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Refrigerators, washing machines and
television sets were the “three holy
durables” in Japan that helped jack up
the economy in the postwar transition-
al period from devastation to recon-
struction and then to high-flying
growth.  With no clear signs of eco-
nomic revival in sight following the
collapse of the bubble economy more
than a decade ago, three durable items
– digital cameras, DVD recorders and
thin TVs – are drawing strong public
expectations as products that may help
to salvage the stagnant economy.

Digital cameras have spearheaded the
booming sales.  Selling briskly at mass
home appliance retail stores are 3 mil-
lion-pixel models, priced around
¥39,800 each.  Digital camera manu-
facturers are operating at full capacity.
Canon, Inc. saw its digital camera pro-
duction almost double to 9 million

units in 2003 from 4.3 million in
2002, according to a spokesman for the
company.

Also drawing consumer interest are
DVD recorders equipped with hard
disks that can record moving images
without videotapes and plasma-display
and liquid-crystal-display (LCD) TVs.
These are called three new “holy
durables.”

“The three new durables are genuine-
ly playing the role of lifting the econo-
my,” said Kikukawa Tsuyoshi, presi-
dent of Olympus Corp., which is
enjoying strong sales of digital cameras.
“Human beings are animals that have a
propensity to consume.  They have all
exercised their patience for the last 10
years.  Gadgets with new functions
such as digital cameras are stimulating
consumption.”

Matsushita Electric Industrial Co.

and Sharp Corp. posted sharply higher
operating profits in the first half of fis-
cal 2003 on the back of robust sales of
DVDs and LCD products, respectively,
after years of lackluster performances.
With the launch of terrestrial digital
television broadcasts in the three major
metropolitan areas of Tokyo, Osaka
and Nagoya on Dec. 1, 2003, strong
growth is expected in sales of digital
home appliances in the years ahead.

“We’re being backed by a following
wind, namely brisk sales of digital
home appliances.  Japanese semicon-
ductors have extremely high growth
potential,” said Sakamoto Yukio, presi-
dent of Elpida Memory, Inc., a joint
venture company set up by Hitachi,
Ltd. and NEC Corp., who pins high
expectations on the growth of
microchips for use in digital home
appliances and mobile phones.
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The Ministry of Health, Labour and
Welfare on Dec. 26, 2003 decided to
halt imports of U.S. beef and processed
beef products, based on the Food
Sanitation Law, following the U.S. gov-
ernment’s announcement that it had
found the first case of mad cow disease
in the state of Washington.  Japan is
the world’s largest importer of U.S.
beef.

The government also ordered
importers to recall U.S. beef products
that might contain neural tissue such as
brain and spinal cord.  These parts are
highly likely to contain prions, a very
small unit of protein believed to cause
mad cow disease, or bovine spongiform
encephalopathy (BSE).  At the same
time, it asked retailers to refrain from
selling beef extracts because backbones
are used as material for the products.
The United States is the 23rd country to
be subjected to a Japanese ban on beef
imports, and the first since Canada in
May 2003.

Japan imported about 240,000 tons
of beef from the United States in 2002,
with U.S. beef accounting for a quarter
of total domestic consumption.  On
the heels of the government’s decision,
some major supermarket operators
pulled U.S. beef off their shelves while
airline companies removed U.S. beef
from their in-flight meals.  Yoshinoya
D&C Co., which serves “gyudon” beef-
over-rice, faces a difficult situation, as
the firm imports up to 99% of its beef
from the United States.  The ban on
U.S. beef imports, if prolonged, could
deal a severe blow to the food, retail
and restaurant industries and con-
sumers.

Japan checks all cattle at slaughter-
houses for BSE before the meat is
authorized for consumption.  The
move was prompted by the confirma-
tion of Japan’s first case of mad cow
disease in September 2001 in Chiba
Prefecture.  Japan has urged the 23
countries subjected to the ban on beef

imports to introduce similar checks.
The United States, however, remains
reluctant to follow in the footsteps of
Japan.  Japan does not want to main-
tain the ban on U.S. beef imports for a
long period because it needs to secure a
stable beef supply for the domestic
market.  As a compromise measure, the
government is studying the possibility
of introducing a special system, under
which all cattle are checked at designat-
ed U.S. farms before the meat is
exported to Japan.

The United States maintains that
U.S. beef is safe if the high-risk parts of
cattle are excluded.  The Japanese gov-
ernment, however, would face strong
consumer criticism that it does not pri-
oritize food safety if it quickly lifts the
ban on beef imports from the United
States.  The nasty Christmas present
from the United States may become a
new source of bilateral friction, causing
a headache for the Japanese and U.S.
governments.
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