
“savagely wolfed”, and may soon require the attentions of a roll of duct tape. 

At the City Hall you will also received a bundle of five numbered certificates 
which entitle you to subsidised or free visits to the clinic. When you use one of 
these certificates the clinic uses it to report to the City Hall on the progress of 
your pregnancy. The certificates have to be used at certain intervals, because 
obviously the City Hall doesn't want you using them all at once and then leaving 
them in the dark as to the progress of the pregnancy. The first should be used 
in the first 8 weeks of the pregnancy, the second in the 20th week, the third in 
the 24th week, the fourth in the 30th week, and the final one in the 36th week. 
These certificates do have a maximum value, and you may have to pay in a 
little extra if you have an expensive visit. I had to do this once, but it wasn't 
much, just a thousand yen or so. This may be a little different where you live, 
but this is generally what to expect.

The typical pattern for pregnancy checkups is one every four weeks until about 
the 23rd week, one every two weeks from the 24th to 35th week, and then one a 
week from the 36th week (and beyond if you have the misfortune to have a 
baby who just won't get the hint and leave their comfortable little mommy-
apartment). What this means is that in an average pregnancy you're looking at 
a maximum of 15 checkups (weeks 8, 12, 16, 20, 24, 26, 28, 30, 32, 34, 36, 37, 
38, 39, 40), excluding the first to determine if you're pregnant. Visits averaged 
between 2,500 yen and 5,000 yen for us.

We think our doctor pegged us as worrying new parents and after the first 
couple of visits began telling us when we'd see him next, which a strong hint 
not to come back until then, so we averaged slightly fewer visits.

You're now hopefully a duly registered parent-to-be. What now? Here is some 
useful Japanese for the coming months:

Pregnant ninshin shite iru 妊娠してる
Heartburn/Indigestion muneyake 胸焼け
Morning sickness tsuwari つわり
Dizzy memai めまい
My <body part> hurts <body part> ga itai <part>が痛い

Take care of yourself and take it easy.

4. Eating for two in Japan

In the coming months you're going to be deluged with advice about what to 
eat/wear/do, and equally what not to eat/wear/do. Consider this the first in a 
long line of unsolicited advice that you'll receive from sometimes complete 
strangers during your child's life. It doesn't stop. Smile, nod, thank people and 
then do what you feel is best. My intention in this next part of the article is not 
to add to the mass of advice you're going to be receiving, merely to explore 
some cultural difference and provide some of the reasons why these difference 
exist.

Is It Available in 
English?

My wife headed down to 
the City Hall with her best 
friend to register the 
pregnancy. After much 
scratching of heads, licking 
of pencils, and fiddling 
with dictionaries the two of 
them finally managed to 
negotiate the complexities 
of filling in the name block 
on the form. Only 99% 
more of the form to go! 
... Insert cool movie effect 
to indicate the passing of 
time, perhaps a clock's 
hands spinning or pages 
flying off a calendar ...
At last the epic battle with 
the form was done, and 
the two brave heroines 
were done, with little more 
than a few nasty ink stains 
to show for their trial. Just 
when it looked like there 
was light at the end of the 
tunnel... it turned out to 
be an oncoming train. 

The staff produced a large 
box of foreign language 
boshi-techo, and began 
searching for an English 
one, announcing the 
language of each one as 
they pulled it out of the 
box, “Chinese, Tagalong, 
Portugese, Korean, 
Spanish, German, Hindi, 
Arabic, Zulu, Outer 
Mongolian...”. My wife and 
her friend watched as the 
pile of rejects grew. 
Eventually, near the 
bottom of the box, they 
produced, “English!”. 
Slightly dusty and foxed 
around the edges this 
sparked a discussion about 
when the City had last had 
an English speaking 
mother. The verdict? Not in 
anyone's living 
recollection.

[Disclaimer: Events in this sidebar 
may have been exaggerated for 
comedic effect.]



A. Food

We were given a number of maternity magazines by one of the teachers at 
school. One double-page spread that really sticks in my mind showed various 
foods and gave each one a rating from zero stars to five stars. There were 
some real surprises.

A.1. There's something fishy here....
Fish got four stars in the Japanese magazine, and it is a traditional food for 
pregnant women. In the West however it is on the banned list for expecting 
mothers as high mercury levels can cause birth defects, and fish are regarded 
as having unsafely high levels of mercury.

In Japan women eat fish because it is a rich source of protein, natural fatty 
acids (that aid in keeping a pregnant woman's skin flexible), and lot of other 
good stuff. Plus it is traditional.

The truth is that some fish, like salmon, are very low in mercury and perfectly 
fine for pregnant women if eaten in moderation. Other fish, like tuna, are very 
high in mercury, and can cause problems if eaten regularly. Which fish are low 
in mercury and which are high? See these handy webpages for a list of fish and 
what category they fit into and for calculating your mercury consumption:
http://www.nrdc.org/health/effects/mercury/sushi.asp
http://www.gotmercury.org/article.php?list=type&type=75

Obviously the decision to eat fish is completely up to you, but if your wife is 
craving fish, or is Japanese and thinks you're insane for wanting her not to eat 
fish, then at least this will allow you to focus on fish that are low in mercury. 
One last note, while shrimp, pawns and other shellfish tend to be low in 
mercury they also carry risks and aren't recommended during pregnancy.

A.2 Your morning hit and your evening nightcap
In the West it is expected that you will completely give up both alcohol and 
coffee the moment you find out that you're pregnant. In the Japanese 
magazine they got one star, meaning that they're not banned, but they should 
only be taken in very small quantities. 

I asked the doctor about this and his position was that anything that raises 
stress levels, particularly in the first few months of pregnancy, is dangerous and 
may cause a miscarriage. Expectant mothers are encouraged to cut back a lot, 
but if they were really craving something they could have a little, so instead of 
knocking back six cups of coffee a day instead have half a cup in the morning. 
The same logic applies to smokers. The stress of completely giving up smoking 
is regarded as more unhealthy than the occassional cigarette, and a slightly 
lower birth weight better than a miscarriage, so and instead the mother is 
encouraged to cut back with a view towards quitting.

The Japanese are aware of the risks of birth defects from high mercury levels, 
the impact of smoking on birth weight and the risk of fetal alcohol syndrome 
from drinking, but they also acknowledge that pregnancy is difficult enough 
without adding additional stress by changing your lifestyle completely. I'm not 
saying who is right or wrong, merely that the entire approach is different, 
emphasising balance and moderation rather than prohibitions, because frankly 
which is more likely to need a stiff drink, being told you can't have one, or 
being told that you can have a small one?

Hands off my belly!

Congratulations on being 
pregnant. With that comes 
a wide variety of aches, 
pains, unsolicited advice 
and intrusions into your 
privacy.  Random strangers 
will walk up and want to 
touch your belly, like 
you're some walking 
Buddha that people can 
just walk up to and rub for 
good luck. Sometimes its 
nice, sometimes its just 
too much. Try not to hit 
anyone since I'm pretty 
sure that the, “Angry 
pregnant lady”, defence 
isn't recognised in 
Japanese courts.  Try to 
remember that Japanese 
people are normally very 
considerate about people's 
privacy and personal 
space, and that its just 
pure joy at your pregnancy 
that is motivating these 
uncharacteristic displays. 

http://www.gotmercury.org/article.php?list=type&type=75
http://www.nrdc.org/health/effects/mercury/sushi.asp


A final note on this is that you may be encouraged to eat a wide range of 
Japanese foods, the belief being that what the mother eats during pregnancy 
will influence what the child likes. Personally I have never heard a better excuse 
for indulging in all of your favourite foods, so enjoy!

A.3. You want me to swallow what?

Chances are that in the nine months of pregnancy you'll get the normal range 
of snuffles, sniffles and sneezing. The first surprise is that chances are your 
local hospital won't want to touch you, they'll send you off to your women's 
clinic for treatment. The medications they offered my wife were really mild and 
acted much more slowly than the normal Japanese medical treatment (which 
sometimes trends towards overkill in my opinion, but does the job of getting 
you back on your feet and back into work). 

My wife doesn't like powders at all, and that is mostly what the medication 
consisted off. It is like they looked over her health records and went, “So, you 
don't like powders do you?”, and then proceeded to prescribe powders for 
everything. 

Just grin and bear it, because you're probably not going to get medication 
anywhere else. When I mentioned to my local pharmacist that my wife was 
pregnant he gave a hard look at everything I was buying (it was for my snuffles 
actually), and insisted that he didn't know what was good for pregnant women 
and that she should go to the clinic. It took quite some talking to reassure him 
that the medication was for me before he'd sell it to me. I don't think he was 
entirely comfortable with his medicine even being in the same house as a 
pregnant woman, they eat everything don't you know?!

Here is a Western website on safe medications for pregnant and breast-feeding 
mothers in case you're concerned. http://www.motherisk.org/women/index.jsp

B. Other Cultural Practices

Other interesting cultural practices include multiple visits to your local temple or 
shrine to consult the priest/monk on what number of strokes should make up 
the baby's name kanji in order to be lucky. This being the information age you 
can now buy a computer programme (found in some baby magazines) that 
calculates this. It varies from year to year I'm told.

You might also get the priest to bless the haramaki. What is a haramaki? Its a 
long strip of cloth that you wrap around your stomach several times to ... well, I 
actually have no clue why really, theories vary depending on who you speak to, 
but it definitely is required and traditional. Perhaps it just keeps the stomach 
warm, or distributes the baby's weight more evenly (like a weight-lifter's belt, 
easing back pain), or perhaps it’s just cool... although no-one should be able to 
see it. I don't know, but the teachers at my wife's school were constantly 
reminding her to wear her haramaki.

I'm sure there are dozens of other interesting cultural practices surrounding 
pregnancy, but these are the only ones that I understood enough Japanese to 
interpret.

http://www.motherisk.org/women/index.jsp


5. Maternity Leave and Ikukyu

If the expectant mother is a JET then you're likely to hear about ikukyu (child 
raising leave). This is not leave as we understand it, but rather an 
understanding with the employer that when the mother returns from taking 
time off to raise her child that her job will still be available. As I understand it 
most Japanese mothers take a year off work to spend with their child, and 
sometimes longer, and many employers regard this favourably, keeping the 
woman's job for her until she returns and employing a temporary replacement 
during the period she's away.

The JET programme's standard working conditions are different and currently 
the regulations are that if you interrupt your term of service on the JET 
programme you cannot come back for another 10 years. This isn't to say that 
you might not be able to negotiate some sort of arrangement with your 
contracting organisation, just that as things stand the standard answer is no. 

I'm writing this so that if you hear about ikukyu you won't assume that it 
applies to JETs. My wife took sankyu (maternity leave), which in our prefecture 
meant that she was given 6 weeks off before the birth and 8 weeks after. This 
leave is unpaid, but social security pays back 60% of the woman's salary after 
the birth, although you may have to wait a few of months for the paperwork to 
go through on that. Our paperwork took nearly 5 months to be finalised, so 
don’t bank on the social security money. 

What was a bit of a shocker for me was that during that period my wife still had 
to pay the health insurance, which was normally deducted from her salary 
package. What this meant was that they sent a bill to her school, which I then 
had to pick up and take to the bank and pay manually. It was fairly expensive, 
about 35, 000 yen a month, so find out if there are any things which are 
normally direct salary deductions that you'll have to pay while you're on 
maternity leave.

Where we ran into a bit of a cultural problem was that all the Japanese 
teachers expected my wife to take ikukyu. The Japanese teachers didn't 
understand about the JET programme's working conditions and said things like, 
“Don't you want to be a good mother?”, which made my wife feel tremendously 
guilty and pressured. Feeling guilty and stressed is not good for a pregnant 
woman, so I strongly recommend informing your colleagues early-on if you 
intend to return to work after your maternity leave. Explain in detail about the 
JET programme working conditions, the long-term financial and visa 
implications of taking ikukyu (which may include not being able to stay in 
Japan). 

The Japanese teachers weren't trying to be malicious, they just didn't 
understand and culturally their image of a good mother is someone who stays 
at home with the baby. Western views of motherhood are very different, and 
many Western women consider the image of the father as sole breadwinner to 
be offensive, demeaning and patriarchal. This difference on something as 
sensitive as pregnancy can cause friction. 

If you choose not to return to work after the pregnancy then there may be 
some form of unemployment insurance available for a time, but you'll have to 
check up on that and whether it applies to you and your new visa status (since 
you'll no longer be employed). 



For those of you married to a Japanese man or woman then be prepared for 
the flip side of the coin, that they will anticipate ikukyu. If may be best to 
discuss this issue before or early in the pregnancy in order to avoid any 
financial and cultural landmines.

6. Labour and Delivery Preparation

Very early into the pregnancy, quite possibly on the very first visit, the doctor 
will give you an estimated date of delivery, but since your child can't read or 
speak English or Japanese yet I wouldn't expect compliance. Time come, baby 
come. Our baby, true to African tradition, was a fashionable two days late, 
much to the ire of a friend of mine who was excited that they might share a 
birthday.

Around the third trimester you will get a list of requirements from the clinic for 
the delivery. You may be surprised at the things they expect you to bring for 
yourself, some of which you'd assume would be provided by the clinic. I'd 
advise getting a bag ready as soon as possible and putting it somewhere 
convenient, such as in the car, because babies tend to be fairly inconsiderate 
about their timing. 

The clinic will also probably ask you to attend a meeting with the matron (head 
nurse). She'll show you your room in the ward, take you through the procedure 
for the big day, and show you the delivery rooms. 

The head nurse will also scare you witless with the very long labour and 
delivery times she talks about! As a rule the Japanese doctors are not keen on 
elective surgery or anything other than natural births, even in our terribly 
foreigner friendly clinic. You can try and discuss caesarean sections and 
epidurals with your doctor, but I don't hold out much hope. Unless there is a 
complication or an emergency then it seems that caesarean sections and 
epidurals are not an option. 

Again we did some reading and asked around (including speaking to my wife's 
cousin who is an experienced midwife), and both caesarean sections and 
epidurals carry an increased risk for both mother and child, so most Japanese 
doctors are extremely reluctant to conduct them without a compelling reason. 
In addition most anaesthetics also affect the baby, dulling their reactions and 
masking the symptoms of complications. 

If you are anticipating a difficult birth, possibly because of family history or 
body shape, it would be worthwhile to discuss which c-section technique the 
doctor plans to use. Many of the older doctors are only familiar with the lateral 
technique (as opposed to the newer transverse incision), which limits your 
options for subsequent births. Japanese doctors may be surprised by your 
interest and knowledge, but much of the medical vocabulary is either English or 
katakanised English, so with a little luck and some gestures it should be 
possible to communicate effectively about this, even if your doctor speaks little 
or no English. 

During this preparatory visit to the clinic the matron also showed us our 'baby 
starter kit', a huge plastic bag full of ... stuff. If you had asked me before this 
what I think I needed for the first few weeks of life I would have guessed stuff 
like nappies, bottles, formula milk, and wet wipes. The reality is somewhat 
different. 

Everything is Smaller in 
Japan!

Our clinic's delivery rooms 
consisted of one small 
room where the expectant 
mother waited while she 
dilated, just a bed, a rack 
of machinery and enough 
room for 3 decent paces, 
and a second bigger room 
which was a combined 
surgery (for emergency 
procedures) and a birthing 
chair, with barely enough 
spare room for the doctor, 
nurses and myself. I was 
actually quite startled by 
the lack of spare space.

Strange Foreigners!

The staff at our clinic were 
very happy to discuss and 
accommodate strange 
foreign customs. I asked 
about the possibility of 
harvesting stem cells from 
the umbilical cord and 
there was something of a 
miscommunication... and 
the head nurse got it into 
her head that I wanted to 
cut the umbilical cord... 
and worse yet she was all 
for it! I dodged the bullet 
(or rather the knife) on the 
day because the umbilical 
cord came out first, 
introducing a risk of 
strangulation, so the 
doctor cut it early, but it 
was a close thing! Phew! 
The point is that the staff 
were very accommodating, 
friendly, and keen on 
making us happy, but 
these clinics are very small 
and independent so they 
may vary widely on how 
foreigner friendly they are, 
and you might need to 
shop around a little if you 
have strange new-age 
requests like water-births 
or animal sacrifices in the 
delivery room.



The baby 'starter kit' contained a mass of stuff I would never have expected, 
like a kit for cleaning the umbilical cord, and a whole lot of stuff for my wife like 
breast pads, special disinfectant wipes for cleaning her nipples, and a lot of 
other strange and exotic stuff. 

You will also be informed that after the delivery you're expected to stay at the 
clinic for about a week. This may be a bit of a surprise given that most Western 
hospitals boot you out the door as soon as you're able to stand, but I'll talk 
some more about this later. 

7. D-Day!

As I mentioned before our baby was a fashionable two days late, so delivery 
day (aka d-day) passed uneventfully. Two days later, at about 10pm, my wife 
began to experience contractions, took a warm bath to make sure they weren't 
Braxton-Hicks contractions, as a warm bath will either soothe Braxton-Hicks 
contractions or accelerate regular contractions, and then we headed down to 
the clinic. 

The doctor wasn't on site, and the nurses welcomed us and ushered us into the 
small pre-delivery room. There was space for myself, my wife's mother, and a 
bed for my wife to lie on, and not much more. My wife spent several hours in 
the pre-delivery room as they measured dilation, and they only seemed to 
actually call the doctor when the dilation indicated that we were approaching 
delivery time. 

From there we were ushered into the delivery room. My wife's mother was not 
allowed in, probably because of space constraints, it was fairly cramped with 
me, my wife, three nurses and the doctor. The doctor only appeared shortly 
before us going into the delivery room, and when my wife demanded painkillers 
he smiled and said, “Oh, sorry, too late.” Japanese doctors apparently like to 
live dangerously. I strongly suspect this is a standard tactic as the nurses put 
off all requests for painkillers by saying that only the doctor could give them. By 
this stage my wife was too tired to hit him and hadn't thought to pack her tazer. 

The actual birth went smoothly (says the man whose sole function was to stand 
there and be supportive), and the baby was born. After the delivery the doctor 
surprised us by taking out a camera and taking photos of the baby, my wife and 
the baby, a family photo, etc. Apparently this is all part of the service. All of the 
photos showing my exhausted wife minutes after the delivery have mysteriously 
disappeared. A mystery I haven't investigated too closely for health reasons. 
We do however have pictures of the baby, minutes old and slightly blue.

After the delivery the nurses took my wife to her room to sleep. They were 
quite prepared for my wife's mother to stay too, and offered to make up a 
second bed in the room.  

After the delivery the new mother will stay at the clinic for about a week. 
During that time the nurses will assist the new mother and teach her how to 
take care of the baby, including how to hold, wash, feed, change, burp, and so 
on. This may seem a little strange, but it is reassuring to have someone walk 
you through all these activities the first few times. In addition the mother's 
condition will be monitored very closely and the nurses will assist in recovery, 
including massages to help move blood, changing dressings, etc. 

Wet or Dry?

Something that may 
surprise your relatives is 
that the Japanese put a 
dressing on the umbilical 
cord, encourage you to 
wash the cord when you 
bath the baby, and then 
treat it with alcohol and a 
disinfectant powder. In 
many Western countries 
bathing the umbilical cord 
is strictly prohibited, and 
the cord is left uncovered 
to heal. A quick review of 
comparative infant 
mortality rates convinced 
me to do whatever the 
Japanese doctors and 
nurses told me to do, the 
Japanese infant mortality 
rates (2.8 per 1000) are 
much lower than in the 
U.S. (6.3 per 1000) or U.K. 
(4.93 per 1000).

Managing Expectations

Japanese doctors seem to 
be masters of managing 
expectations. Whenever I 
asked the nurses how 
much longer it would be I 
got one number, but when 
my wife asked she got a 
different, much shorter, 
number. As it turned out 
both numbers were much 
longer than it was in the 
end, so I can only 
conclude that this is a 
deliberate strategy.



I'm convinced that this week in the hospital does a lot to reduce the incidence 
of baby blues (post-natal depression). My wife was fine with the baby on the 
first day, but on the second day the adrenaline had worn off and she was 
feeling exhausted and definitely not up to taking care of the baby, so it was nice 
to be able to ask the nurses to take care of the baby when she was feeling 
exhausted. 

In addition the nurses monitor the baby very closely for any problems, and the 
clinic has a lot of specialised equipment, including movement monitors for the 
babies, a white noise generator to help them get to sleep, and of course 24 
hour attention from qualified staff. 

The time in the clinic is technically a week, but at our clinic on about day six 
they proposed that the mother and baby spend a full day together. This is 
essentially a dry-run for going home, and the nurses want to be satisfied that 
the mother has recovered sufficiently and is able to take care of baby through a 
full day. After you've managed this the nurses are happy to let you go home. 
We had no problems so I can't really say what'll happen if you fail. Perhaps they 
let you try again, or perhaps you get a very large bottle of coffee ;). 

The idea of spending a week in a clinic may be a little off-putting, but it worked 
very well for us. It gives the husband some time to injure himself in any 
number of interesting ways trying to put together the crib and finalise 
preparations for the baby room. As a new father you might be eligible for a 
couple of days of leave, ask your contracting organisation and school. I was 
technically eligible for two days, but I ended up taking half days, going into 
school to teach classes then going to the clinic to visit mother and baby or 
home to make final arrangements, after class.

A week in clinic also means that when visitors come to see the baby you don't 
have to try and clean the house or anything. 

8. Visitors, Well-wishers and Cash!

Visitors you will probably have aplenty. Not only are babies a source of great 
curiosity and joy, but a foreign baby is an added bonus. Our friends and 
colleagues were very polite, giving the mother a couple of days to recover 
before dropping by the clinic for a visit. 

Almost everyone bought something, either a bag of nappies (diapers), or a 
baby outfit, fruit or flowers for the new mother, or an envelope of cash. Cash?? 
Yes, cash. This is actually the traditional Japanese present for a baby, and you'll 
find that the cash is normally presented in a lovely white envelope tied with 
colourful stiff string. The people giving the gift normally write congratulations 
and their names on the front in dark ink (lighter or faded ink and an envelope 
with black and white strings is used only for funerals), and then the amount in 
the envelope somewhere on the back. The amount will vary by organisation, 
and each organisation has a set amount for these sorts of things. At my school 
it’s \1 000, but at my wife's school it’s \3 000. Senior staff members like your 
principal and vice principal may give more, but generally people stick to the 
standard amount. 

One doesn't want to seem too mercenary about this, but after you've just 
shelled out about \300 000 for the delivery, plus incidental costs, plus buying 
baby stuff these gifts quickly add up and can be a welcome windfall. 

Baby Monitors

We tried to buy one of the 
baby movement monitors 
for home use, but none of 
the major baby stores 
seem to carry them in 
Japan. In the end we 
ordered ours over the 
internet from Australia, 
which has the same safety 
standards as Japan.  

Every parent's worst 
nightmare is SIDS (Sudden 
Infant Death Syndrome), 
and the baby movement 
monitor is a pressure plate 
that slides under the 
baby's futon or mattress. It 
is very sensitive and 
detects even very slight 
movements such as 
breathing. If the baby 
doesn't move or breathe 
for 30 seconds then an 
alarm goes off, alerting 
you in time to check for 
obstructions and 
administer infant CPR if 
necessary. Babies 
commonly breathe 
irregularly, so it is not 
uncommon for them not to 
breathe for ten or twenty 
seconds, which can give 
new parents heart attacks 
and sleepless nights. With 
this item we felt 
comfortable to sleep, 
secure that we would be 
alerted if the baby had any 
significant problems. ... 
that she now delights in 
rolling out of her cot, thus 
making her parents wake 
in a panic as the alarm 
goes off, is just an added 
bonus for baby, saving her 
the effort of crying if she 
wants to wake you at 3am. 

We bought ours from 
http://dstore.com and 
had no problems with 
ordering or delivery. They 
are expensive, ours cost 
about $280, but to my 
mind worth every cent.

http://dstore.com/


Don't rely on receiving money from everyone, increasingly people are giving 
gifts instead of cash, but do give some thought to what you'd like to do with 
these gifts. We received a decent amount of money, and we regarded it 
technically as the baby's money rather than ours. If you put \100 000 yen in an 
account at 5% interest, compounded annually, then it'll grow to more than 
double that in that, \265 000 in 20 years. Top it up annually with 10 000 yen as 
a birthday present and it grows to more than \600 000. That is quite a decent 
20th birthday present. ... like most 20 year-olds they'll probably spend it all on 
booze, but that’s not the point.

On the subject of money, at the end of the stay in the clinic you'll be presented 
with a largish bill. Ours came to about \360 000, which is not unreasonable 
considering the length of stay, quality of care, etc. We were originally quoted \
350 000, but there were some extras like dressings, etc.

You may have heard rumours about the city giving you a 'gift' of money after 
the baby is born. The figure seems to vary, but I've heard numbers ranging 
from \300 000 to \400 000. I’ve been informed by our Prefectural Advisor, that 
this ‘gift’ is in fact a one-time payment from the National Health Insurance and 
is called “shussan ikuji ichijikin”. It is supposed to be in your bank account 
within 3 weeks of the birth if all the paperwork is filled out correctly, but we 
finally received ours 6 months after the birth, so that take-home message here 
is that you shouldn't hold your breath waiting for this money or rely on it. 
Apparently there are two ways to claim this, you can either claim it after the 
birth, or I was recently informed that if you submit the forms at least one 
month before the birth then you will receive a piece of paper detailing the size 
of the payment. You hand this to the clinic staff and then you only pay the 
difference between what you owe and the size of the payment, as the clinic will 
claim the payment directly. I don’t know if this option is available everywhere, 
but it is worth investigating.

In addition to the amount from the national health insurance you may be 
surprised when you go down to City Hall to register the birth (more on this 
later). I was informed that we were going to receive a 'childcare grant' to the 
amount of \10 000 a month, paid every four months (so instead of \10 000 
every month we’d get a lump sum of \40 000 yen every 4 months). In my 
country only the very poor receive government grants for childcare and I must 
admit that my initial reaction was mild shock, I mean surely there were people 
more in need of this grant? After a long exchange in Japanese I discovered that 
this grant isn't offered everywhere, so don't expect it, but in my area it is not 
optional. I'm still struggling with the idea that I'm receiving a childcare grant 
from the Japanese government for a foreign baby. 

I know I probably should have discussed this earlier, but now seems like a good 
time. You may be wondering about baby showers, and whether to shower or 
not to shower. Your co-workers would probably appreciate it if you did. :)

A baby shower is a wonderful opportunity to bond with your co-workers and do 
some fun internationalisation, showing off Western customs and celebrating 
your good fortune. 



9. Paperwork Blues

Mothers can get baby blues, but lucky new daddies are sure to get paperwork 
blues. I was simply stunned by the mass of paperwork required to have a baby 
in Japan. 

Just to recap before the birth you should have gone to the City Hall and filled in 
the paperwork to register the birth, and then at the clinic filled in a number of 
forms. The real paperwork starts after the birth.

You will receive a certificate from the clinic stating that a baby was born, and 
listing the length of the pregnancy, birth weight, and a couple of other bits of 
information. You will need to take this certificate to the City Hall and complete 
the birth certificate (shussei shoumeisho 出生証明書). At my City Hall this is a 
double-page monstrosity full of Japanese that even Japanese first language 
speakers need a dictionary for. In order to complete the City Hall birth 
certificate you'll need to visit the clinic again to get them to fill in a portion, and 
you'll probably need your wife's name stamp (hanko). I would recommend 
getting a photocopy made of the form after the clinic has filled in and stamped 
their portion, and working on the photocopy. Get the people at City Hall to 
check the photocopy you've filled in is correct before you fill in the original. I 
made a couple of mistakes on mine and had to go back to the clinic to get them 
to stamp the certificate again. It is possible to just stamp your hanko over each 
mistake and do it again, but this makes for an incredibly messy birth certificate, 
since they don't re-type it again, they just add the City Hall stamp to the 
bottom. If I did this again I would have written a lot more neatly! The City Hall 
will happily provide you with additional copies of the birth certificate for a fee, I 
don't recall the exact amount, but it was quite small. Basically all they do is 
photocopy the original again and put the City Hall stamp on it.

When you're there you'll also want to apply for a form that gives the child's 
residential status, it was a green form and listed the child's living address and 
status.

Japan is a little different from other countries in terms of citizenship. The 
Japanese will tell you that citizenship is determined by blood rather than birth, 
in other words, you're only a Japanese citizen if you're born to at least one 
Japanese parent.

Legally there are some additional complications, such as being added to the 
family register of a Japanese family. If your child is fortunate enough to be born 
a Japanese citizen then there is probably additional paperwork to fill in. You 
may however want your baby to be a citizen of your home country as well, 
which Japan allows until the age of 20, when your child will assume majority 
and must choose which country they are a citizen of. If so you might find the 
section below on acquiring citizenship and foreign embassies useful.

If your child isn't Japanese then when you're at the City Hall you should apply 
for a temporary gaikokujin card. This will require filling in yet another form, but 
I recall that it was quite short and simple, but they did need the green 
residential status form that I mentioned above. 

You will also want to visit the nearest immigration office as soon as possible. 
This is the place that you went to get your re-entry permit placed on your visa. 
We were under the assumption that we needed a passport before we could get 



this done, and we almost ended up in trouble. You need to visit the immigration 
office within one month of the birth of the child, and our immigration office 
wanted both birth certificates (the one from the clinic and the one from the City 
Hall), copies of both the parents' gaikokujin cards, the child's temporary 
gaikokujin card and the green form showing residential status. The parents' 
passports are needed, but the child does not need a passport. 

We didn't know this, so we waited until our daughter's passport arrived. I think 
I messed up and interpreted the passport requirement on the list of required 
documentation as being the child's passport as opposed to the parents. As a 
result she technically overstayed and might have been deported. Fortunately 
the visa person was very understanding after I explained my mistake and 
apologised, and they contacted the head office and got special clearance to just 
ignore the error. It could potentially have been very messy though, so don't 
delay. As soon as you have sorted out the City Hall documentation then head 
straight down to the immigration office. Once you have the immigration office 
documentation you'll be headed back to the City Hall to get them to stamp the 
back of the child’s gaikokujin card to show that their visa is now in order.

Now that you've visited City Hall, and visited immigration you may want to 
actually tell your home embassy what is going on and register the birth with 
them. I recommend phoning your embassy before the birth and checking if 
there are any time limits on registering the birth. The embassy will most 
probably require a translated version of the birth certificate. The U.S. Embassy 
provides a simplified English template on its website, but most embassies do 
not, so you'll have to get some help in translating the birth certificate. 

After that some embassies require a notarised copy of the translation certifying 
that it is a true and correct translation of the original birth certificate. Again the 
U.S. Embassy apparently has a notary public who can do this for you if you ask 
them. Some embassies do not require this at all. If you are misforuntate 
enough to belong to a country that doesn't provide this service at the Embassy, 
then you have my pity. You can probably find a notary public in Fukui, but we 
were in Tokyo when we were informed about this requirement. We eventually 
found a bilingual notary public in Tokyo: Kojimachi Notary Public, K-Wing 
building 5th Floor, 5-2-1 Kojimachi Chiyoda-ku Tokyo, Tel: 03-3265-6958 – An 
appointment is required. Prepare yourself for a shock though, the fee for 
notarising was \11,500 per document! I understand from asking around that 
you can get it done cheaper, but not all notary publics are bilingual, and some 
non-bilingual notary publics will correctly refuse to notarise a document that 
they don't understand. Furthermore some will refuse to notarise the document, 
but will rather stamp their own document which effectively certifies that you 
signed your document in front of them. I'd advise asking your embassy who 
has been acceptable in the past, because it would be crying shame to waste \
11,500 only to have the document rejected because it didn't meet your 
embassy's requirements.

I had to deal with two different embassies and the experiences were worlds 
apart. One embassy was a pleasure to deal with, had simple and well 
documented paperwork, and it could in theory all be done by post. The other 
required not only my physical presence in Tokyo, but also the baby's (and since 
newborn babies shouldn't travel under 3 months this introduced a 3 month 
delay), and had paperwork that even confused the embassy staff ... and then 
proceeded to lose the paperwork a month later. I hope you embassy is like the 
former rather than the latter.



At the mother and child's first check-up they'll probably ask for the child's health 
insurance card. The paperwork for this was done by my Contracting 
Organisation (yay!! one less piece of paperwork), although they did contact me 
to find out who the child's primary guardian was going to be since it determined 
whose health insurance the child should be placed under. I think this may only 
be an issue if both parents work. Just be aware that it might take a couple of 
months for the paperwork to go through and for the card to arrive, so it will 
probably arrive after the first check-up. Babies technically have free healthcare, 
but I have yet to wrap my head around how the entire system works. 

Don't imagine that your paperwork blues are over after this little lot is 
completed. I'm still receiving odd bits and pieces of paperwork for the baby five 
months after the birth, and have lost track of the number of documents, but 
the ones above are the important documents that require immediate action.

10. Zen and the Art of Baby Maintenance

By now you've read dozens of books on babies, or perhaps like me you've just 
read dozens of back covers before realising the enormity of the fact that you're 
now a parent and felt the need for a lie-down until you feel a little more stable. 
I'm not going to give you any more contradictory advice, the books will provide 
you more than enough of that. Instead I just want to briefly focus on some 
practical issues like baby food, clothes and other things that might pose a 
challenge to foreign parents in Japan, particularly those living in the rural areas 
(inaka).

A. Feed me Seymour!

If you thought that the cannibal plant in Little Shop of Horrors was scary, well, 
it has nothing on your average baby. There is very little more cranky and less 
patient than a hungry baby, so I thought that food was a good place to start.

Breast feeding is highly recommended by doctors, nurses, and that old lady 
who keeps on talking to you at the convenience store. The thing is that 
sometimes it’s not possible to breastfeed, like when you're sick, have had a few 
drinks, are in public, or are simply tapped out by the ravenous little baby. For a 
multitude of reasons it’s a good idea to have some formula (mix milk) around 
the house. 

The clinic you go to will start the baby on formula immediately as most 
women's breast milk doesn't come in until a few days after the birth. If the 
baby has no adverse reaction to that brand then I'd suggest you stick with it. 
You can ask them for its name and they'll also probably know where to buy it, 
and might even know somewhere to get it at a good price.

We use Meiji formula, which comes in both formula and very convenient block 
form. I like the blocks since there's no measuring, each block makes 40 
millilitres of milk, and each packet contains five blocks. You can re-seal the 
packet with a clothes peg if you don't use them all, so there's no waste and no 
fussy measuring if you're in a rush or travelling. Each box has 24 packets with 5 
blocks of 40mls, and makes 4,8 litres of milk. A box costs about \2000, but I've 
bought it as cheaper when it’s on special, which seems to be reasonably 
frequently.

Milk by Month

If you're using formula 
then please note that there 
are two varieties. I'm only 
familiar with the Meiji line, 
so things might be a little 
different with other 
products. 

Meiji has two types of 
formula milk, one labelled 
0月, and one labelled ステ

 プ (Step). The 0  月 (0 
months) is for newborns 
from birth to about 9 
months, and then you 
switch them over to Step. 
Don't buy the wrong one, 
or it'll be sitting on your 
shelves for 9 months until 
baby is old enough to 
drink it.

Food by Month

Food also normally has the 
month marked on it 
clearly, so always look for 
the  月 kanji somewhere on 
the packet for babies less 
than a year old.

The weirdest baby food 
product I've seen yet was 
baby coffee, I don't think it 
was actually coffee, but it 
certainly freaked me out. 
Babies learn to imitate 
early, and chances are that 
baby will be trying to steal 
your cup of coffee pretty 
early on and up-ending it 
on the tatami or your futon 
in an attempt to drink it, 
just like mommy or daddy. 
The Japanese seem to 
have lots of products with 
misleading labels, like 
“Children's beer”, 
presumably for just this 
reason, so that baby (and 
young children) can 
pretend they're having a 
beer with daddy or 
mommy. 

It’s no weirder than those 
candy cigarettes they used 
to sell when I was a kid.



There's no hard and fast rule for much a baby will drink a day, but at 2 to 6 
months a baby will drink about 700mls to a litre a day, which means that if the 
baby is at home all day you'll need about at least a box to a box and a half of 
formula a week. Being conservative I'd say to budget for about 6 boxes of 
formula a month, so your monthly milk budget for the first six months should 
about \12 000 per month. 

The baby will start to drink less milk when you start on solids (weaning), and 
you'll also use a lot less milk if the baby goes to hoikuen (day care) as they'll 
feed the baby during the day, and at our hoikuen this is included in the fee. 

We buy our formula from our local Aoki, but formula seems to be available at 
any pharmacy (drugstore) or baby shops. There isn't much variation in price, 
but it is worth keeping an eye out for where it’s on sale. Being on sale doesn't 
seem to have anything to do with it being close to its expiry date or anything, 
and as far as I can tell there's no rhyme or reason to why it goes on sale.

All baby food is clearly marked showing what age it is appropriate for. You'll see 
that formula milk is marked 0月, and the solid foods are graded by month as 
well, starting with things like apple sauce from 5 months (５月）. There is a 
stunning profusion of solid baby food and while the selection is a little limited 
when you start, with only about 8 or 9 flavours, by about age 7 months it would 
be possible to feed the baby a different flavour every night if you were so 
inclined. If you send the baby to hoikuen you'll keep a record of what you feed 
the baby so they can keep an eye out for reactions to the food that might 
indicate a potential food allergy or intolerance, but even if you don't I'd suggest 
that keeping a food diary is a good idea as it can help your doctor to keep track 
of how much the baby is eating and drinking, and help to pre-empt problems.

B. The Poo Machine

When Bush was searching for biological weapons in Iraq he should have tried 
the contents of babies' nappies!

Nappies (diapers) are not a fun subject, I doubt any parent goes, “Yay! Lets go 
change the baby's nappy!”, but they are an important consideration. Not all 
nappies are born equal. The Pampers nappies we tried first had a nasty habit of 
leaking because they just didn't suit our baby's body shape. Ick! We tried a few 
more brands and eventually settled on Goon nappies, and they've worked really 
well for us. They also have this super-cool coloured strip down the centre of the 
nappy that changes colour from browny-yellow to blue when the nappy is wet, 
which does take a lot of guesswork out of when to change the baby.

This of course assumes that you want to use disposables. A baby can go 
through about a dozen nappies in a single day, plus at least two outfits, and 
that means a lot of hand washing, bleaching, and then washing again. If you 
want to use non-disposable nappies then I'd recommend buying some nappy 
covers. They didn't have these when I was little, so they came as a bit of a 
surprise. Essentially they're a water-proof velcro-ing cover into which you insert 
a cloth pad. You replace the cloth pad, but most often the cover is still clean 
and can be re-used. You can then either clean or throw away the cloth pad, 
which means that you're wasting a lot less and being environmentally 
conscious. Our hoikuen uses these, and we had to go out and buy three of 
them for the baby to use during the day. These are a lot less fuss than 
traditional cloth nappies.

Those Baby Blues

If your baby is born with 
blue eyes and/or blonde 
hair and neither parent has 
blue eyes or blonde hair 
your Japanese friends may 
be quite confused.

Japanese babies are born 
with brown eyes and hair, 
and while it may darken it 
generally stays brown or 
black. 

Japanese people will find 
the it fascinating that 
some foreign babies 
(mostly caucasian babies) 
are born with blue eyes 
and/or blonde hair, and 
that the eye and hair 
colour changes in early 
childhood (sometimes as 
early as a few months, but 
maybe much later). 

... Alternatively you could 
tell them that the baby's 
father is a Siamese Cat 
God and watch them try to 
figure out which is more 
believable. 
[Warning: If they start 
presenting you with baby 
gifts of bells and collars 
chances are they guessed 
wrong.]



You will also want to invest in a nappy bin. We found another great Japanese 
invention, a nappy bin that seals away the stink! It’s a standard bin with a lid, 
but inside is a bin liner that continuously dispenses from the top. When you put 
a nappy in you give the top of the bin a few twists, which twists the lining 
inside the bin, sealing each nappy in its own little packet. At the end you have a 
sealed, odourless chain of nappies! 

Nappies cost about 1700  円 per bag, but the quantities decrease as the size of 
the nappies increase. The smallest size is for under 5kgs and has 96 nappies, 
but the next size up has 88, then 72 in the 6~11kgs nappies, then 64 and 
finally 46 in the largest category. This makes calculating monthly nappy costs a 
bit difficult as the figure needs to be revised every few months, but I'd put the 
ballpark figure at around 5000  円 per month.

C. Fashionable Baby or Fashion Victim?

I don't think I've ever been in a country before where people were so fanatical 
about their baby's clothes. I've never before seen “designer” baby clothes, and 
I find the entire idea a little disturbing.

In South Africa we tend to run around in our underwear for the first couple of 
years... and most babies do their best to get rid of even the underwear! I must 
admit that now that I'm a parent I can see the appeal of this system, the baby 
generates more dirty clothes than I do, and is not even a tenth of my size! Of 
course South Africa is constantly warm, while Japan has seasons other than 
“bloody hot”.

We recently purchased the baby's winter wardrobe, and it set us back about \
30 000, which is a little depressing considering that even with careful buying 
she'll outgrow more than half the clothes in about 3 months. Baby clothes will 
be a continual expense, and you should probably set aside at least \10 000 a 
month for baby clothes, or just sign over your salary if you're planning to buy 
designer baby clothes. 

In Japan children’s clothes are sorted by the baby's height, so you'll see the 
hangers have stickers on them labelled 40, 60, 100, and so forth. This is the 
recommended height of the wearer in centimeters. This system works well, and 
we haven't had any problems buying clothes like this, and the clothes fit a 
foreign baby quite well. The system actually seems more sensible that the 
Western habit of categorising baby clothes by month.

Keep an eye out around festival time in summer and you should be able to find 
baby yukata (festival clothes). The fabric is generally bright and colourful, and 
well-suited to the season, plus they're normally very cute! 

You should also be able to find a wide range of cosplay (dress-up) clothes for 
babies, so you can dress up your baby as Hello Kitty, Stitch, Godzilla, etc. 
Excellent blackmail material, and sure to make Grandma happy.

Gender stereotyping is alive and well in Japan, as I'm sure you know. We 
happened to dress our baby up in blue dungarees and then got a whole lot of 
confused looks from people who knew that the baby was a girl. I could almost 
see their brains whirring as they tried to reconcile blue dungarees, traditionally 
boy's clothing, with the fact that they knew it was a girl. Chaos, confusion, my 
work was done. 

Gaijin baby superstar!

Chances are that you're 
already used to being 
regarded with curiosity and 
interest as you're probably 
the only foreigner in your 
area. Prepare for this to be 
taken to a whole new 
level!

Babies seem to be 
regarded as everyone's 
business, and you can 
expect people to take an 
interest, even if the baby 
looks Japanese. A mother 
and/or baby who look 
foreign are even more 
interesting! People you 
barely know will want 
photos of the baby, to see 
the baby, etc. This can be 
tremendously flattering 
and supportive, or it can 
become invasive and 
annoying. Decide where 
you want to draw the line 
and I've found that as long 
as I'm consistent then 
people are very good 
about respecting my 
boundaries. 

... That I'm 6 foot 1 may 
have something to do with 
that though.

Seasonal Baby Clothes

Something to bear in mind 
when buying baby clothes 
is that you'll need very 
different baby clothes for 
each season. Summer 
baby under-clothes are of 
a light material, sleeveless 
and legless, while winter 
under-clothes have 
sleeves, legs and feet, and 
are of a heavier material. 
Chances are that clothes 
from one winter won't do 
for the next winter, so 
don't stock up too much. 
Also remind relatives 
sending you clothes about 
seasons.



Just be aware that generally Japanese mothers dress their girls in lighter 
colours, and pinks, while boys are dressed in darker colours and blues, and that 
failing to obey the laws of gender stereotyping will earn you at least strange 
looks, and quite possibly an invitation from the hoikuen to dress your baby in 
other clothes.

D. Toys and Stuff! (a.k.a. Capitalist in Training)

Baby needs stuff. You'll be surprised at how much stuff when you come to pile 
up the bits and pieces you keep on buying the baby. I'm going to focus on the 
essentials, like a pram (stroller), car seat, cot or crib, a baby bath, bottles, a ton 
of soft fluffy toys, and anything else you happen to see that is bright and shiny!

We managed to find a pram and car seat combo, and I'd recommend keeping 
an eye out for something similar. It was expensive for a pram, but since I was 
also getting a car seat it actually came out as quite reasonable. The top cot-like 
portion of the stroller unclips from the pram and can be secured in the car to 
act as a car seat. This not only saves you the effort of transferring the baby 
from the car seat to the pram seat and back again, but also saves space. 

We bought a baby bath, but actually only used it a half dozen times, I tend to 
carry the baby into the bath with me now, since its much easier to clean her 
properly that way, so I'm not convinced a baby bath is entirely necessary.

Some writers recommend getting a big wooden crib with reachable sides for the 
baby as Japanese households generally don't have as many baby-level surfaces 
for the baby to pull themselves up into standing position to build leg strength. 
Personally we examined the traditional wooden cribs and just couldn't find 
space for it in the house, and so went with a baby futon with low soft sides. 
The lack of a crib to climb on doesn't seem to have impacted on the baby, who 
far prefers the more challenging sport of 'parent climbing'. 

One often ignored item that I would strongly recommend is a good set of baby 
nail clippers. The baby's nails are paper-thin and sharp as razors, and I'd 
recommend trimming them often.

Comments aside you're probably wondering where to get all this stuff. Everyday 
items like bottles, nappies, baby food, cloths, and so forth can be purchased at 
most pharmacies (drugstores) and baby stores. The more exotic items like 
prams (stollers), car seats, cribs and cots, play mats and huge fluffy animals are 
a little less common. 

We bought some of our stuff at baby stores and some online. Here are a list of 
useful websites showing store locations such as Babies 'R Us (like Toys R Us), 
and also some online stores.
Www.amazon.co.jp – Has a huge range of goods, including lots of baby stuff 
from books to stuffed zebras. If you don't have a credit card you can pay COD 
for stuff bought directly from amazon.co.jp, but for other merchants there are 
still a lot of payment options such as paying at the convenience store. Very fast 
delivery and they've never let us down. The site has some pages in English.
Www.toysrus.co.jp – Toys “R” Us has a huge baby section called Babies “R” Us, 
at the one nearest us it’s almost half the store. A great range of goods, and a 
lot of stores country-wide, so there's a good chance you'll find a local branch.
Www.gap.co.jp – Gap has quite a large number of branches across Japan, and 
while I've never shopped there I've heard good things about the Gap Kids and 
Gap Baby stores. Unfortunately the webpage is only partially in English.

What and Where?

This is just some quick 
highlights of what we 
bought and where.

Amazon.co.jp – A play mat 
for the baby that plays 
music every time the baby 
pulls on one of the 
dangling toys. It arrived 
quickly, and we paid COD.

Babies “R” Us – I did a lot 
of shopping here. I bought 
the baby bath, car seat 
and pram combo (very 
convenient!), disposable 
changing mats, and a 
mess of other bits and 
pieces at this store. My 
favourite item was 
something called a “sleep 
sheep”, which is a fluffy 
sheep that plays 'white 
noise', in the form of a 
whole lot of natural sounds 
like whale song, rain 
falling, etc. Ideal for 
helping the baby to fall 
asleep and good at helping 
the baby to ignore outside 
noises in thin-walled 
Japanese apartments.

The Rabbit Store 
(Nishimastu   西松  )   – We 
bought most of the baby's 
clothes here, and the high-
tech nappy (diaper) bin 
with the continuous lining 
that seals away the stink. 
This store has an amazing 
range of baby clothes, 
including super-cute 
festival clothes and cosplay 
outfits. You too can dress 
your child up as Kitty-chan 
or Stitch! Our local branch 
falls down on its selection 
of the bigger items like car 
seats, prams, and so forth. 
We found that Babies “R” 
Us has a much better 
selection for that sort of 
stuff. We call it “The Rabbit 
Store” because it has a big 
bunny logo.

http://Www.gap.co.jp/
http://Www.toysrus.co.jp/
http://Www.amazon.co.jp/


Most of the stores we visit for basic supplies like baby food and nappies don't 
have a web presence, such as the local Aoki pharmacy, and we tend to buy 
most of the baby's clothes at a local baby store that has a big rabbit logo. 

Baby stuff in Japan can be horrendously expensive, and I would recommend 
budgeting carefully for the bigger purchases such as the car seat, pram 
(stroller), baby bed, and so forth. I recall that when I went out to buy all this in 
the week after the baby was born I spent more than 400 000 yen in a couple of 
days. 

11. Hoikuen
11.1 Choosing a Hoikuen

A major worry for parents who wish to return to work after the birth is who will 
take care of the baby during the day. Oddly enough most employers frown on 
you carrying the baby around the office all day, although my colleagues are 
thrilled when my daughter makes the occasional visit. 

As I mentioned before there is a lot of pressure on mothers in Japan to stay 
home with the baby for at least a year, but quite often after that the 
grandmother, great grandmother or other female relative steps into the picture 
and takes over while the mother returns to work. As a foreigner we don't 
usually have a grandmother readily available, and all attempts to find a, “rent-a-
granny” website have failed. Don't worry though, Japan has you covered!

There are two types of hoikuen, public and private, although spotting the 
difference is harder than telling a Republican from a Democrat. Fundamentally 
they're the same and only really differ on one major issue, the age at which 
they accept children. Public hoikuens will only accept children 6 months and 
older, while the private hoikuens will take children from 2 months. If the mother 
is a JET then 6 months is way too late as your maternity leave will probably 
only cover you for a couple of months after the birth, so you'll want to only look 
at the private hoikuens in your area. The only other obvious difference is that 
the private hoikuens are often smaller than the public ones.

Now you may be balking already at the idea of a private hoikuen. The very 
word, “private”, conjures up images of wrought iron gates, English accents, and 
five or six zeros behind the fees. Nothing could be further from the truth, 
especially the English accents. 

All hoikuen admissions, public and private, are administered centrally from City 
Hall, with a standardised entrance policy and schedule of fees, or at least that’s 
the way it is in our city, there may be exceptions. We're paying the same for a 
private hoikuen as we would for a public one. 

Selecting a hoikuen can be really tough since it’s very much a matter of 
personal preference, apart from the admission age issue I mentioned earlier, 
which is probably going to be essential for any JET mother who wants to return 
to work. For us the choice boiled down to curriculum and location. 

We went to the City Hall and got a form and list of all the hoikuens in the area. 
The form was really simple and basically we just had to provide our top 3 
choices of hoikuen. Now an important note here, hoikuen admissions are on a 
first come, first served basis, and admissions must be in early, before November 
in our city. If you really want to be sure of getting the hoikuen you want then I 
recommend starting your hoikuen search as soon as possible. 

Buying Beforehand?
A valid strategy might be 
to make the big purchases 
over a number of months 
before the birth. We didn't 
because in South Africa it 
is considered very, very 
bad luck to buy anything 
for the baby before the 
birth, although gifts from 
other people are okay. 

Hoikuen?   保育園？  
This next section is about 
hoikuen. My electronic 
dictionary tells me that 
hoikuen translates as 
nursery school, creche, or 
pre-school. I'd also 
suggest daycare as 
another possible 
translation. 

The school progression 
seems to be:
Hoikuen 保育園
2 months →  4 years
Youchien　幼稚園
4 years → 6 years
Shougakkou　小学校
6 years → 12 years
Chugakkou 中学校
12 years → 15 years 
Koukou    高校
15 years → 18 years

Bear in mind though that 
the school year starts in 
April so things don't always 
mesh with the calender 
year. E.g. All the children 
born 2008 April 1st  → 
2009 March 31st  are in the 
same year, but a child born 
on the 31st of March 2008 
will be one year higher.



We adopted the quite simple approach of visiting all the hoikuens in the area 
and taking a look around. I was a little surprised by how willing the staff at the 
hoikuens were to speak to someone who just appeared out of nowhere. In my 
home country there is no way you'd be admitted to a school without a prior 
appointment if you weren't a student's parent, and even then you'd probably 
have to wait. Of course this is Japan, where I regularly find strange business 
cards on my desk when I return from lunch, and the Japanese seem to have a 
remarkably open attitude to schools.

Appearing unannounced does give you a good opportunity to see how the staff 
at the hoikuen will react to a strange foreigner, and more importantly how 
effectively they are at communicating with a foreigner under pressure. This 
could be useful in understanding how they'll react in an emergency where they 
have to contact you without time to prepare, and it gives you a chance to watch 
their candid reaction to a foreigner, which could be important in gauging 
whether the school is foreigner-friendly. 

On the other hand we got much better reactions and far warmer receptions at 
places where we had a referral. Getting a referral isn't difficult, and is standard 
business etiquette in Japan. Most of the administrative and secretarial staff at 
your school will be locals and will know the area and the hoikuens well. While 
many of the younger teachers at your school will be from out of area you'll find 
that most of the older staff members were born in the area and also know the 
local hoikuens well. We had no difficulty in convincing some of the staff to 
phone their alma maters and organise us an appointment. 

We visited about a dozen hoikuens in our area in the course of our search and I 
learnt that even at hoikuens famed for their special English classes the staff 
speak little to no English. This doesn't mean they're not prepared to try, just 
that their English might run out after, “Hello.” An electronic dictionary, lots of 
gestures, and some patience are essential. A sense of humour is definitely 
recommended, as some of the gestures can be pretty darned hilarious when 
discussing babies.

We submitted our top three choices in mid-October and got a reply in early 
November informing us that we had our number one choice. With the reply 
came a list of all the stuff we needed to bring, oddly enough the baby wasn't on 
the list, or maybe they just thought that was a given? Anyway here's what we 
had to get for hoikuen:

1 x baby futon and pillow – A small baby-sized futon, basically a foam matress 
with a removable cover. I've heard that you can get ones that curve up on the 
sides so that baby rolls back towards the middle, but I haven't found on yet.

3 x nappy covers – I covered these earlier, but just to recap they're velcro-able 
covers into which you slip disposable cloth pads. We only need to send in one a 
day, but I recommend that you buy at least three because they do occasionally 
get dirty and need to be washed.

2 x nappies – We send along two disposable nappies every day, one for her to 
come home in, and one spare in case of an emergency like the nappy cover 
getting soiled. You'll notice that your daily nappy consumption goes down 
sharply the moment the baby starts going to hoikuen.

1 x spare clothes – You'll need to send a spare set of clothes every day, 
because babies just love to 'redecorate' their clothes.

Hoikuen Notices

We were so distracted 
buying her stuff that we 
overlooked part of the 
notice inviting us to a 
meeting with all the other 
parents. We were a little 
disappointed when we 
found out, but I guess the 
moral of the story is that 
you should always have a 
native language speaker 
look over the 
announcements, because 
it’s not the 70% that you 
understand that is the 
problem, its the 30% you 
miss. 

What about food?

Looking over my list of 
daily stuff you'll probably 
notice that there's no 
mention of food! 

Our hoikuen just wanted a 
sample of our baby's 
preferred formula (Meiji 
baby formula), and then 
they arranged a supply for 
her at no additional cost. 
We didn't try to arrange 
frozen breast milk or 
anything, but I hear that is 
possible, although I'd talk 
with your hoikuen about it.

We also receive the 
monthly meal plan for all 
the students, so if your 
child is older you can keep 
an eye on what they're 
eating on any given day.

Some days they have to 
bring rice, but we were 
solemnly informed that 
they understood that some 
foreigners didn't like rice 
and that Maria could bring 
bread. It hasn't become an 
issue yet, but I suspect 
that Maria will prefer rice 
by that stage.



We also had to attend a meeting with the staff at the hoikuen. We started by 
meeting with the Principal and Vice Principal, who tried their best with English, 
and then we met with the staff who took care of the very young children. 

The interview we had with the staff who would be taking care of our baby was 
surprisingly complete, ranging from the usual questions about allergies and 
food preferences to some quite surprising questions such as what position the 
baby prefers to be held in, and how she goes to sleep. 

Our hoikuen started us off with a week of half days to ease the baby in, and 
then only after the baby had time to familiarise herself with the new 
environment did they take her for full days.

You've packed the bag, and you bundle up your precious little baby for his or 
her first day at hoikuen. You're greeted at the door by one of the teachers, who 
takes the baby from you and then ... they expect you to leave?!! 

Our hoikuen took the approach that a swift and clean transfer was best. When 
dropping her off in the morning we always stop in the lobby and hand her over 
in the same place. In the afternoon we do go inside to pick her up from her 
classroom, but in the morning there's a very clear place where she transfers 
from our care to theirs.

The first day of hoikuen can be a traumatic experience for parents, but I 
strongly suspect that baby doesn't actually care much as long as there's 
someone there to carry them around, feed them and run around like a headless 
chicken when they scream. Bear this in mind when you're dropping your baby 
off for their first day at hoikuen. If they're upset it’s probably only because you 
are. If you're calm and relaxed about it then the baby will probably be too. 

I'd strongly recommend visiting the hoikuen at least once more before your 
baby's first day, seeing their classroom and meeting the staff. I have been 
consistently impressed by the caring professionalism of all of the staff at the 
hoikuen, and knowing that they're taking care of her during the day makes it 
much easier for me to drop her off in the morning with a clear conscience.

11.2 Day-to-day Hoikuen 

On a day-to-day basis the hoikuen will give you very little in the way of 
surprises, and things tend to operate like clockwork, which is very reassuring. 
You'll need to tell the hoikuen when you plan to drop off and pick up the child 
every day. If there are any variations I try to make sure we tell the hoikuen at 
least a day before. 

Every morning we're greeted in the entry hall (genkan) by one of the staff, and 
I generally don't even get to take off my shoes, I hand over the baby and her 
bag, exchange a few pleasantries, and then I go. I've noticed that the parents 
of the slightly older children hang around long enough to make sure their 
progeny have taken off their shoes, put them in their locker, have put on their 
slippers, and seem to be headed in roughly the right direction for their 
classroom before they head off. 

When I arrive in the evening I get to amble down to the classroom and meet 
everyone when I pick up the baby. Again I pick up the baby and her bag, and 
occasionally the staff attempt to explain something to me. My Japanese isn't 
very flexible, I have a limited vocabulary and if the staff choose the wrong

What kind of baby 
would you like?

During the hoikuen 
interview there were a lot 
of questions, but the most 
surprising was, “What kind 
of baby would you like?”. 

I was shocked by this 
question, the entire idea of 
shaping your child is 
anathema in Western 
society, you're supposed to 
rather encourage you child 
to do what they like so 
they fulfil their potential, 
rather than trying to make 
them do what you want 
them to do.

Japan has a reputation for 
conformity, and I thought 
that this was the start of it, 
but it turns out that I was 
completely mistaken. 

This question is actually 
standard is the best 
Western daycare facilities 
because the staff need to 
know what type of stimuli 
to offer, because if the 
child might have a career 
in sports then gross motor 
co-ordination is something 
to watch and encourage.

Likewise it can be used to 
explain if the child 
develops very early in an 
area, for example reading/
chewing on books from an 
early age.

I responded, “Nobel Prize 
Winner”. That required 
some explanation. My wife 
quickly added, “Kind”, 
which seemed acceptable.

But I want to know, do I 
get a refund if she doesn't 
win the Nobel Prize? 



word they're greeted with a puzzled look and me reaching for my dictionary. My 
wife has much more success at communicating with them, and they tend to use 
much easier Japanese with her. I don't know why. 

If I don't understand I don't tend to worry because everything they say is 
duplicated in the communication notebook (renraku noto). The communication 
notebook is a wonderful little book that you'll get used to working with. The 
page is split down the middle, with the left hand side for home and the right for 
school, with space at the bottom for comments and questions. Yours may be a 
little different, but the idea is likely to be the same. On our side we write down 
what and when Maria ate and drank, when she had dirty nappies, when she 
slept, her morning temperature, and any comments or questions. Every day the 
hoikuen records the same information plus a summary of what she did that day. 
Generally they add furigana (the hiragana above kanji giving the reading, so 
you can get the meaning of the kanji from your electronic dictionary), but 
sometimes they forget. What I like about this is that it gives me a sense of 
connection with the baby's day even though I couldn't be there, and keeps lines 
of communication open between us and the hoikuen. I've included an example 
of a page from our renraku noto so you can see what one looks like.

Working Overtime? 
No Problem!

Being an Assistant 
Language Teacher means 
that sometimes stuff 
comes up unexpectedly 
and I need to put in some 
overtime to prepare 
students for Eiken, Speech 
Contest, Overseas trips, 
etc. 

I've found our hoikuen is 
really understanding, even 
if I inform them about 
changes on the morning 
that I'm going to be late. 
They stay open until about 
7pm although when I 
picked up our baby once at 
6:30 I noticed she was the 
last child there, which 
made me feel really guilty.

Our hoikuen is also open 
half day on Saturday, 
which means that if we 
have a sports day or 
something then it isn't the 
end of the world.

I've been told by some 
Japanese parents that they 
drop their children off for 
the occasional half day on 
Saturdays just to get time 
to catch up on shopping, 
house cleaning, etc. I've 
noticed that as our baby 
gets older it is a little 
difficult to get cleaning 
done as she delights in 
unpacking whatever you 
just carefully packed away, 
normally giggling and 
waiting for you to turn 
your back so she can 
proceed with returning 
objects to their 'proper' (in 
her mind) location, the 
floor.



11.3 Extra Stuff at Hoikuen

In my experience Japan has a way of surprising you with unexpected little 
'extras'. Sometimes they're good like unexpected free stuff at the store, and 
sometime they're not, like unexpected expenses.

So far all of the Hoikuen's surprises have been pleasant. Occasionally I get an 
envelop requesting a couple of hundred yen, but there are also envelopes 
containing photos of the baby doing something insanely cute, or playing with 
her friends. 

The hoikuen also takes the children out for 'walks' in the morning when the 
weather is good, although at the moment our baby can't walk, so she's pushed 
along in a pram (stroller). 

They also organise other stuff. We attended the hoikuen's little tanobata 
festival, and it was a great opportunity to meet the other parents and socialise 
a little. There was also a sports day, a play, and the hoikuen even has speakers 
on things like proper nutrition. 

My recommendation is to to get involved as much as you feel comfortable. If 
your Japanese isn't great, like mine, then the speeches might be a little boring, 
but even if you speak no Japanese I'd recommend attending some of the 
functions like the festivals or sports day. The other parents are curious about 
you and I think it sets their mind at rest if they can meet you. These are also 
the parents of your child's future friends, so it’s best to get to know each other. 

So, how much is all of this going to cost you? Well unfortunately the prices are 
determined at prefectural or city level, so it is going to differ from area to area, 
and is linked to your taxable income for the previous year (I don't know how 
they assess this if this is your first year in Japan). We pay about 30 000 yen (３
万円) a month, and in my opinion it’s worth every shiny yen. I've done some 
reading and it seems that it in some of the bigger cities it can be as much as 
twice this though. Since the fees are based on tax they will be lower if only one 
parent is working. 

Ask at your city hall about the hoikuen fees and they should be able to provide 
you with a table showing fees by taxable income and the child’s age.

Hoikuen for non-
working Moms!

Normally hoikuen is 
reserved for parents who 
work, but there are 
circumstances where non-
working Moms can send 
their kiddies to hoikuen. 
I'm not an expert on this, 
but I've been told that this 
can happen if:
a) Mom is in the late 
stages of pregnancy. 
b) After the birth of a 
child.
c) If Mom is seriously ill.

If you're a non-working 
mother who desperately 
needs a time-out from the 
kids then ask around and 
see if you're eligible to 
send them to hoikuen for a 
couple of days, weeks or 
years :) .

Sick Baby Hoikuen

If your child has 'flu or 
chicken pox or some other 
infectious disease’ then 
they can't go to regular 
hoikuen, however you 
might not be able to take 
time off work to care for 
them at home.

Japan has your back 
covered. Check at your 
local Womens' and 
Childrens' Clinic. Ours has 
a sick baby hoikuen staffed 
by nurses. The rooms are 
attached to the clinic and 
are literally a dozen meters 
or so from the doctor. 

There's an isolation room 
for the seriously infectious, 
and a normal room for 
those with the sniffels. 

They charge per day, it’s 
about 2000 yen for our 
one, and the qualified staff 
give you great peace of 
mind. Health insurance 
doesn't cover this.



12. The last few details

At about the 20 pages mark I realised that this 'short' article had gotten a little 
out of hand. I've covered the basics from confirming the pregnancy to delivery 
and afterwards. Here are a last few little notes on what to expect. 

12.1 Vaccinations

Your baby needs to go for a whole mess of vaccinations during the first year. 
We got little cards reminding us about them in the post, but we still managed to 
miss one of them.

I am aware that there is a debate going on in some parts of the world about 
whether vaccinations are a good idea, and there have been some allegations 
that vaccinations have been linked to autism and suddent infant death 
syndrome (SIDS). These allegations have been totally debunked, but there are 
still a lot of people shouting loudly about the issue, and it can be worrying for 
new parents looking to do the right thing for their child. I did some reading and 
Japan's autism rate is a little lower than the global average, and their child 
mortality rate is much lower than average (6th lowest in the world of 189 
countries surveyed), so they must be doing something right. I know we got 
politely chewed out for missing one, so I suspect it may be a legal requirement 
to get these done.

12.2 Travel

There's a good chance the you might want to travel with your baby, probably 
home to visit your parents and introduce their new grandchild. We flew with our 
baby when she was 8 months old, and things actually went surprisingly 
smoothly. Some things that worked well for us were:
− Putting lavender oil on the toy she slept with. Lavender oil has a naturally 

calming effect, and we put the lavender oil on the toy for about a month 
before we left, and only gave it to the baby when she was going to sleep, 
linking sleep, the toy and the scent very closely. This seemed to help her get 
to sleep and stay asleep on the airplane.

− If the baby is on formula then bring plenty of the baby's brand because you 
don't want to change brands in a foreign country.
Most airlines have a small supply of baby stuff like nappies (diapers) and 
bibs, but don't rely on these. On one of our flights there were lots of other 
babies and the airline didn't have enough spare nappies on hand (we had 
bought our own so it was okay).

− If your budget allows I really recommend buying an extra seat for the baby. 
On a few of our flights we were seated with a vacant seat between us for 
the baby for free, but this isn't a sure thing. If you haven't bought an extra 
seat for the baby then always ask if there is a vacant seat for the baby when 
you check in. Our baby didn't like the baby basinets very much, and she was 
used to sleeping with us on the floor, and so had trouble grasping the idea 
that climbing out of the baby basinet (which is a good meter or so off the 
ground) would be a very bad idea.

− Don't worry. I know that we were really worried about our baby making a 
fuss during the flight and upsetting the other passengers, but I found it 
useful to keep in mind that (a) there's nothing you can do about it, and (b) 
you (and the baby) paid for your tickets too. Stay relaxed and the baby will 
probably too. 

You want to do what?

I found the entire 
vaccination process more 
traumatic than the baby. I 
had serious doubts about 
taking my child 
somewhere and 
purposefully infecting her 
with a disease. The baby 
on the other hand had the 
injection, looked at it, 
screamed once 
(Owwwww!!), and then 
returned to her normal 
happy self. 

What did surprise me was 
that the initial vaccination 
was done by hand, with 
the doctor smearing on the 
stuff, and then puncturing 
the skin with what looked 
like a spiky stamp. Maybe 
that's just because we're in 
the Inaka.

Air Travel Success!

When anyone asks me 
how the baby handled air 
travel I always reply, 
“Better than I did.” For 
some reason they think 
I'm joking, but I'm not! 
She alternated between 
sleeping and crawling up 
and down the aisles 
'visiting' other passengers, 
and occasionally played 
peekaboo with two women 
behind us. 

When we got to our 
destination she shrugged 
off jetlag with two naps, 
and settled down to the 
serious business of eating 
new food and serious 
napping. 

On the other hand I was a 
mess. Next time I'll worry 
less about the baby and 
more about getting 
enough sleep myself.



12.3 Baby Japanese

English has a whole lot of baby words, like “blankie” for blanket, “bikkit” for 
biscuit, and so on. You rarely hear them though, unless you're around mothers 
with young children, work at a pre-primary school (kindergarten)... or read 
Lolcats. It’s easy to forget that they even exist. 

Japanese has similar baby words, and when we read our first note in the 
communication notebook (renraku noto) from the creche (hoikuen) we were 
thrown into a flat panic. We couldn't read half of it, and our electronic 
dictinaries were no help, for example the word, “nene”. It turns out this is the 
Japanese baby word for sleep. If you have a Japanese partner they'll probably 
take this completely in their stride and might not even think to tell you, so be 
prepared. I don't recommend using baby Japanese in class or business though. 
I've got so used to using “bai bai” (bye bye!) that I used it with someone at the 
city hall, and later the comment got back to me by a very circuitous route that 
it was a little weird since I'd been using adult Japanese quite well up until that 
point, and then *bam!* baby Japanese! On the upside the person was 
apparently amused rather than offended.

13. 毎日楽しみ　(Mainichi Tanoshimi)

You'll probably hear this phrase a lot in the coming months and years if you 
have or are having a baby. Very roughly translated it means, “Everyday is 
enjoyable and amusing”, but sometimes I get the distinct impression that 
there's just a hint of kind sarcasm and a nod in the direction of the other 
possible meaning, “diverting”, as in you'll be run off your feet, sleep-deprived 
and wondering where all your free time went.

Babies are a lot of work, I affectionately refer to our baby as my boss because 
you will be shaping your whole life around what mood the baby is in, when the 
baby wants to eat, sleep, etc. 

Despite this our baby has been an incredible source of joy in my life, and is 
worth every sacrifice I've had to make. 

Japan is a wonderful place to have a child, the people are supportive and 
caring, the government are amazingly generous, and our schools were very 
understanding. 

I hope that your baby makes your life 毎日楽しみ.

Baby's First Word

My wife was thrilled when 
our baby said, “maa maa”. 
It was the subject of much 
boasting that the baby had 
(a) spoken, and (b) to my 
wife first. 

We discovered a few 
weeks later when a 
Japanese friend came to 
visit that “maa maa” is 
baby Japanese for, “food”, 
not mother. 

  


