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Traditional edible insect products and - —— -
the shops that sell them in central Japan e JL NN
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Figure 2/ The number of shops that sell edible insects. Farmers’ markets include
souvenir shops that mainly sell local food products as souvenirs.
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Figure 4 / The number of shops per edible insect product.
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nomically advanced country of the world by which people of a Figure 1./ The research area, | Tl Tingne Edible insects that were sold in a can or in a

where insects are still an element of local
foodways, Japan is a unique country from
the perspective of edible insect research
(Nonaka 2008).

Leading advocates of insect consumption
claim that the acceptance, or rejection, of
insects as human food is merely a result of
culture and they minimize the role that the
environment has played in shaping a culture
and its people (van Huis et al. 2013). Thisis a
very simplistic view when considering the
literature of ecological anthropology, histori-
cal cultural exchanges, and food psychology.
After all, food is one of the pinnacles of
cultural identity. Our understanding of
peoples’ perceptions of and attitudes to
edible insects is extremely minimal. We have
barely scratched the surface of the complex
relation that humans have with insects gen-
erally and edible insects particularly. People
show variable reactions to specific insect
species such as liking, disgust, love, hate,
appreciation, and fear (Lockwood 2013). The
scientific investigation of the use of insects
as human food is still in a pioneering phase
irrespective of the frequency with which
media have published edible insect-related
reports in the past years.

My research in Japan (as well as in Laos
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culture accept, adopt,
preserve, and reject
insects as a source of human food.

Here, I highlight just one aspect of our
research in Japan. I focus on the types of
edible insect products and on the marketing
of these products in central Japan. These
findings shed light on the current place of
insects in the foodways of Chubu.

A 1000km road trip searching for edible
insects in shops

I have focused my field work on the Chubu
region and the area that covers the eastern
parts of Gifu prefecture and the western
parts of Nagano prefecture (Figure 1). This
area of Chubu is known to preserve some
edible insects in local food habits (Nonaka
2008). My research area was roughly
demarcated by the cities Toki in the south
west, Takayama in the north west, Matsu-
moto in the north east, and Iida in the south
east. The survey is not yet completed how-
ever and notably the areas between Toki
and Iida will be surveyed during December
2018 and January 2019.

The survey was focused on those shops
where local Japanese people buy their food:
supermarkets, grocery stores, and farmers’

markets. In the case of farmers’ markets, I
included souvenir stores that mainly sell
local food products as souvenirs. Shops that
were excluded from the survey were the
souvenir section of public baths (onsen) and
souvenir shops in touristic city centers.
Therefore, my survey does not give a com-
plete representation of the marketing of
edible insect products in central Japan.

I conducted the survey by car and covered
more than 1000 km of roads in rural and
urban areas. I used Google Maps as a
primary means to locate shops. While driv-
ing, I behaved opportunistically, and I
visited food shops when I encountered
them.

Nearly 1 shop for every 10 km

A total of 81 shops, distributed throughout
the research area, sold edible insects of
which 23 were in Gifu prefecture and 58
were in Nagano prefecture (Figure 2).
Given that I drove about 1000 km, there is
thus one shop that sells edible insects for
every 10 km. Most of the shops that sell
edible insects were supermarkets and
included common supermarket chains such

as Valor, Tsuruya, and Delicia. Budget
supermarkets, such as V-Drug and Genky,
never sold edible insects. Farmers’ markets,
and souvenir shops that are focused on local
food items, included JA farmers’ markets
and souvenir shops at rest stops (Figure 3).
I only encountered a few grocery stores
(Figure 4).

A higher number of shops were identified
on the Nagano side of my research area.
This was probably due to the higher rural
character of the Gifu side and the higher
urban character of the Nagano side of my
research areas. I expect that I will identify a
lot of shops that sell edible insects in the
highly urbanized area between Toki and
Nakatsugawa in the Gifu side of the
research area during the continuation of
my survey.

I have created an online interactive map
on which all the shops have been marked:
joostvanitterbeeck.weebly.com/shops-in-
centraljapan.html. This map will be used to
help Japanese tourists, foreign tourists, and
foreigners who reside in Japan to easily find
a shop that sells edible insects so that they
can experience this aspect of Gifu and
Nagano foods.

Four insect products were marketed as
food: (?) hachinoko, also known as hebo, are
Vespula spp. wasp larvae and pupae; (i7)
inago are Oxya spp. rice grasshoppers; (i77)
sanagi, also known as kaiko, are Bombyx
mori silk moth pupae; and (iv) zazamushi
are aquatic larvae of various insect species.
The insects were sold already prepared as
tsukudani, a traditional Japanese recipe in
which insects are simmered in soy sauce,
sugar, sake rice wine, and mirin (a rice wine
for cooking). Zazamushi was only sold in
one shop (a farmers’ market).

Packaging varied and included plastic
trays and plastic boxes, as commonly used
for fish and for other tsukudani foods, and
cans and glass jars (Figure 5). The insects
were sold in packaging of varying sizes
though rarely contained more than 300 g of
insects. The average selling price per 100 g
was ¥1667 for hachinoko, ¥628 for inago,
and ¥536 for sanagi.

Uncooked insects were rarely sold. Only
on two occasions did I come across a shop
that sold insects not already cooked: a
farmers’ market in Ina city (Nagano)
offered a small glass jar of uncooked hachi-
noko and a local supermarket in Tase town,

glass jar were usually offered in the canned
food section and placed next to, e.g.,
canned tuna, even though the insects in the
cans and glass jars were prepared as tsuku-
dani. Many supermarkets therefore offered
edible insects in two separate sections of
the shop. Only in few supermarkets were
cans and glass jars also placed in the tsuku-
dani section of the shop. Therefore, the
supermarket section in which edible insects
were sold was dependent on the packaging
of the products rather than the products
and the products’ preparation themselves.

In grocery stores and in farmers’ markets
and souvenir stores, the designation of
edible insect products to a store section was
less clear. Sometimes though, the shops
placed the edible insects near the entrance
to increase product visibility.

Some stores offered a gift box that con-
tained three or four different types of Japa-
nese edible insects.

The current use of insects as food in Japan
is relatively restricted. Edible insects are
typically marketed as a countryside food
and as delicacy of the Chubu region. This
marketing strategy is commonly employed
on the product label and sometimes on the
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Figure 5 / A variety of edible insect products. (A) Can
section in a supermarket with edible insect products. (B)
Can of hachinoko. (C) Hachinoko in a glass jar. (D) Can of
inago. (E) Tsukudani section in a supermarket with edible
insect products. (F) Inago. (G) Hachinoko. (H) Sanagi.
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Figure 6 /" The place of edible insects in a regular household meal. (A) Inago tsukudani as chinmi
or kobachi. (B) Hachinoko with rice. (C) Insects are only eaten as kobachi or mixed with rice.

Figure 7 / Examples of efforts to modernize Japanese edible insect cuisine. (A) Hachinoko
senbei from Kushihara village (Gifu Prefecture). (B) Hachinoko tempura from Asuke (Aichi
Prefecture). (C) Inago furikake from Yamagata Prefecture.

price tag. Local people of Gifu and Nagano
commonly enjoy edible insects as chinmi
when drinking alcohol.

The tsukudani preparation, the only recipe
used for edible insects, has a very rich
flavor. When insects are used as a compo-
nent of a main meal, the insects are there-
fore only used in small quantities as kobachi
or mixed in rice (Figure 6).

Re-valuing and modernizing edible
insect consumption

The Japanese consumers of edible insects
focus on gastronomy, healthy food, and
tradition (local culture). The elderly are
seemingly the main consumers of edible
insects. Yet, they share their enjoyment of
consuming their favorite insects with their
children and grandchildren.

The origin of eating insects may very well
be one of necessity: a low availability of fish
and game in the interior of Japan may have
required historic people to include insects
in their diet. It seems that some kind of
re-valuation of edible insects had already

consumed today have made the transfer
from common food to delicacy (chinmi) in
Chubu foodways. However, a decline in the
tradition to eat insects has continued. Fewer
and fewer members of the younger genera-
tions get acquainted with consuming the
favorite edible insects of Chubu people.

A new interest in edible insects worldwide,
triggered by the FAO report published in
2013 (van Huis et al. 2013), has now
inspired Japanese edible insect enthusiasts
to again re-value Japanese edible insects
and the consumption of insects in Japan.
Experts in collecting hachinoko from the
Chubu region are sharing their knowledge,
techniques, and enthusiasm for hachinoko
during wasp hunting trips in other parts of
the country such as Shimane prefecture in
western Japan and Yamagata in northern
Japan. Efforts to modernize Japanese edible
insect cuisine have recently begun as well.
These efforts focus on the integration of

edible insects in various foods that are

considered as typically Japanese such as
hachinoko senbei, hachinoko tempura, and
inago furikake (Figure 7). Perhaps these
efforts will be successful and improve the
preservation of edible insects as an element
of not only Chubu cuisine but of Japanese

cuisine.
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Dr. VAN ITTERBEECK Joost is a researcher of the use of insects as human food. Originally from Belgium, Joost
has research experience in the Netherlands, Laos, Madagascar, and Japan. Joost employs a multidisciplinary
approach to the study of insects as human food that includes entomology, ethno-entomology, food psychology,
human geography, and history. He is co-author of the FAQO report Edible Insects: Future Prospects for Food and
Feed Security, published in 2013. The research of Joost is focused on two themes: the notably biological theme
investigates the means to transition from wild harvesting edible insects to the semi-cultivation of edible insects
in existing agricultural ecosystems and the notably social sciences theme investigates the attitudes to and
perceptions of edible insects generally, and on the species level, in countries with existing insect consumption.
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been removed from local diets when the
economic growth of Japan increased fish
and meat availability in the mountainous

areas, and the four insects that are still
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