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By 2050, Japan is projected 
to have the highest proportion 
of centenarians in the world. 
Kanagawa, southwest of Tokyo 
and home to 9.1 million people, 
is one of the fastest aging 
prefectures in the country. 
To lead the way in tackling 
challenges posed by this 
unprecedented demographic 
change, the Kanagawa 
prefectural government is 
unveiling new strategies of 
the Healthcare New Frontier 
(HCNF ) policy package.

“Medical technologies alone 
will not be enough to address 
the issue of our super-aging 
population,” says prefectural 
governor, Yuji Kuroiwa. “So it’s 
imperative to drive advances 
in healthcare at the societal 
level, to help people of all ages 
become more aware of ways to 
improve our health on a 
day-to-day basis.”

To propel this change, 
Kanagawa prefecture has been 
promoting numerous projects 
based on the ‘ME-BYO’ concept. 
Derived from the Japanese word 
mibyo (literally meaning ‘pre-
disease’), which has its roots 
in 2,000-year-old traditional 
Chinese medicine, ME-BYO 

refers to the continuum 
between health and sickness. 

“Everybody is somewhere on 
the ME-BYO gradation scale,” 
explains Kuroiwa. 
“Our approach is a paradigm 
shift away from the dualistic 
healthy-or-sick mode of 

thought, as experience shows 
there are no such clear-cut 
distinctions.” The term was 
patented in 2015 and ME-
BYO was o�  cially included in 
Japanese national healthcare 
policy in February 2017. 

By encouraging people to 
monitor their ME-BYO status, 
the wider goal is to develop 
technologies and practices 
(relating, for example, to diet) 
that may help prevent or delay 
the onset of illnesses and 
extend healthy longevity. 

A WORLD-CLASS 
BIOMEDICAL HUB
As part of the HCNF policy, 
Kanagawa is invigorating 
research and development of 
life science-related businesses 

through its activities in three 
special zones: the Life Innovation 
in Keihin Coastal Areas 
Comprehensive Special Zone 
for International Comprehensive 
Competitiveness Development, 
(where leading companies 
such as Johnson & Johnson 
already have bases near Haneda 
International Airport); the 
Sagami Robotic Industry Special 
Zone (where life-supporting 
robots are being developed and 
trained); and Kanagawa itself, 
which is part of the National 
Strategic Special Zone for the 
Tokyo area. 

In Tonomachi, Kawasaki 
City, located within the Life 
Innovation Special Zone, 
the prefectural government 
established the Life Innovation 
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Transforming 
healthcare 
based on ME-BYO
The Kanagawa prefectural government is 
accelerating advances in healthcare through 
academia–industry–government collaborations 
rooted in THE ME-BYO CONCEPT — a unique 
response to Japan’s aging society.
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Center (LIC) in 2016 through a 
public and private partnership. 
Dedicated to advancing the 
industrialization of regenerative 
and cellular medicine, the 
LIC houses industries from 
startups to major companies 
that conduct various research 
and development. It provides 
an advanced research 
environment, where researchers 
have access to shared 
equipment for cell analysis and 
other regenerative activities. 

Kuroiwa says many 
incentives exist for companies 
to establish bases in 
Kanagawa, including subsidies, 
tax breaks and low-interest 
fi nancing totalling up to JP¥1 
billion, plus free startup o�  ces 
and ground-level support. 

INSPIRING THE NEXT 
GENERATION OF HEALTH 
PROFESSIONALS
Set to open in 2019, the Health 
Innovation School is a graduate 
school that will become part 
of the Kanagawa University of 
Human Services. 

Through a planned two-
year Master of Public Health 
programme, the Health 
Innovation School will enable 
graduates to acquire skills in 
areas including data science, 
regenerative medicine, health 
technology and social 
systems. An English 
curriculum will be available 
for international students.

“As aging is a global issue, 
people who come to Kanagawa 
will fi nd that what they learn 

here will be relevant to the 
future of their home countries,” 
says Kuroiwa. “We welcome all 
those interested in facing this 
challenge together.” 

Put simply, he continues, 
Kanagawa is a microcosm of 
Japan. Not only does it contain 
historical sites of interest such 
as Kamakura and the popular 
urban areas of Yokohama 
and Kawasaki, but it also has 
mountains, hot springs and 
beaches — the famous Shonan 
area will be the sailing venue for 
the 2020 Summer Olympics. 

“Moreover, in terms of the 
research environment, we are 
second to none,” he says. “The 
total number of researchers 
in Kanagawa actually exceeds 
that of Tokyo.”

A GLOBAL OUTLOOK 
Looking ahead, Kuroiwa 
envisions that the next 
technological breakthrough 
will be the rise of the Internet 
of Human Health. Equipping 
homes with sensors designed to 
monitor health and well-being 
could in future provide valuable 
data, which may be integrated 
into personalized ME-BYO 
clinical records. 

International collaboration, 
he says, is vital for developing 
evidence-based approaches and 
promoting understanding of the 
ME-BYO model. To this end, the 
fi rst ME-BYO summit was held 
in 2015. A total of 310 delegates 
attended the summit, including 
representatives from the World 
Health Organization, the US 
National Institutes of Health and 
the Harvard School of Public 
Health. An o�  cial declaration 
of intent was signed at this 
summit. The second summit 
was held in Hakone on 20–21 
October 2017, centred on the 
theme of ‘calibrating ME-BYO’.

Kuroiwa also has plans 
further afi eld. He is building 
relationships with organizations 
including Johns Hopkins 
University, Stanford University 
and the UK’s Cell and Gene 
Therapy Catapult, as well as 
governmental and municipal 
bodies in Asia and Europe.

 Important though is the 
blend of traditional and new 
thinking. “Japan is already at the 
forefront of high-quality medical 
research and access to medical 
services,” he says. “By docking 
cutting-edge technologies with 
the ME-BYO concept, we aim to 
confront the biggest challenges 
of today and tomorrow.” 
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What is ME-BYO?

“Me-Byo”
The state between health and sickness
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