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Linton, Indiana Mayor visits Japan in GEN-J Program

Prepared by Kelly Highland, JETRO Chicago

I had the pleasure of interviewing The Honorable John Wilkes, Mayor of Linton,
Indiana, regarding his participation in the Japan Foundation’s GEN-J Program

which took place during the autumn of 2019.



Mayor Wilkes first became aware of JETRO when Chief Executive Director,
Ralph Inforzato visited the City of French Lick, to speak to the members of a
leading regional economic leadership organization; Radius Indiana. After this
initial meeting, Mayor Wilkes decided to visit Chicago to meet with the JETRO
Chicago team. His interest in Japan then led him to attend Japan related
programs offered by the Japan America Society of Indiana. Mayor Wilkes’
activities included an important opportunity to meet the Consul-General of
Japan in Chicago, Naoki Ito and our new Consul-General Kenichi Okada. In
summary, this is the manner in which Mayor Wilkes and the City of Linton,
Indiana began their relationship with Japan. He and Linton’s City Clerk-
Treasurer, Jathan Wright, were then invited to apply for the GEN-J Program
enabling them to make their initial visit to Japan. They both applied and to
their surprise, according to Mayor Wilkes and Mr. Wright, “We were both
accepted.” They were grateful and proud to be representing the City of Linton,

Greene County and Southern Indiana.

Mayor Wilkes and Jathan Wright were extremely impressed by the
infrastructure, architecture and the cleanliness of the cities they visited: Tokyo,

Nagoya and Toyota City. They experienced taking the Shinkansen or bullet



train and were taken aback by its speed, 186 MPH, however Mayor Wilkes
indicated that, “We did not feel like we were moving fast.” The Mayor added,

“The Japanese were kind, friendly and polite, a true attribute to Japan.”

There were 36 participants on this particular GEN-J Program and Mayor Wilkes
was the only elected official in the delegation. Their itinerary included
meetings with the Japan Foundation, JETRO and the Keidanren (Japan
Business Federation.) These were educational meetings that focused on how
very critical it is to develop long-term relationships with Japanese companies
and the importance of Japanese investment in the United States. The
delegates quickly learned the values of these meetings. Mayor Wilkes said,
“Japanese companies are very committed to their employees and to the
communities where they have invested.” He also said, “These meetings
opened my eyes,” and he realizes, “That more needs to be done in the
international scope ---- this is a global world and market and the U.S. needs

to work with Japan and all countries.”

There are 319 Japanese companies in the State of Indiana. The City of Linton

is keenly interested in, “Attracting one Japanese company to begin with,



making it 320 Japanese companies in the state,” according to Mayor Wilkes.

Ms. Teruko Wada, Deputy Director, International Affairs Bureau, at the
Keidanren (Japan Business Federation) had a message for the group, “Do not
be afraid to seek the small fish (Japanese companies), because they always
grow and expand and become big fish.” This practical guidance really

resonated with Mayor Wilkes.

Mayor Wilkes’ message to the Japanese companies was, “Linton is a safe place
to live, work, start a business and raise a family. The population is 5,200 and
the quality of life is excellent.” The City of Linton proudly owns and operates
their own utilities, offering some of the most competitive utility rates in the
state. There are two highways and a major railway running through the
community and two interstates are within close proximity. The city motto is
“You'll Like Linton,” and Mayor Wilkes presented “You’ll Like Linton” t-shirts to

those he met in Japan, including JETRO Executive Vice President, Ichiro Soné.

Some highlights that left a lasting impression for Mayor Wilkes and Jathan

Wright were meeting with The Honorable Toshihiko Ota, Mayor of Toyota City,



which was such a singular honor for them. Visiting and touring the Toyota
plant was “Truly eye-opening, as it was impeccably clean and everything was
so methodical,” according to Mayor Wilkes. They also visited Nagoya Castle
and Tokyo Tower, and they were able to view a wedding at a Shinto shrine.
Mayor Wilkes expressed, “I was extremely impressed with how the streets
flow ... the engineers and architects did a fabulous job putting Tokyo together.

It is so beautiful and there are gardens everywhere there aren’t buildings.”

The group also enjoyed traditional Japanese food and drink. At the opening
dinner, Mayor Wilkes being the only elected official on the program, was asked
to make the toast. Throughout the duration of the program, he was asked to
speak on behalf of the group or make a toast at other functions.

They learned the important Japanese custom of pouring a drink for others
and others will pour for you. According to Mayor Wilkes, “I loved the warm
Sake and Jathan found the Japanese beer to be very good ... Jathan and I

had a ball, in Japan.”

Mayor Wilkes and Jathan said, “This program was most valuable for them and

the City of Linton, and they are extremely grateful to the Japan Foundation,



JETRO and the Keidanren.”
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