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Global Networks of Expertise: The Inclusion of Experts from the South 

Through Technical Assistance Courses in Japan  

 

One significant and often overlooked outcome of technical assistance and overseas 

capacity development programs is the inclusion of experts from the South in overseas 

networks. Today more than half a million people from current and former developing 

countries in Asia, Africa, Latin America, and Eastern Europe are alumni of technical 

assistance and training courses financed by Japanese Official Development 

Assistance (ODA). The main argument of this article is that the overseas training 

programs financed partly or completely by Japanese ODA have provided experts from 

developing countries access to global networks of expertise through alumni network 

structures created in the 1960s. 

 

 

 ‘[…], after many decades of development, we are rediscovering the obvious - that people are 

both the means and the end of economic development.’ (Haq, 1995: 3) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Today more than half a million people from current and former developing countries in Asia, Africa, 

Latin America, and Eastern Europe are alumni of technical assistance and training courses financed 

by Japanese Official Development Assistance (ODA). The alumni are all well-educated 

professionals who receive newsletters from the Association of Overseas Technical Scholarships 

(AOTS) and the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) several times a year. The 

alumni in more than 100 countries have set up national alumni societies and associations from 
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which representatives have attended international alumni conventions. Approximately every four 

years, representatives from all the national alumni societies of the AOTS meet at international 

conventions to compose a joint statement on a specific topic. The first AOTS Alumni Convention 

took place in 1986, and the latest in Yokohama in October 2009 with close to 300 alumni from 43 

different countries participating (AOTS, 2008; AOTS, 2011). Thousands of alumni have joined a 

Facebook group set up by AOTS. Through the newsletters, alumni societies and Facebook, the 

alumni contribute to and benefit from a global network of expertise, an alliance that began with the 

first technical assistance courses held in Japan after Japan joined the Colombo Plan in 1954 and the 

United Nations in 1956.  

 

This article addresses a number of critical questions posed by economists, political scientists, and 

government decision-makers. First, economists have measured and proved that foreign aid makes 

little or no difference (Doucouliagos and Paldam, 2008), second, political scientists, sociologists, 

and politicians criticise overseas experts for being unaware of local contexts to the extent that their 

expertise become irrelevant, and that local experts trained abroad bring home knowledge and 

expertise of no value locally. (Kjær, et al., 2004; and many others)  I argue that the long term 

impact of experts from South trained in the North is a bi-product of foreign aid, which is difficult to 

quantify, but nevertheless offer an important insight into outcomes of foreign aid such as access to 

networks and transfer of social and other non-financial remittances (Andersen and Christensen, 

2009; and Levitt and Lamba-Nieves, 2010). I employ Nico Stehr and Reiner Grundmann‟s 

definition of „expert‟ as mediators with special qualifications who „in the routine course of their 

professional duties, select, determine, organize and alter knowledge (2011: 12),‟ because „it is 

virtually impossible to leave knowledge untouched and uninfluenced in the process of transmitting 

it (2011: 40-41).‟ This definition allows for ascribing a key role of agency to the experts from the 
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South, when they observe, select, transform and apply knowledge, ideas, practices and other forms 

of social remittances for use in their home countries. 

 

In 1962, many countries established bilateral aid programmes which allowed the individual donors 

to develop structures to match their national interests. In the case of Japan, providers of technical 

assistance courses encouraged the establishment of a formal alumni network. When Japan became a 

member of the Colombo Plan in 1954 and a new member of the UN in 1956, Japanese institutions 

with support from the Education Ministry, the Foreign Ministry, and the Ministry of International 

Trade and Industry began to offer courses financed partly by Japanese ODA. Since 1959 and 1962, 

respectively, the AOTS and the Overseas Technical Cooperation Agency (OTCA) have invited 

well-educated professionals from developing countries to attend courses in Japan. For fifty years, 

both the AOTS and the OTCA/Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) have sent out 

newsletters to all alumni for whom they still have addresses, and have encouraged alumni activities.  

  

In 1995, Mahbub ul Haq recognised that an understanding of the key role of people in development 

had been the basis for the initial development efforts of the 1950s (Haq, 1995: 3). However, 

accounts of ODA have remained nationally focused and only rarely mention technical assistance as 

the origin of the development cooperation and foreign aid programmes of today (Arase, 1995; 

Miyashita, 2003; Lancaster, 2006; and Leheney et al., 2010). When authors mention technical 

assistance and its legacy, they usually concentrate on the dispatch of experts from „industrialised‟ 

countries to transfer „know-how‟ to developing countries (Takiyama, 1996: 107-150; King and 

McGrath, 2004: 161-167; and Unfried, 2010). My interest in the fellows and trainees stems from the 

fact that they represent the South and constitute alternative bridges between their home and host 

countries than those formed by experts from countries in the North. Only a few books and articles in 
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Japanese and English mention the trainees and fellows in passing (Satake, 1999; King and McGrath, 

2004: 167-168; and Kubota, 2009: 49-104), whereas this article focuses on the bridges originating 

in the South in order to explore a post-war transnational history of their access to global networks of 

expertise.  

 

The sociologist Mark Granovetter has argued that all bridges are weak ties (1973: 1364) and that 

without weak ties, which are links that are not closely or exclusively tied to any one community, 

nothing spreads beyond the clique. According to Granovetter, „The Macroscopic side of this 

communications argument is that social systems lacking in weak ties will be fragmented and 

incoherent. New ideas will spread slowly, scientific endeavours will be handicapped, and subgroups 

separated by race, ethnicity, geography, or other characteristics will have difficulty reaching a 

modus vivendi‟ (Granovetter, 1983, 202). Developing countries needed ties to other countries 

throughout the world. Prior to independence, many ties had been provided by the colonisers, who 

arrived as administrators (Burton, 1998; and Hall, 2002). However, some people from the colonies 

had also received an education in the metropolis and later functioned as carriers of ideas in the 

interests of their home countries (Burton, 1998; and Ogborn, 2008: 152-154, 273-280, 320-324). In 

the case of technical assistance, foreign experts constituted weak ties between donors and recipients. 

This article focuses on fellows and trainees from developing countries, because the training course 

programmes in industrialised countries provided them with the opportunity to meet their hosts and 

fellow course participants from other developing countries. By this means they became the 

connectors who could extend their own personal networks, which they at times used to gain control 

of the information and other flows between their home and host countries. 
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Specific aspects of network theory, such as a) the role of connectors as weak ties and b) preferential 

attachment in scale-free networks, enable me to outline how, after a bilateral turn in 1962, Japanese 

host organizations set up structures for and course alumni brought to life networks of expertise. 

Using the sociologist Mark Granovetter‟s explanations of the concept of „weak ties‟ and their 

strengths as a starting point, I will demonstrate how course participants in ODA-financed courses 

held in Japan in the 1950s and 1960s can be seen as weak ties connecting home and host countries 

and other developing countries. For as stated by Granovetter, „weak ties‟ that are less closely tied to 

one place or group are in fact important because they tie many separate clusters together and make 

new information flows possible (1973: 1360-1380). Even though the weak ties are necessary for 

communities to survive, Granovetter agreed with a comment from Gans (1974: 526) that they are 

not sufficient, and nor do I claim that weak ties alone can affect development. Nevertheless, I 

strongly suggest that we need a better understanding of their role in development. 

 

The physicist Albert-László Barabási, among others, has shown how people and other nodes with 

„weak ties‟ experience „preferential attachment‟ because of their previous and already established 

connections. This causes their networks to develop over time, because they become increasingly 

attractive to others who want connections outside their inner groups (2000: 2115). I will show how 

these examples borrowed from the disciplines of mathematics (Watts, 2003), sociology and physics 

(Barabási, 2000; 2002, 2003) provide a useful metaphor for what happened historically when host 

countries such as Japan provided a forum for transnational communication as well as a structure for 

sharing intellectual and technical expertise, as reflected in their interest in creating and supporting 

the development of ever-expanding alumni networks. Here, weak ties refer not only to the alumni 

themselves as they connect nodes constituted by their home and host countries, as well as the 
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countries of their fellow alumni, but also to the ties between the fellows and their hosts and fellow 

trainees. 

 

The qualitative analysis presented in this article is based primarily on newsletters, annual reports, 

and 52 semi-structured interviews I conducted in October 2009 in connection with the 50
th

 

Anniversary Celebration of AOTS. In the three sections of the article, I provide evidence that the 

network structure set up in the 1960s 1) drew on UN definitions of technical assistance, 2) 

responded to concerns outlined and debated by Colombo Plan members, and 3) reflected long-term 

Japanese interests in and practices of networking. In so doing, I use the historical context to enhance 

our understanding of the goals and objectives of the bilateral technical assistance course 

programmes, arguing that Japanese bilateral programs adapted the multilateral framework initiated 

in the 1950s to make networks of expertise global by enabling South-South and South-North 

connections.  

 

MULTILATERAL TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE IN THE 1950s  

In the aftermath of the Second World War, United Nations member states conceived of 

development cooperation at the United Nations in the late 1940s as the United Nations Expanded 

Programme for Technical Assistance (UNEPTA). In the Cold War context, the United Nations 

members coined the concept of „technical assistance‟ (UN, 1949) to negate any ideological content 

and to reflect their initial understanding of the most effective and quick way to close poverty gaps. 

The contemporary analysts referred to the richer countries as industrialised countries and attributed 

their economic growth to successful processes of industrialisation, often taken to mean the concrete 

application of technology in production (Owen, 1950; Wilcox, 1950; and Blelloch, 1957). For this 

purpose, developing countries needed both capital transfers and experience with technology 
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application. In 1948 and 1949, the recent experience with the successes of the Marshall Plan at first 

prompted the optimistic view that capital transfers alone could close the economic gap (Orr, 1990: 

2). A closer look at the Marshall Plan experience, however, offered insights that informed the 

„technical assistance‟ programme and its combination of capital aid, technical assistance courses, 

and expert visits. Capital input from the Marshall Plan had been enough to promote economic 

growth in Europe, because engineers and technicians had survived the war and represented a 

practice and an indigenous education system that focused on professional uses of technology which 

could be adapted to post-war technology.  

 

The initial deliberations of the United Nations „recognized‟ that the expansion of international 

exchange of technical knowledge was of special importance for economic development. President 

Truman‟s Point Four speech, as quoted in the UN yearbook in 1948/1949, called for the 

establishment of a „bold new program‟ in cooperation with the UN to make „the benefits of 

scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of under-

developed areas.‟ According to Economic and Social Council resolution 180 (VIII) from 4 March 

1949, the exchange should take place in developing countries between experts from industrialised 

countries and their counterparts or in industrialised countries that invited „qualified persons‟ to 

attend technical assistance courses (United Nations, 1949: 441). The UNEPTA approached 

development through two main activities:  First, to employ new technology effectively in 

developing countries, the UNEPTA dispatched experts from industrialised member countries to 

instruct locals in the correct usage and maintenance of equipment. Second, representatives of UN 

member states realised that more structured training of locals was necessary for the equipment to 

sustain its usefulness and economic yield and, therefore, ensured that industrialised member states 

offered courses in topics relevant to development.  
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The international community established „technical assistance‟ programmes to transfer „know-how‟ 

defined as knowledge of technical or scientific concepts and practices. In 1952, the United Nations 

Department of Public Information published a small pamphlet entitled United Nations Programs for 

Technical Assistance with the following explanation: 

 

 The will to progress is vital but when the underdeveloped countries tackle their 

problems they run into a series of obstacles: they need capital, they need the tools of 

modern industry, and they need the skill to get the best results quickly. This last is the 

business of “technical assistance,” the job of making scientific knowledge, 

technological skill and operational “know-how” available to countries needing them. 

(United Nations, 1952: 1) 

 

The concepts of „knowledge‟ and „know-how‟ were preceded by the adjectives „scientific‟ and 

„operational,‟ which reflected two central convictions. On the one hand science was the basis for 

technology and on the other technology was only useful to the extent it functioned or was 

operational. Technical assistance was based on the belief that international experts and well-

educated people from developing countries who had attended courses overseas, regionally or locally 

could operationalise knowledge along with technology or equipment to „poorer‟ countries. (United 

Nations, 1949: 434-435; and Secretary General) 

 

 „Technical assistance‟ was not only about transferring capital and know-how to developing 

countries. Through the establishment of institutions offering technical assistance courses, thousands 

of well-educated people from developing countries came to live temporarily in overseas host 
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countries. By inviting experts and professionals from developing countries, the host countries 

offered them an opportunity to make their own observations, selections, and interpretations of 

technology and practices in the host countries. 

 

The selection of individuals for training became a central feature of the technical assistance 

programmes. Technicians and craftsmen had to be trained and engineers and other professionals 

needed continuing education to update them on new inventions, methods of construction, and 

practices of maintenance. For the selection of fellows and trainees, the United Nations and Colombo 

Plan documents referred specifically to „qualified persons‟ as the targets for courses and training. 

First of all, the knowledge they wanted to impart required the course participant to have certain 

qualifications such as literacy, experience with studying in a formal setting, and in some instances 

specific course-relevant experience or knowledge (United Nations, 1949: 434-435). Secondly, the 

well-educated were easier to reach and identify, as they were often already connected 

internationally reflecting the idea of preferential attachment described by Barabási et al. (2000) and 

Falautsos et al. (1999). Thirdly, if the educated persons were already influential enough that either 

their family or others had invested in their education, their knowledge and ideas could have a 

broader reach through their already established home networks. In studies on idea transmission 

among elites, researchers emphasise how social position influences the ability of the idea carrier to 

convince others to implement their ideas. Even though not all trainees and fellows were influential 

at home, many enjoyed a high status and therefore functioned as effective messengers according to 

Peggy Levitt‟s definition (1998: 939). 

 

Two major hurdles for technical assistance programmes were how to apply technology in distinct 

locations and how to ensure equitable benefits to a poor majority of the population in the 
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developing countries. For the technology to be operational, the aim of the courses was to educate 

professionals, engineers, technologists, technicians and craftsmen to be able to successfully apply 

and to the extent necessary adapt the technology to local circumstances. Because the proceeds of 

industrial development in Japan had come to be relatively fairly distributed to a growing self-

identifying middle class, similar results were expected in developing countries. Technical assistance 

courses targeted an educated elite minority to interpret and apply theories and practices of 

industrialisation. This approach was rooted in the belief that alumni would take responsibility for 

the economic development of the population of their home countries. Furthermore, the technical 

assistance courses brought together participants from different developing countries.  

 

BETWEEN NATIONAL AND GLOBAL OBLIGATIONS     

During the 1960s, members of the international organizations became increasingly concerned with a 

phenomenon they referred to as „brain drain‟. When the development discourse adopted the term 

„brain drain‟, it referred primarily to students from developing countries who gained their advanced 

degrees overseas and, subsequently, settled abroad. „Brain drain‟ was specific to a well-educated 

elite, because it was the education prior to the course attendance as well as the course participation 

that made the settlement abroad of elites a potential threat to the economic development of their 

home countries (Özden, 2006: 227; and many others). It was not their labour, but their education, 

knowledge, and skills which made them attractive abroad and expensive to replace at home. The 

brain drain discourse was relevant to and affected the technical assistance programmes because they 

targeted an educated elite.  

 

The focus on brain drain surfaced not least in the multilateral settings of the United Nations and the 

Colombo Plan where developing countries had voices on an equal footing with the industrialised 
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countries, whereas concerns about brain drain were less of an articulated issue in the contexts of 

bilateral programmes. After ten years, issues of efficiency, usefulness and cost inspired Colombo 

Plan members to second Mr. H. R. Mills from the British Council to write a report to evaluate the 

Plan‟s course operation. Mills‟ conclusion was that older, married participants with established 

careers were more likely to return to their homes and positions after completing the courses (Mills, 

1961: 27, 29, 101, 107, 109). This view inspired a re-emphasis on short-term fellowships rather 

than scholarships for full degree programmes sponsored by multilateral and bilateral donors. 

  

The United Nations made the following distinction in their definitions of fellowships and 

scholarships: 

 

 Fellowships: Many under-developed countries have able and experienced experts, men 

and women who, often with slender means, have achieved striking results. However, 

many of them have not been able to keep in touch with the latest developments in 

more advanced countries. 

 The United Nations and its related agencies help in this situation by granting 

“fellowships.” They usually pay the expenses for travel and subsistence. They also 

arrange with the host countries for the fullest possible facilities to enable the expert to 

observe and study methods and techniques. 

 

 Scholarships: Often the need is not so much for a refresher course for the expert as for 

specialized technical training for more junior people. Scholarships are awarded to meet 

this need. (United Nations, 1952: 2) 
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The UN distinction emphasised age, experience and previous training. Technical assistance came to 

serve as a viable alternative to long-term overseas degree study programmes for two reasons: the 

courses were short-term and the course participants were already professionals. Significantly, 

studies on migration focus mostly on permanent or long-term migrants. However, the course 

participants discussed here stayed temporarily in the host country and were established 

professionals from developing countries, the majority of whom had families and jobs waiting in 

their home countries.  

 

The brain drain controversy covered two positions: a national and an international or global 

perspective, where the question was whether the individual scientists identified themselves first as 

nationals of particular countries or first as scientists, or as a combination of the two. Senior scientist 

Jacques Gaillard and social anthropologist Anne Marie Gaillard argue that an internal contradiction 

exists between „the universality of science‟ and „the expatriate scientist‟s feeling of national 

allegiance‟:  

 

Observations show that the more researchers see themselves as true scientists the more they 

tend to want to use the diaspora network as an international scientific network. They tend to 

prefer contacts with their professional peers, rather than with colleagues from different 

disciplines, even if they are fellow citizens, because science knows no borders. From an 

opposite viewpoint, the more „national‟ they feel, the more they give into the temptation to 

convert the diaspora network into a network for national exchange and mutual assistance, 

thereby weakening its strictly S&T potential. (Gaillard and Gaillard, 1997: 216-217) 
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The multilateral engagement made the connections between alumni across national boundaries 

possible and visible to the alumni themselves. The mention in UN Resolution 200, from 1949, of 

„international exchange‟ (UN, 1949: 433-434) of knowledge as a central means to achieve 

economic development encouraged a dynamic process of exchange across national borders. 

Representatives from many different countries who attended the same courses made personal 

contacts with peers in other countries and thereby expanded their networks of fellow students from 

other developing countries as well as from the host country reminiscent of Barabási et al.‟s work on 

preferential attachment and scale-free networks (1999: 509-512; 2000; 2002). 

 

Brain drain constituted a challenge specific to an educated elite because the knowledge of the 

educated and their potential role in a country‟s development came to be understood as a national 

possession rather than as knowledge belonging to a particular individual. The United Nations and 

the Colombo Plan were created by nation-state governments that defined phenomena such as 

overseas study as national and international enterprises, even though student populations in 

Timbuktu, Delhi, or Beijing had been diverse for millennia. However, individuals acted in response 

to diverse ties and interests, which at times led to breaches of the trust of their home or host 

countries. Over time, sociologists, anthropologists, and economists replaced a concern with „brain 

drain‟ with the concept of „brain circulation‟, which I here argue to be a type of what UN 

documents referred to as „international exchange‟(United Nations, 1949: 440; and Blelloch, 1957). 

Over the past twenty years, migration studies have focused on social remittances, social capital, and 

the transnational nature of migration by mapping some of the complexities of the benefits returned 

to home countries from emigrants. The studies are manifold and focus on the size of financial 

remittances compared to other flows of money such as remittances to developing countries, or on 

social remittances as defined by Peggy Levitt (Levitt, 1998: 927; Tanner, 2005; and Andersen and 
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Christensen, 2009). Many relevant studies have been conducted as part of policy decisions, 

commissioned by individual countries or multilateral organizations, to consider the potential 

benefits of migration and expatriate professionals to developing countries (F. ex. Levitt and 

Nyberg-Sørensen, 2004; and Henry, et al., 2004).  

 

Brain drain posed a challenge to and at the same time functioned as an instrument of networking. 

Global networks are tied to nations and can be engaged by nation-states if they access the networks 

of their nationals. Recent migration studies have tended to emphasise the benefits of brain drain 

even to the sending country and have coined terms such as „brain circulation‟ and „brain gain‟ 

(Gaillard and Gaillard, 1997; and ADB, 2006). In the 1990s, research on brain drain shifted to the 

concept of a diaspora option, which emphasised the option for nation-states to nationalise their 

diaspora through various institutions and thereby ensure certain returns by the emigrated elite 

(Meyer, et al., 1997: 285-315). The diaspora became an institution connected to the home country 

of the emigrated professionals at the same time as the emigrants interacted with overseas actors. In 

some ways, this was a solution combining the two poles of the brain drain controversy, such that the 

emigrated could operate along a fluid spectrum between national allegiance and allegiance to her 

profession and the development of her field for the ideal benefit of all regardless of nationality. 

 

At the fiftieth anniversary celebration of AOTS in October 2009, an Iranian alumni society member 

an aviation expert, Mr. Moaphi, recounted his own story of loyalty to home and host country, 

exemplified by his initial study abroad experience in Japan in the late 1960s followed by four years 

working in the United States and his subsequent return to Iran and continued contact with and work 

in Iran, Japan and the United States (Moaphi interview, 30 October 2009). The issue of brain drain 

became almost negligent to the extent that an employee of AOTS interviewed in 2008 recognised 



Annette Skovsted Hansen  Global Networks of Expertise 

ostash@hum.au.dk Draft – not to be cited without author‟s permission 

15 

 

that an AOTS alumnus from India working in Baltimore (USA) was a sign of successful brain 

circulation (Shimo-osawa interview, 14 April 2009). In the 1970s, AOTS officials would have 

argued that it was a breach of contract, because systems of contracts and bonds were in place to 

prevent alumni from emigrating from their home countries. 

 

THE JAPANESE NETWORK APPROACH 

Japan began offering ODA-funded courses when it joined the Colombo Plan in 1954 and the United 

Nations two years later. Japan introduced its bilateral ODA programme with the establishment of 

the AOTS in 1959. The Ministry of International Trade and Industry and Japanese companies 

financed the AOTS for the purpose of promoting international economic cooperation and of 

enhancing mutual economic development and friendly relations between developing countries and 

Japan. In 1962, the Japanese Foreign Ministry established the Overseas Technical Cooperation 

Agency in order to assist the development of the public administration of the government sector in 

developing countries. Japan‟s own experiences as a provider of reparations to countries it had 

invaded during the Second World War, on the one hand, and as a recipient of foreign aid, on the 

other hand, shaped Japan‟s strategies for implementing its own versions of foreign aid and technical 

assistance programmes (Rix, 1980; Orr, 1990; Sato, 1997: 147-155; and King and McGrath, 2004). 

Additionally, Japanese officials argued that the Iwakura delegation in 1871-1873 inspired Japan‟s 

decision to finance courses for professionals from developing countries with ODA. The delegation 

had counted a large number of Japanese government members including Prime Minister Iwakura 

who had left Japan for two years to visit the United States and Europe to gain insights into all 

aspects of these overseas societies (Kato interview, 2 April 2008). 
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Inspired by the Iwakura delegation and its Tokugawa predecessors in 1860 and 1861, Japanese 

ministries incorporated technical assistance courses and study tours in Japan for professionals from 

developing countries in their bilateral ODA programmes. In the Chinese world order, vassal 

countries had vied for the privilege of sending delegations of students and traders to Beijing. Japan 

had never officially condescended to be part of the Chinese world order; however, Japan had copied 

the system in the Tokugawa period (1600-1867) by inviting students from the Ryūkyū Kingdom 

south of the Japanese islands to study in the Japanese capital. Subsequently, the Japanese empire of 

the late 19
th

 century and first half of the 20
th

 century offered a select few among the colonised from 

China, Korea, and South East Asia the opportunity to study in Tokyo. Ever since 1860, a Japanese 

survival policy in the face of European and North American expansion had been to dispatch 

promising students and already well-educated men and women, even members of government, to 

Europe and North America on study tours of varying lengths (Nish, 1998; and Kume, 2009). Upon 

their return, these Japanese-educated elites helped to spur economic development at home.  

 

From the time of the Meiji period (1868-1912), Japan had shown its capacity for economic 

development by achieving the highest growth rate measured anywhere in the modern era and by 

reproducing these high growth rates after its recovery from the devastation suffered during the 

Second World War. The Colombo Plan members saw Japan as a non-European, Asian model to be 

imitated, a country close to home although on the fringes of the Asian continent as well as a recent 

enemy of the British Empire. The beauty of the Japanese model lay in its relative geographic 

proximity to the South and Southeast Asian countries targeted by the Colombo Plan, its rapid 

development successes, and the survival of its assumed traditional culture in the face of 

modernisation and technological advancement. The Shinkansen, the Japanese bullet train, which 

was finished in time for the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo, served as a symbol of Japan‟s 
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economic growth and re-admittance into the world community. Visitors to Japan could admire the 

new technology, punctuality in workplaces and of the trains, and modern wonders such as the 

Shinkansen, alongside flower arrangement, tea ceremony, and samurai swords.  

 

Although Japan initially offered technical assistance courses through multilateral organizations, it 

was the bilateral programme that inspired the establishment of a formal network structure. In Japan, 

the lawyer Hozumi Goichi, a graduate of Tokyo University who had previously established the Asia 

Cultural Center, secured ODA funding from the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 

(MITI) to establish the AOTS in 1959. According to the greetings from key AOTS employees in the 

first issue of the newsletter, the purpose of the AOTS was to stimulate Japanese export, make 

friends of Second World War enemies through international cooperation, and secure economic 

cooperation for world peace (Goaisatsu, 1960: 1-3). Initially, the trainees were employees in the 

private sector in their home countries, often with a Japanese company, and the AOTS provided 

coordination of the orientation course, Japanese language courses, and housing near the training 

sites in Japan. In 1962, the Japanese Foreign Ministry created the Overseas Technical Cooperation 

Agency (OTCA), which focused on improving public administration for the purpose of economic 

development in developing countries mainly in Asia. Over the years, both the AOTS and OTCA 

built a number of training centres throughout Japan.  

 

The OTCA and AOTS formalised the continued contact and communication with alumni by 

publishing and distributing a newsletter to all former course participants after they had returned 

home. The AOTS published the first issue of its newsletter, Kenshū [Training], in 1960, and the 

OTCA published the first issue of Kenshū-in [Trainee] in 1966. The newsletters constituted a 

channel for written communication between Japanese hosts and alumni course participants after the 
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alumni left Japan, and enabled correspondence among the alumni. The newsletters contained 

articles on new Japanese technologies and practices relevant to many of the courses offered in Japan. 

These articles served the stated purpose of updating the alumni after the end of the course. Articles 

on Japanese „Culture‟ and photos of Mt. Fuji, bamboo, ceramics, and various Japanese foods also 

featured prominently in every issue. The combination of articles on modern technology and on 

Japanese Culture served to support the view that Japan was a modern country with a highly refined 

and intact „traditional culture‟.  

 

A section of the newsletters was devoted to letters from the alumni. Many quotes from alumni were 

in the form of thank you notes to the hosts for the course content, stating how the alumni were 

putting the content to use. More often, however, the thank you notes recalled memories of visits to 

beautiful Japanese cultural sites or possibly to the Peace Dome in Hiroshima, of the friendliness, 

courtesy, and punctuality of Japanese people – and of their transportation system. Most importantly, 

the letters illustrated and enabled a continued two-way communication between hosts and course 

participants. The last pages of each issue of the newsletter included contact information for and 

invitations and personal updates from alumni. The pages of the newsletters served as a means of 

two-way communication between alumni and extended the course-specific encouragement of 

South-South ties and communication to the period after the courses had ended. 

 

The newsletter promoted the national link by encouraging the return of alumni to their home 

countries to disseminate the ideas and content of the courses. The Japanese editor of the newsletter 

selected letters from alumni to function as a presentation of models for the ideal alumni. An 

example of OTCA‟s interpretation of the multiplier effect of a 1964 course was highlighted in the 

1974 issue of the OTCA Kenshū-in magazine distributed to all course alumni. As an employee of 
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the Central Institute of Fisheries Operatives in Cochin, Kerala, India since 1964, Mr. K.P. 

Narayanan attended an eleven-month training course on coastal fisheries in Japan in 1964. He 

returned to Kerala, where he taught at institutes with courses for „fishing secondhands, engine 

drivers, boat building foremen, shore mechanics, gear technicians, radio telephone operators, and 

teachers‟ (Narayanan, 1973: 15). Mr. Narayanan was an example of someone who dutifully 

returned home to disseminate the knowledge he had acquired during his own course participation.  

 

The selection of trainees and fellows mirrored the concerns of the multilateral organizations aimed 

at national development. In 1974, the Japanese bilateral programme continued to attach importance 

to the educated elite focus within their understanding of a „multiplier effect‟. That year, Denro 

Yasaka, Chief of Internal Operations Department at OTCA wrote in his „Greetings to the Ex-

Participants of the OTCA Programme‟: 

 

[…] we are carrying out this training programme directly to those people in your country 

who are most promising and most needed. […] I ask your co-operation in selecting and 

sending to Japan only those people whom you expect to be the most promising and who 

can help you, in the future, to promote the development of your countries. If those 

participants you send to us are not fully qualified to carry out such a task, both you and 

we will be greatly disappointed and the purpose of our co-operation activities will not be 

realized. (Yasaka, 1974: 1) 

 

Yasaka emphasised the key role of the fellows and trainees as interpreters or connectors between 

Japan and their home countries. The alumni had to represent ideal connector characteristics, 
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because they often constituted one of a few weak ties between their countries and Japan, and among 

their home countries. The low density of links meant that every individual link mattered. 

 

An initiative partly independent of the Japanese institutions offering courses was the establishment 

of alumni societies. AOTS and OTCA alumni originally established alumni societies and 

associations in their home countries to 1) support and prepare future course participants from their 

countries, 2) support each other in implementing some of the course content in their own work 

places, and 3) exchange views on their experiences in Japan and organise events and activities by 

which to remember Japan upon their return to their home countries. The first AOTS and OTCA 

alumni societies were established in 1966 in Singapore and 1967 in the Philippines, respectively. 

By 1974, the JICA had seven alumni associations. Today, the JICA alumni associations number 103, 

and the AOTS alumni societies number 70 (AOTS and JICA websites). The overall purposes of the 

societies and associations were to ensure the prosperity of the respective countries and to enhance 

friendly relations with Japan.  

 

The different ways in which alumni have interpreted and exercised their role „to ensure prosperity‟ 

in their respective countries reflect the influence of the individual agency of each expert from the 

South. The Indian IT expert, Rameschchandra Divekar, first visited Japan in 1963, where he took a 

Japanese language course at AOTS before his on-the job-training at seven Hitachi plants in Japan. 

He returned to Pune in India to launch Japanese language courses designed to enable Indian 

companies to co-operate with Japanese companies, to attract Japanese foreign direct investment and 

to prepare Indian professionals to work for Japanese companies located in Pune. Over the past forty 

years, AOTS has invited him to participate in many multinational events in Japan and India on 

topics such as disaster and IT management where he has developed connections to many other 
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countries (Divekar, 2009). Kwabena Dankyi Darfoor from Ghana participated in the Program on 

Corporate Management for Africa in 2003 in his capacity as Chief Executive Officer of Ghana 

Regional Appropriate Technology Industrial Services (GRATIS), which was a project run mostly 

with funding from the government of Ghana. Drawing on his training in Japan, he implemented 

changes in the management of GRATIS that ensured that GRATIS generated most of its own 

funding and increased the remuneration of its employees by 75 per cent by 2006, when Darfoor was 

headhunted to become Program Manager for an EU funded Microproject Program (AOTS, 2009: 

185-190; Darfoor interview, 27 October 2009). Amira Dali from Nepal first took an AOTS course 

in 1981 after receiving an MBA from Sophia University in Japan. She returned to Nepal to work for 

various development projects funded by Japanese ODA. She chose to bring back horticulture 

related knowledge and in 1991 she established the NGO Love Green Nepal with the primary aim to 

promote gender equality „by utilizing locally available resources in a sustainable manner (AOTS, 

2009: 179; and Dali interview, 25 October 2009).‟ All of them have participated in AOTS events 

and have organized training courses with participation of experts from other countries in the South 

whereby they have actively engaged an increase in global connections in their activities. 

 

The AOTS and JICA offered a set of formal channels for communicating information, platforms, 

and symbols to give alumni a sense of belonging to a global network tied to Japan while also 

encouraging South-South connections through newsletters and alumni associations. The newsletters 

made the national and the global visible, when some national alumni societies presented 

information on their activities which engendered and inspired comparisons and some competition. 

In 1974, the JICA replaced the OTCA and combined development cooperation with the 

maintenance of formal contact with overseas Japanese communities in order to benefit from various 

types of financial and social remittances. Both alumni societies and newsletters constituted what 
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Peggy Levitt has referred to as organised, secure channels for social remittances, through which 

knowledge about Japanese technology and culture travelled directly with some degree of protection 

against corruption and interception (Levitt, 1998: 939). The exchange and communication flowed 

through weak ties between developing and donor countries and among developing countries. 

 

New uses and structures rely, build and expand on structures from the 1950s and 1960s. Since 1986, 

the AOTS alumni societies have met at eight Alumni Conventions, and, in 1992, they set up a 

World Network of Friends for the purpose of enhancing South-South Co-operative Activities. In 

2010 AOTS set up a Facebook group and contacted more than 3000 alumni whose e-mails had been 

collected over a five-year period. The number of e-mail contacts increased in connection with the 

distribution of a questionnaire for the fiftieth anniversary celebration of AOTS in 2008/2009 and the 

triple catastrophe in March 2011 when many alumni reconnected with AOTS and Japan through the 

AOTS Facebook group. The distribution of the questionnaire depended on the address list held by 

the AOTS Kenshū newsletter staff, and the electronic newsletter New global cooperation, which 

replaced Kenshū in 2011, rely on the e-mail addresses collected through the questionnaire, courses 

and Facebook. The JICA replaced Kenshū-in with the JICA Network in 1998 and then JICA’s World 

to signal the incorporation of the Japan Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC) in the New JICA 

in 2008. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

By providing an international framework, the United Nations and the Colombo Plan set the stage 

for global interconnections around the technical assistance courses. Members of the United Nations 

saw the global exchange of knowledge as a prerequisite for local economic development and made 

overseas courses a key part of their new Technical Assistance Programme in 1950. The courses 
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provided a focal point for the creation of an elite network of expertise, where individual members 

embodied a link to their home countries regardless of where they chose to live and earn their money. 

The multilateral framework of the bilateral programmes contributed to making the networks of 

expertise global in spite of their ties to the specific places where the courses were conducted.  

 

The alumni network structure bridged the global/national divide so national and global allegiances 

could be honoured simultaneously because the roots of the system are both multilateral and bilateral. 

The United Nations‟ idea of technical assistance and definitions of fellows disseminated a practice 

of inviting well-educated professionals on overseas study tours or training programmes. This 

practice contributed to the creation of a group of professionals from the South who accumulated ties 

to a global network of expertise. By visiting one or more host countries, fellows and trainees met 

locals as well as other overseas professionals from within their field. The technical assistance 

courses aimed at professionals limited the extent of „brain drain‟. The Japanese experiences with the 

Iwakura Delegation in 1871-1873 and with other study tours, as well as the formal alumni structure 

the AOTS and JICA provided, reflected a long-term interest in building lasting ties with the 

professionals from South and ensured many close personal ties between Japan and the individual 

home countries of the alumni. In this way, many alumni relied on the network structure both for 

increasing the impact of their overseas study and training in their home countries through the 

national alumni societies and for building personal networks of expertise that seemed to span the 

globe. As examples of the weak ties defined by Granovetter, their strength lay in their function as 

connectors. The connections they had made could potentially be used by themselves, their employer, 

or their host or home countries. 
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The network of expertise developed over time is scale free as defined by Barabási. On the one hand, 

according to the preferential attachment feature of networks, the more courses people attend the 

more attractive they become to each other, to their home countries and to other countries because of 

their diverse connections, including connections to alumni from other developing countries. 

Furthermore, their presumed and real qualifications and insights gained through their studies abroad 

make the alumni able to apply and utilise new technology for economic growth. On the other hand, 

individual loyalties diversify and become less controllable by one nation and allow for the 

dynamism offered by individual agency. 

 

Development cooperation has contributed to globalisation over the past 60 years by establishing 

channels for interactions, exchanges, interdependences and the circulation of persons. The alumni 

as a network of dynamic interrelations observed, selected and interpreted technology and 

development in Japan and transmitted their observations to their home countries, making the 

interrelations between global and local concerns and issues apparent and visible. The bilateral 

interpretation of, and approach to, the „international exchange‟ of knowledge, which was first 

mentioned in United Nations Resolution 200 (III) in 1949, was to offer courses, debate, and formal 

channels for short- and long-term exchange (United Nations, 1949: 433-434). The global networks 

of expertise forging ties among developing countries and countries in the North such as Japan grew 

out of the technical assistance programmes, which created spaces and channels for South-South and 

global relations to develop.  

 

The significance of alumni networks have become even more apparent in the 21
st
 Century, because 

studies in networks and remittances, both financial and social, have explored the benefits the home 

countries have derived from their overseas populations. Germany, France and other countries are 
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currently trying to retrace their ODA financed course alumni retroactively. The AOTS and JICA 

newsletters made the alumni societies visible as national entities, whereas the alumni conventions, 

the newsletters, and Facebook underscored the global scope of the alumni network. The multilateral 

roots ensure the South-South aspect of the bilateral technical assistance courses and have survived 

because the individual national administrations realise the Japanese and home country interest in 

linking to a global network of expertise. 
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