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Strengths That Will Drive Growth

Nishihara  Sojitz was founded 10 years ago. Our next 10 years have now 

begun, so the year ending March 31, 2015 is the perfect window for us to build 

the momentum for future growth. This roundtable brings together employees 

from various divisions and posts to discuss the decade ahead.

 Let’s get the ball rolling by talking about what we need to generate growth 

during the next 10 years. What strengths will drive growth? Please get us 

started, Mr. Kinoshita.

T. Kinoshita  Right. We have a great history that has given us our underlying 

corporate infrastructure. That means our network of relationships with localities, 

business partners and customers is a strength – and strengths cannot be built 

in a day or two. Take our relationships in Vietnam. We started developing our 

portfolio there during the Doi Moi period of the 1980s, gained experience, and 

now we have strong business relationships in Vietnam. We have an excellent 

understanding of internal demand, local corporations and the Vietnamese 

workforce, and our relationship with the government is rock solid. By the same 

token, we have similar advantages in Indonesia and Brazil.

Kawahara  Likewise in the energy business. I was involved in the acquisition of 

LNG interests in Qatar in 1997, and our successes in this project were backed 

by the relationships with strong partners and customers we gained through 

Indonesian LNG projects during the 1960s. Also, our crude oil and machinery 

businesses had a track record in Qatar, so we had two platforms in place by the 

time I got involved. Thus, even though our LNG project was a first for Qatar, our 

partners were dealing with the same company they had worked with before and 

they gave us their full trust from the start. This exemplifies how we exercise the 

advantages of our network Group-wide, which is one of our strengths as a 

general trading company.

Nishihara  Industry presence and operating fundamentals are also key 

strengths. They support our dominance in the domestic aircraft business.

Yamaguchi  Indeed they do. Our aircraft business has been and will stay 

number one in its market. Let me put it this way – we refuse to lose. That’s why 
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we keep fine-tuning our knowledge and connections. The aircraft business 

might seem sexy, but actually it’s pretty much like the mundane repetition of 

farming. But when I go to Haneda Airport and see all the planes lined up, I think 

to myself, “We sold this one, and that one, and that one over there…just about 

all of them.” That’s the moment when I forget about all the painstaking effort 

and want us to be even stronger.

Endo  It’s a good story, isn’t it?

Yamaguchi  And our strength is our knowledge, which is second to none when 

it comes to airlines, aircraft manufacturers and the industry. Our knowledge is 

not just technical. It’s also about our ability to analyze the needs of our business 

partners and their parameters and processes for making decisions. 

Ariga  LNG and aircraft are very large businesses. They make the agglomerated 

businesses of the Chemicals Division seem a bit dull in comparison.

 The Chemicals Division works with a huge number of customers and business 

partners. Securely maintaining and building this foundation is truly fundamental to 

our business. Our manufacturing business partners are a case in point. One of the 

biggest risks for them is not selling, so our sales capabilities equal strength.

How Sojitz Should Leverage Its Strengths

Endo  So, our strength in trading is our lifeblood.

Ariga  Yes it is. We are growing our business through both investment and 

trading, but our strength in trading is the enabler. Our core methanol business 

shows how. We invested in a manufacturer, but this investment made sense 

because methanol is a raw material of wood adhesives, for which we had a 

solid base of customers. Rare earths and barite, a drilling chemical, are similar 

cases from recent years.

Kawahara  Our base in trading enables us to accurately grasp customer and 

partner needs and solve their problems. That means we link needs with 

solutions throughout the value chain. In the Qatar project I mentioned earlier, 

the Next 10 Years

Achieve growth 
by leveraging our 
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we didn’t simply satisfy Japan’s demand for LNG and Qatar’s desire to develop 

resource industries. We also structured a scheme that satisfied the capital 

requirements of Qatar’s government. Our approach was exceptionally well 

received, with the result that we were able to secure a guarantee for an 

additional 5.4 million ton supply of gas.

Nishihara  Agreed. General trading companies are uniquely positioned to make 

trade-driven investments that solve problems. What is the perspective from 

Corporate, Mr. Kinoshita?

S. Kinoshita  Corporate involves a divisional and a Group-wide perspective, 

and I see that Sojitz has really great potential and is well able to grow further. 

The Machinery Division has many potent operating fundamentals and extensive 

knowledge, which we were just talking about, along with many outstanding 

people. I am committed to helping the division leverage these strengths and 

fully capitalize on its sales potential.

Endo  We’re talking about great potential, but some analysts who knew the 

Sojitz of the past are saying we seem to have lost a bit of our spark. Your thoughts?

Ariga  Well, we experienced some limitations during the merger and restructuring 

that created Sojitz, but today we are very much at the forefront in businesses 

where we excel. We have also become very aggressive in new ventures. 

Yamaguchi  We’re not going to lose out to other trading companies or 

anybody else as long as we leverage our unique strengths. 

 But the key is recognizing that strengths change. If we rely solely on our 

existing strengths, change will leave us behind – and leave us weaker. 

Leverage strengths to create new ones – this ongoing metamorphosis is 

definitely essential.

Endo  Speaking of strength born of strength, our ongoing progress in 

overcoming difficulties in the 10 years since the merger is a major advantage for 

us. The experience we have acquired and our strength in consistently 

overcoming problems as a Group will certainly come in handy in our rapidly 

changing operating environment.

Future Business Opportunities

Nishihara  Absolutely. Challenging times make our strengths even more 

valuable. Which leads us to another question: What changes in our operating 

environment present opportunities for us to grow by leveraging our strengths?

T. Kinoshita  We’re strong in Asia, and Asia is growing. The obvious approach 

for the Consumer Lifestyle Business Division is to benefit from demand within 

Continuously 
create strengths to 
avoid losing out.
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Asia, but actually this has nothing to do with particular products. We have the 

opportunity to create markets themselves because of changing living standards 

and diets. It’s not what we sell – it’s what we create.

Nishihara  Initiatives in distribution markets are also an excellent example. 

T. Kinoshita  Yes they are. We are now investing in the distribution and 

logistics business in Vietnam and Myanmar, from which we intend to enter 

retailing. I’m talking about retail outlets. As Mr. Ariga discussed earlier, sales 

capabilities are crucial. Controlling the downstream portion of the value chain 

enables us to accurately understand what each locality truly needs, and of 

course it helps us make our presence felt, too.

Kawahara  The energy environment is also changing dramatically. Japan’s 

energy situation is evolving, resource-rich countries are transitioning into 

demand centers, and then there’s the shale revolution. These changes are 

increasing the issues that we must resolve as a general trading company. 

Resource-rich countries are a good example. We don’t just develop their 

resources, but consistently point out that they need to promote industry and job 

creation as well. We are therefore aggressively developing the gas chemicals 

business, and providing a portion of the gas our projects produce to chemical 

industries. This is a collaborative initiative with Mr. Ariga and his Chemicals 

Division within the Gas Task Force.

Ariga  Right. We’re working together in places like Papua New Guinea, Nigeria 

and Equatorial Guinea.

Yamaguchi  The same is true in the aircraft business, where the flow of people 

and goods is creating opportunities. Demand for aircraft is expanding, sure, but 

Asia needs more airport facilities and peripheral infrastructure. So what are we 

doing? We’re looking to build airport-related businesses. We are also capturing 

the opportunities created by mass production and mass retirement of aircraft by 

getting more involved in businesses such as used aircraft and parts. We need 

to address these kinds of changes in the operating environment and move 

forward with new initiatives, but the key is thinking outside the box and creating 

businesses that aren’t constrained by convention.

Nishihara  General trading companies are uniquely dynamic because their 

whole point is to understand changes in the operating environment and create 

new businesses. We really have to be creative. And creative initiatives really fire 

us up. 

Ariga  You bet. As Mr. Kawahara alluded to earlier, trade rectifies disparities 

and demand imbalances among localities. That means Sojitz can demonstrate 

its unique creativity by understanding changing needs.

Understand 
changes in the 
operating 
environment and 
create markets.

 Changes in the operating 

environment are opportunities 

for Sojitz. We demonstrate 

our unique creativity by 

resolving disparities and 

imbalances. We focus on how 

we can create markets to 

meet needs rather than on 

individual products, and we 

create value without being 

constrained by convention.
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T. Kinoshita  Recently, we have been busy in the overseas industrial park 

business in Vietnam and Indonesia. This business is fascinating. It is not simply 

selling plots of land. We collaborate with other divisions to serve Japanese 

transplants so that we can expand local businesses that range from procuring 

materials to sales, logistics and infrastructure development. We think of it as 

building industrial portfolios.

S. Kinoshita  That’s what the Gas Task Force is all about, too – the importance 

of cross-divisional collaboration. Essentially, our value chains should be cross-

divisional. They weren’t all that cross-divisional in the past, but I can see that 

the concept has gained traction.

Ariga  Internal sectionalism isn’t an issue at Sojitz. As a general trading 

company, we are working across divisional lines to fully leverage our 

comprehensive strengths. Natural gas may be one of our latest plays, but it 

represents the importance of looking at the future and deciding where to 

concentrate the investment of resources. We have many strengths and 

operating fundamentals, so growth for the Sojitz Group is a direct function of 

narrowing down businesses in which we can more fully leverage Group-wide 

strengths, including cross-divisional collaboration.

S. Kinoshita  I think the Controller Offices will also have an even larger role. 

We support sales, but also serve as consultants. Equally important, we analyze 

the operating environment from a Group-wide perspective and provide objective 

advice. Sojitz will make a major change in course for growth, so I want to exercise 

functional integration with sales to expedite new business development in tandem 

with sophisticated risk management. This will also enable sustained innovation.

Vision for the Next 10 Years

Nishihara  Initiatives that bring together the business divisions and corporate 

operations will accelerate growth. Our business focus areas are also proof 

positive that the Sojitz Group has clarified businesses in which it will 

concentrate its efforts. We are increasingly aware that we should take on major 

initiatives that result in much more than just modest businesses.

 In this context, I would like to finish up with a discussion of what we should 

be doing for growth in the next 10 years.

Ariga  How about a personal reminiscence? I promoted an investment in a 

chemical manufacturing company in Thailand three years after joining Sojitz. 

Working with the overseas representatives, I was totally focused on establishing 

the company and got internal approval. Two years later, I became a representative 

there myself. When I think about it now, I realize that Sojitz put a lot of faith in me. 

Accelerate 
growth with the 
comprehensive 
strengths that 
come from being 
a general trading 
company.

 We combine the strengths 

we have cultivated in our 

businesses and concentrate 

the investment of resources 

in markets where we can 

make the most of our 

comprehensive strengths 

that come from being a 

general trading company. 

Cross-divisional collaboration 

has gained traction and is 

increasing project scale and 

accelerating growth.
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My point is, we should emphasize a corporate culture that encourages young 

employees to take on such challenges.

S. Kinoshita  I totally agree. I was posted on my own to a company in Indonesia 

to collect receivables, which gave me incredible experience. The bottom line is 

that people are our business, so personnel training and the kind of experience 

we give our people are key. Cultivating managers will be particularly important 

because we will be increasing investment. Corporate will therefore be helping 

our people acquire knowledge and expertise, including in the areas of risk 

management and governance.

T. Kinoshita  As on-site leaders, we have a vital role to play. This speaks to 

the point about giving young employees responsibilities. The ability of 

employees to dynamically create businesses is a function of the leadership we 

are able to provide.

Yamaguchi  Demonstrating leadership will make Sojitz a company with exciting 

businesses and people.

Ariga  I also think so. We need to draw up clear long-term, medium-term and 

short-term visions, and commit to making them happen. Doing this consistently 

should make Sojitz an even more creative company that can grow and develop.

Kawahara  Yes. Looking at vision in terms of value, I believe that continuously 

creating unique functions is important. We need to be a company that functions 

globally as a solutions provider that resolves the issues brought on by changes 

in the operating environment.

Nishihara  Thank you. Hearing everyone’s views gives me confidence in 

Sojitz’s future. 

Endo  In conducting investor relations, we must also innovate constantly so 

that people outside the Company accurately understand Sojitz’s advantages 

and opportunities and the strategies that link them to growth. I also want to 

communicate Sojitz’s surge toward growth.

Nishihara  We have clear-cut strengths that enable growth, and our business 

opportunities are global. We will surely grow if we operate in businesses where 

we excel. Of course, other companies are also going to innovate, so we need 

to execute more quickly and creatively than they do. 

 The people at this roundtable who will take Sojitz to the next level and all the 

other people who are the future of this company are filled with passion and 

drive. Sojitz is determined to grow during the next 10 years and produce value 

worldwide. I invite readers to share our enthusiasm for the future.

Focus on growth 
during the next 10 
years and produce 
value globally.

 We have clear-cut strengths 

that enable growth, and our 

business opportunities are 

global. We will surely grow if 
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leadership and we operate 

more quickly and creatively 

than other companies. Sojitz 

will focus on growth during 

the next 10 years and 

produce value globally.
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