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ATOMS: Creating a Fair, Sustainable 
and Multicultural Symbiotic Society

Association for Toyonaka Multicultural Symbiosis

The Association for Toyonaka Multicultural Symbiosis, popularly 
known as atoms, was established in 1993 in Toyonaka city as a base 
for international exchange and multicultural symbiosis. It adopted 

the motto “Creating a fair and sustainable, multicultural symbiotic society” 
to emphasize the role that it wants to play in Toyonaka city and beyond. 

The basic objective of atoms is to create a symbiotic society with con-
nection to the world by facilitating exchange activities between the Japanese 
and the non-Japanese residents based on respect for human rights and with 
broad participation of the citizens.

The primary concern of atoms is the provision of support to all non-
Japanese residents in the city that would lead to independent living and par-
ticipation in society. Atoms also aims to have a “no-support-needed” future 
for these residents by making a society where cultural diversity is appreciat-
ed, and the different characteristics of people are understood. Atoms aims 
to collaborate with the local community including schools and the educa-
tional sector in achieving its goals.

Activities

Atoms operates under the Toyonaka International Center. It undertakes 
several activities for the non-Japanese residents that cover cultural ex-
change, language education, support for the education of children, and sup-
port for the parenting of children.

The Japanese Language Activities for Cultural Exchange program cre-
ates a space for interaction between non-Japanese and Japanese residents 
to enrich relations between them and learn Japanese language at the same 
time. Non-Japanese parents can also learn Japanese along with their chil-
dren through the Toyonaka Nihongo Moku-hiru (Thursday Japanese class), 
Toyonaka Nihongo Kin-asa (Friday Japanese class), Nichiyou gachagacha-
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dan (Sunday Japanese class), etc. In case of need for child care during the 
activities, there is the Tabunka Hoiku Niko-niko (childcare for zero year old 
to before primary school age children) held only on Thursday and Friday at 
the same time as the Japanese program. 

A project called Mokuhiru provides the non-Japanese the opportunity 
to learn Japanese language by interacting with the Japanese residents and at 
the same time learn to know each other and the community where they live.

Sun Plaza:  Area for activities.

Kin-asa via Zoom.
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Oyako de Nihongo is held for non-Japanese mothers who are currently 
raising their children to experience multicultural childcare activities in par-
allel with Japanese language exchange activities. The non-Japanese moth-
ers can exchange information and talk in Japanese language about life in 
Japan and raising children while making friends. There are also events such 
as reading picture books, cooking classes and making handmade toys. The 
activity is led by volunteer Japanese women who are currently raising their 
children too. The activity welcomes pregnant non-Japanese women and in-
dividual participants who are not yet proficient in Japanese.

In addition, there are voluntary Japanese groups in the city offering 
Japanese language activities using the Toyonaka International Center facili-
ties: Night Kanji Class (learning how to write Chinese characters), Nihongo 
Kouryuu Salon, Nihongo Bochi-bochi and Nihongo Hiroba. Some activities 
are held in other public facilities (such as community hall and library) to 
reach those who live far from Toyonaka International Center. Atoms help 
non-Japanese residents participate in the community activities such as on 
disaster management (including evacuation drills) and other community 
gatherings that allow them to meet the Japanese residents. These activities 
bring the non-Japanese residents in close contact with the local Japanese 
residents and break both language and mental barriers and help create a 
multicultural community.

Atoms support activities that allow the non-Japanese residents to meet 
and speak their own languages, and undertake their own activities that help 
relieve the sense of isolation that some of them might experience. In line 
with this perspective, atoms supports the organization of non-Japanese res-
idents as seen in establishment of the Filipino Young at Heart Club (fyahc) 
in 2017 with the aim of supporting ageing Filipino residents. Atoms through 
fyahc organizes seminars and other activities for Filipinos and other non-
Japanese residents. 

Atoms also organizes activities for the young who came to Japan with-
out knowing the Japanese language or who have foreign background and 
raised in Japan. In the activity called Wakamono no Tamariba (Tamariba 
means Place of Hang-out), these young people gather on Sundays, meet 
fellow nationals, eat together, and do activities such as doing rap through 
which they express their problems and plans for the future. During “Hang-
out,” atoms staff members are able to talk to the young people about their 
problems relating to school (especially entering secondary school), part-
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time work and other matters. At the same time, atoms helps children (with 
Japanese descent or foreign background) not to forget their mother tongue 
by providing a place for them to appreciate the language of their parents that 
they used to speak but has been neglected as they become more proficient 
in Japanese language. The activities, such as learning traditional dance and 
speaking in their mother tongue, of young people with their parents from 
Latin America such as Peru help them reconnect to their own culture and 
language, and their identity. And as they perform their dances in public, 
they also gain recognition of the Japanese public about their roots.

Visit to a Filipino store.

With the covid-19 pandemic, atoms provides information (through 
its website and social media such as Facebook) in different languages on 
covid-19, the services available in cases of financial difficulties due to loss 
of job (that lead to the difficulty in buying food, paying house rent and other 
problems) such as social welfare programs. It also organizes meetings re-
garding the discrimination against non-Japanese due to fear that there were 
infected by covid-19 virus.
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Issues and Response

Atoms offers necessary information and provides a multilingual consulta-
tion service to non-Japanese residents on a number of issues. The consul-
tation service is provided in several languages (Chinese, Korean, Filipino, 
Thai, English, Indonesian, Spanish, Vietnamese, Nepali, and Japanese) by 
professional counselor and staff members who speak these languages as 
mother tongue. Before the covid-19 pandemic, consultation service was 
available by telephone and face-to-face on Fridays. Close to one thousand 
cases are handled each year in this consultation service.

The consultation service has so far been covering the following issues:
• Husband and wife relationship (divorce, domestic violence, discord, 

international marriage, etc.);
• Legal/administrative procedures on immigration matters (residence 

eligibility, family invitation, etc.);
• Daily life (housing, money matter, insurance · pension · tax and other 

administrative procedures, Japanese language learning, and other 
things that concern daily living);

• Human relationships (friends, work place and households);
• Health (mental health, pregnancy and childbirth, etc.);
• Children (child rearing, nursery, kindergarten, schools, etc.);
• Labor (job hunting, unemployment, etc.);
• Human rights.

The consultation service helps the non-Japanese residents understand 
their problems and decide among the options presented on the actions to 
take.

In certain cases, atoms introduces specialists (including lawyers), la-
bor standards inspection office, welfare office, board of education, or related 
government offices and other organizations to help resolve the issues.

In the case of Filipino residents, the major problems sought for consul-
tation over the years and the frequency of consultation are shown in Table 1:
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Table 1. Issues Consulted by Filipinos 

Issues 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014 2013 2012

1. Divorce 20 9 89 37 122 47 32 8 17

2. Child custody 4 5 9 22 74 73 28 2 1

3. Domestic Violence 22 12 28 14 24 1 21 27 19

4. Japanese 
citizenship acquisition

50 43 49 37 35 28 1 0

5. Unpaid wages 4 5 8 0 77 95 48 1

6. Other labor issues 54 41 52 14 15 3 14 5 6

7. Human rights 
violations

1 2 2 0 1 32 6 --- ---

Divorce

One of the major issues faced by non-Japanese residents is divorce. 
As of 2020, a total of 115,545 of the non-Japanese residents in Japan were 

married to Japanese nationals.1 Female non-Japanese spouses in these di-
vorces “were nearly 80 percent, with the spouse most commonly being from 
China, the Philippines, or … Korea, in that order.”2

Divorce by mutual agreement (kyōgi rikon) constitutes more than 90 
percent of divorces in Japan. The popularity of this type of divorce is attrib-
uted to the ease with which it can be done – mere filing of application for 
divorce (rikon todoke) in the city hall. This fast and easy procedure is also 
the cause of many fraudulent divorces in international marriages. 

Table 2. International Marriages in Japan

Year Number of international 
marriages3

Number of divorce of 
international marriages4

2010 30,207 18,968

2011 25,934 17,832

2012 23, 657 16,288

2013 21,489 15,196

2014 21,131 14,138

2015 20,984 13,676

2016 21,189 12,949

2017 21,464 11,663

2018 21,8525 11,044

2019 21,9196 10,647
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Table 2 shows that the number of international marriages in Japan has 
been decreasing since 2010 from 30,000 marriages per year to almost 21,000 
in 2015, but rising a little bit to almost 22,000 in 2018 and 2019. During the 
same period of time, the number of divorces per year has a clear decreasing 
trend year after year from almost 19,000 divorces in 2010 to less than 11,000 
divorces in 2019.

Divorce consultation flyer

Divorce consultation by phone
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A major problem regarding divorce is the fraudulent application for di-
vorce. Fraudulent divorce (mudan rikon) happens when one spouse files an 
application for divorce at the city hall with forged signature, or unauthor-
ized use of personal stamp (hanko) or signature obtained by misrepresenta-
tion. The use of forged signature and signature obtained by misrepresenta-
tion happens mainly in international marriages. Any application for divorce 
at the city hall is accepted without question even in the absence of one of 
the spouses. The absent spouse (non-Japanese) may receive a notice about 
the divorce application in Japanese language, but fail to understand what the 
notice is all about.

There is no requirement for the divorce application document to be 
signed by both spouses in the presence of the city hall official. Neither is 
the absent spouse asked about the application for divorce prior to its ac-
ceptance (unless a request not to approve such divorce application until the 
other spouse has been properly informed and has agreed to it – called rikon 
fujuri moushide in Japanese language– has been filed previously). And once 
approved, the decision can no longer be withdrawn or cancelled. The per-
son whose signature was forged or obtained through misrepresentation or 
whose hanko was used without permission has to file a petition in court to 
annul the approval of divorce application.

For non-Japanese spouses, fraudulent divorce has two possible 
consequences:

1. Residence permit – those who have spousal visa cannot anymore 
extend the permission to stay in Japan using this visa because their 
marriage has ended;

2. Child custody – the divorce application may include a provision 
that child custody is with the Japanese parent – depriving the  non-
Japanese parent access to the child/children.

Even when the fraudulently divorced non-Japanese spouses who have 
spouse visa changed residence visa into “temporary visitor” or “designated 
activities,” they would not be allowed to work to support themselves while 
in Japan. And if they stayed on to file an expensive court petition to annul 
the divorce, they face financial problems due to lack of source of income.7 

For the right to have child custody, the non-Japanese spouse faces the 
same problem of filing a petition in court. And if the child had stayed with 
the former spouse (Japanese) for years, the court would likely rule to main-
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tain such custody since the child had grown up with the Japanese parent for 
a significant time.

The problem of divorce of non-Japanese residents has been the focus of 
the consultation service of atoms. Since 2010, atoms has been providing 
consultation service to many non-Japanese residents on fraudulent divorce 
application as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Consultation on fraudulent divorce 

Year Cases per year

2010 - 2013 20 per year 
(average)

2014 67 

2015 110 

2016 1098

2017 70 

2018 31 

2019 34 

2020 84 

Seminars and Other Activities

Atoms organizes seminars, symposiums and other educational activities to 
address the issues affecting non-Japanese residents as shown by the data on 
issues discussed in its consultation service (see Table 1). 

Atoms, organized a symposium on fraudulent divorce in February 
2015. The speakers in the symposium (a clinical psychologist and a law pro-
fessor) discussed the rising number of fraudulent divorce affecting non-Jap-
anese residents. After the symposium, one of the speakers, Professor Shuhei 
Ninomiya (a professor on Family Law in Ritsumeikan University), raised the 
question, “What can we do to eliminate fraudulent divorce?” This question 
led to the idea of forming a group that would address the fraudulent divorce 
issue. This eventually led to the establishment of Rikon Alert (Action Group 
for Divorce by Agreement) two years later.

Atoms held a workshop entitled “Current Situation and Issues 
of Children with Foreign Roots: Rights, Poverty, Education, Culture, 
Nationalities and Coexistence” on 10 June 2017 to provide an opportunity 
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for people in Osaka interested in the plight of children with foreign roots 
to meet. This symposium was held in cooperation with Akashi Shoten to 
launch a book it published in April 2017 entitled Osaka: Current Situation 

Symposium on children with foreign roots, 2017.

and Issues of Children with Foreign Roots ~ Rights, Poverty, Education, 
Culture, Nationality and Coexistence.9

On 7 December 2019, atoms held a symposium where non-Japanese 
residents who became victims of mudan rikon presented their stories. Many 
of the symposium participants commented that there were still many issues 

Symposium on fraudulent divorce.
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in the Japanese judicial system that prevent the victims of fraudulent divorce 
from getting proper remedy.

Through fyahc, atoms held seminars on a number of issues such as 
welfare (“Pension System in Japan”), labor (“Labor Rights in Japan”), divorce, 
immigration and education.

Divorce was the topic of two seminars held by atoms (and fyahc) in 
2017 and 2020.  On 1 July 2017, atoms (in cooperation with the Philippine 
Consulate General in Osaka and the Philippine Community Coordinating 
Council) organized a seminar entitled “Divorce and Remarriage – 
Information and Legal Procedures in Japan and the Philippines.” The semi-
nar discussed the requirement for divorce obtained in Japan to be recog-
nized in the Philippines in order to change civil status (married to divorced) 
and allow the divorced Filipino to remarry. A Japanese lawyer and two 
Filipino lawyers (one of whom was a Vice-Consul in the Philippine Consulate 
General in Osaka) discussed the divorce and remarriage legal procedures in 
the two countries. On 4 October 2020, the seminar on divorce and how 
to register it with the Philippine government was held online due to the 
covid-19 pandemic. The presentation covered the Japanese law on divorce 
(its effect on the spouses and their children, the different types of divorce, 
the different processes of obtaining it and the means to prevent fraudulent 

divorce application), and the re-
quirements for judicial recognition 
of divorce decree in the Philippines. 
The seminar was broadcasted “live” 
in the Facebook account of atoms, 
which allowed people to ask ques-
tions and give comments while the 
seminar was going on.

Another seminar held with 
fyahc was on 28 November 2021 
about long-term care insurance, 
national pension system and medi-
cal insurance. This seminar pro-
vided information to the non-Japa-
nese residents on the social welfare 
programs that they (non-Japanese 
residents) could avail of. Ageing Seminar on divorce and judicial recognition of 

divorce decree.
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non-Japanese residents need to be 
familiar with these programs that 
they would need in the future.

As part of the supporting ac-
tivities in the “Support Project for 
the Youth” of atoms, a survey on 
the situation of Nepalese youth was 
held in 2020. Similar to other new-
ly-arrived non-Japanese youth, the 
Nepalese youth face adjustment in 
their schooling in Japan. The results 
of this survey would help determine 
the kind of support that could be 
provided to the Nepalese youth as 
well as inform the Nepalese com-
munity in Toyonaka city of the situ-
ation of the young members of their 
family. The survey results were pre-

sented in a seminar on 6 November 2020 for supporters of the Nepalese res-
idents such as staff of international organizations like atoms, teachers, etc. 

Social Media

Atoms uses social media to reach the non-Japanese residents. It has a 
Facebook account, named “atoms English-Association for Toyonaka 
Multicultural Symbiosis,”10 which contains many announcements of its 
activities, as well as information from other institutions. Many announce-
ments regarding services and benefits being provided by the local and na-
tional governments during the covid 19 pandemic are being uploaded on 
the Facebook account. 

A post on the right of non-Japanese workers to be treated fairly despite 
slowdown in business due to the covid 19 pandemic was uploaded on the 
Facebook account. The information was from the Ministry of Health, Labor 
and Welfare of Japan (mhlw), likely in response to violations of workers’ 
rights. The post states that non-Japanese workers have the right to leave al-
lowance, subsidy paid by the national government to companies that should 
benefit both Japanese and non-Japanese workers, and paid vacation days. 
The post also states that

Seminar on retirement systems.
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4. Companies cannot freely fire you at will. When a com-
pany wants to fire a foreign worker, the same rules [for] Japanese 
workers must be followed.

The post also included the QR code of the website of mhlw where in-
formation for non-Japanese workers can found including assistance avail-
able to them.11

Publications

Atoms organized in 2017 a research group called Rikon Alert with staff of 
other support groups, researchers and lawyers as members. Rikon Alert 
aimed at informing non-Japanese residents of the problem of fraudulent 
divorce application. Rikon Alert produced videos and a leaflet in differ-
ent languages that explained Japan’s divorce system. It also published in 
September 2019 a manual (Mudan Rikon Taio Manuaru) that explains the 
procedure for filing rikon fujuri moshidesho, a form for requesting the local 
government office not to approve any application for divorce without the 
applicant’s (non-Japanese) knowledge and agreement, and the procedure 
for divorce mediation and litigation. It uses YouTube12 as well as Facebook to 
disseminate information on fraudulent divorce.

In addition, in March 2019, Akashi Shoten published a book entitled 
Creating a Community to Live Together with Foreigners: What We Have 
Learned from the Practices of Toyonaka, Osaka. This book contains ways 
of providing support to non-Japanese residents that can be learned from 
the practices of atoms based on the principle of “creating a community to 
live together”. The book discusses the perspectives and possibilities of con-
necting multicultural conviviality and welfare for administrative and wel-
fare professionals and members of local international associations who are 
interested in supporting non-Japanese residents but lack the tools to do so.

Audience of the Educational Activities

The Toyonaka primary school foreign language program, started in 2006, 
invites non-Japanese residents living in the city to serve as volunteer teach-
ers and introduce their own culture and language to students at third up to 
sixth grade. Through this program, children and teachers have opportuni-
ties to meet people with different language, culture and values who live in 
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their neighborhood. It brings out the positive attitude of wanting to know 
each other.

This program becomes the first step to improve the communication 
skills of the Japanese students while helping students with foreign back-
ground lessen their feeling of unease with their foreign roots and not at-
tempt to hide it.

These encounters by people who have different language, culture and 
values are expected to empower them to become proud of their own culture 
and values.

Complementing this formal education program are the educational 
activities of atoms that are directed at both non-Japanese and Japanese 
residents in the city. They are meant to enlighten city residents on the many 
issues affecting the non-Japanese residents, and to find ways of resolving 
them.

Educational activities for the non-Japanese residents provide informa-
tion not only on the issues they are concerned with such as immigration, la-
bor and family issues but also on their rights and the means to realize them.

Activities aimed at the Japanese residents also present issues affecting 
the non-Japanese residents and seek their understanding and support in re-
solving them.

The educational activities form part of the objective of atoms of mak-
ing the Japanese residents involved in issues affecting the non-Japanese 
residents and create opportunities for them (non-Japanese and Japanese 
residents) to work together in resolving the issues. This is illustrated in the 
2015 symposium on fraudulent divorce that led to the formation of Rikon 
Alert in 2017, a project that seeks the help of the Japanese public in address-
ing a problem that seriously affects international marriages in Japan. This is 
also shown in the workshop on children with non-Japanese descent or non-
Japanese parents (“Current Situation and Issues of Children with Foreign 
Roots: Rights, Poverty, Education, Culture, Nationalities and Coexistence”) 
held in June 2017.

Challenges and Future Plans

In 2019, the Japanese government started the expanded program on accept-
ing non-Japanese workers. And to support the non-Japanese workers, the 
government adopted several measures. A centerpiece measure was about 



ATOMS: Creating a Fair, Sustainable and Multicultural Symbiotic Society 45

creating a symbiotic society with the non-Japanese residents through “mul-
ticultural coexistence one-stop consultation service.” 

Takashi Yamanoue, Director of atoms,13 raised several questions on 
this idea: Can it (Japanese government program) be a window that not only 
provides information, but also supports the lives of various people and ap-
preciates their thinking? Can it turn calls for help, such as “I want informa-
tion” and “I want you to listen to the story,” into trust and passion for the 
local community?

The educational activities of atoms are part of the exchange activities 
between the Japanese and the non-Japanese residents based on respect for 
human rights. They do not constitute mere provision of information. They 
are meant to empower the non-Japanese residents in engaging the Japanese 
residents towards “Creating a fair and sustainable, multicultural symbiotic 
society.” 

In the future, atoms would like to see the importance of support for 
non-Japanese residents positioned more strongly in Japan’s social welfare 
policies. In order to achieve this, atoms would continue its consultation 
and awareness-raising projects, as well as focus its efforts on social actions 
that represent the voices of non-Japanese residents in revising policies for 
non-Japanese residents in cooperation with related organizations.
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