Exhibitor’s Voice
Pavilion Organizer - BELGIUM(FLANDERS)

With the Japanese market, once foreign companies have the knowledge on how to build
relationships and how to provide the right products for the market, they will have fewer
competitors and longer lasting business relationships.－Dirk De Ruyver

Q: What is the role of Flanders Investment & Trade (FIT)?
Foreign trade and investment promotion in Belgium is conducted on the regional level and
the country is divided into three regions: Brussels-Capital Region, Flanders, and Wallonia.
To promote business with Flanders, FIT has offices across the world.
There are mainly two roles of FIT. First, we give advice to Japanese companies that are
interested in doing business in Europe. We answer all kinds of questions from Japanese
companies that are considering to enter Flanders and supply them with information on how
they could do that. Our second role is to help Flemish companies to enter the Japanese
market. Flemish companies ask us about the overview and characteristics of the Japanese
market, what kind of products sell well, and if they can have a buyers list for supermarkets
and department stores. We believe it is important for the market development of the Flemish
companies to actually see Japan. In order to do this, we also help the companies participate in
exhibitions. Since small and medium-sized enterprises are a majority of the Flemish
companies, it is difficult for themselves to maintain a booth that requires high costs. For that
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reason, FIT will organize a booth at major trade fairs, inviting Flemish companies to
participate in that booth at a relatively low cost. Foodex in Japan is such an example.

Q: Since you just mentioned about exhibitions, can you expand a little bit
more on that? What kind of exhibitions do you participate in?
Flemish companies actively participate in ISM, the largest confectionary exhibition in
Germany, and European food exhibitions like ANUGA and SIAL. So we ask the Japanese
companies, "Are you attending these exhibitions?" We let the Flemish companies know that
there are many Japanese buyers visiting these exhibitions in Europe. Then, we inform the
Flemish companies about Foodex held in Japan and have them participate in our booth. Put
short, we are able to make a connection from the European trade shows to Japanese
exhibitions.

Q: What are your relationships with Foodex and how do you utilize it?
The activities of FIT in Japan are focusing on 5 sectors. Out of those sectors, food is a very
important one. For promotion, we participate in exhibitions and seminars including Foodex.
We have been participating in Foodex from about 20 years ago. Flemish companies look for
distributors in Japan. There are some companies that make direct deals with retailers in
Japan, but basically, most companies attend Foodex in order to find a partner to conduct
business for them in Japan.

The purpose of companies that attend the exhibition for the first time is to introduce products
that are new in Japan and to look for a partner. Companies that have already entered the
Japanese market participate for further promotion instead of looking for a distributor.
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Among companies handling beer, cookies, or chocolate, most aim to get their products known
to an even wider range of customers, while newcomers will be looking for Japanese partners.
For those Flemish companies looking for distributors, we introduce Japanese companies that
may become their partners and make arrangements for B2B meetings. Also, companies that
are thinking of entering can hear the experiences of Flemish companies that have already
entered, and this becomes a big plus for them.

At Foodex the Belgian pavilion is formed by three regional booths, from Flanders, Wallonia,
and Brussels. The Flemish booth is getting larger and larger every year. Through ISM and
ANUGA, we are increasing the number of companies that become interested in Japan. Since
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the European economy has been sluggish in the past years, more companies positively
consider the chances of expanding to the Japanese market when we suggest that possibility.

Q: Generally, what is the Flemish understanding of the Japanese market?
Japan is not so prominently appearing in the European media compared to China. For
example, there will be a major article in the newspapers when a Chinese company invests in
Belgium, while this will be less when it comes to a Japanese investment. But recently, the
Chinese boom is losing its speed. Also, compared with the boom and high recognition of
Belgian beer and waffles in Japan, China's awareness of these products is lagging behind.
When we take a look at Foodex, there are buyers from China and especially Korea in addition
to the Japanese buyers. Korean companies are quicker than Japanese companies to start and
develop business. This way, we sometimes hear from Flemish companies that thanks to
Foodex, they were able to enter the Korean market. However, there is no guarantee that this
business with Korea will be long term. On the other hand, it takes more time to start business
with Japanese companies, but once the Flemish companies have entered the market,
business relationships tend to be for the long run.

Q: On what items would you like to put an emphasis in the future?
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We have at least 3 items. One is cookie. We want more people to know that Belgian
confectionary is not waffles only. Although Japanese have an excellent image of Belgium
when they hear the word waffle or beer, that same Belgian image does not link with cookies.
We believe that if more cookie companies enter the Japanese market, that Belgian image will
become established for that product too.

Second is frozen vegetables. We want to sell these to supermarkets and department stores.
Frozen vegetables are a growing market in Japan. It is not widely known, but Flanders has
the number one frozen vegetable industry in Europe and large quantities of frozen potatoes
are being exported to Japan already.

Thirdly, we have fresh vegetables. We want to sell them to exclusive restaurants. We are
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planning to have a booth for fresh vegetables at Foodex 2014. Also, many Japanese people
may not know well about Belgian cheese, but in fact, there are many small and medium-sized
companies that manufacture cheese. This is another item that we want to put effort into.

Q: In which other promotion activities are you engaged in?
On October 1st, 2013, the Belgian-Luxembourg Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Japan
held a Food Pairing Academy. The purpose of this event was to learn about the pairing of
high-class Belgian food and beer. Such events are aiming to enhance the image of the
high-class Belgian cuisine, similar to the French cuisine, and lift up Belgian beer to the next
stage.
There is also a beer event called Belgian Beer Weekend, organized by a committee of
Japanese importers of Belgian beers, with the special support of the Belgian Embassy. In
2013, it was held in 5 major cities: Nagoya, Yokohama, Osaka, Fukuoka, and Tokyo. After
this event, there was another beer event held in Osaka in October 2013 called the Belgian
Beer Weekend Boutique. It was an easily managed, smaller scale event that added to the
already existing promotion activities. FIT sponsored both the Food Pairing Academy and the
Belgian Beer Weekend.

Q: What are the possibilities of waffles, beer, and chocolate in the future?
The exchange rate of euro to yen used to be about 100 yen, so it was natural for the market to
grow. However, the euro is now about 40% higher than before. Because of this, our food
export to Japan is slightly falling, but it does not mean that the 40% rise automatically led to
a 40% drop. We want to keep the current situation so that it will not fall any further.
Beer is one of the products that will show further growth in the future. While Belgian beer is
widely recognized in major cities such as Tokyo, Osaka, and Nagoya, it is not well known in
other urban areas. For this reason, we believe that the urban market will grow even further
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by raising the degree of recognition in areas such as Sendai, Hiroshima, and Sapporo. In
addition, by extending the beer market, demands for Belgian food products that go well with
beer may also increase.
The chocolate market is becoming stagnant. In addition to Valentines Day and White Day, we
need to increase the chances of eating Belgian chocolate by introducing other events such as
Halloween through promotion activities.

Q: What are the problems or barriers to enter the Japanese market?
Honestly, Japanese companies have more orders and requests that are very specific
compared to other countries in the world. For example, let's say that a Japanese company
ordered chocolate and the product has consequently been shipped from Belgium in a
container. The Belgian company finds out that one of the chocolates inside the packaged
product is the wrong kind and tells this to the Japanese company. Countries other than
Japan would negotiate to lower the price of the product, but would agree to buy it since it has
already been shipped. On the other hand, Japanese companies will ship it back, even in cases
considered minor mistakes abroad.
Also, the standards for residues of agricultural chemicals or additives in food are stricter in
Japan than in Europe. For example, products that are perfectly fine in the European market
may not be accepted in the Japanese market.
Companies that are thinking of entering the Japanese market must understand these
characteristics of Japan. Then, they must adjust to the Japanese standard, or they will not be
able to succeed. In order to do this, it is necessary for them to gain knowledge about Japan.
Most small companies do not even have basic knowledge on doing business in Japan, and are
reluctant to spend money to require it. This is where a government organization like FIT
comes in. We provide the Flemish companies the basic information they need about Japan. If
they are able to supply a product that matches the needs of the Japanese market, they will
enter into an exclusive market with relatively few competitors. While it is relatively easy to
enter markets of other countries, these markets are highly competitive and prices are
continuously under pressure. However, with the Japanese market, once foreign companies
have the knowledge on how to build relationships and how to provide the right products for
the market, they will have fewer competitors and longer lasting business relationships.
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