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Academics/ course load
Which papers did you take whilst on exchange?
Course title
Financial Economics
Elementary Japanese
Business Economics II
Law and Legal Process
Japanese Economy
Comparative Studies of
Japanese Culture
Seminar in Discourse Analysis
Japanese Companies in
Global Business

Language of
instruction
English
English / Japanese
English
English
English
English / Japanese
English
English

Otago equivalent

Otago credit
value
18
18
18
18
18
18
18
18

Any comments about these papers?
The papers I enrolled in at OUC were mostly Japanese focused. Because of this, I felt I received a
unique view on the Japan economy, law, and culture. It was strangely a lot of fun to go to class,
mainly because what I was learning was really interesting and unique.
Lecturers are very laid back and very approachable for these papers. This makes these papers so
much easier because they are happy to help you whenever, for whatever reason.

How did the academic experience/ workload/ style of teaching differ from Otago?
I found that the classes were a bit easier, much more interesting, but the teaching style mildly
similar. There is a lot of help at the university, mainly because you get much more one-on-one
assistance from the professors - so students rarely fell behind and classes were much easier to
understand.
I think Japanese culture and business is very interesting, I’m sure similar papers at Otago exist, but
it’s much cooler when you walk outside and see it first-hand. Anyone that even has a mild interest
in culture or business in Japan will love these papers offered at Otaru. The teaching style wasn’t
much different from Otago except maybe more collaborative – but otherwise very easy to transition
into.
Accommodation
What accommodation did you stay in? What were the pros and cons of your accommodation?
I stayed at the International House which is accommodation run by the university. The house is only
a stone’s throw away to the campus, so it is very easy to get onto campus at all times of the year.
In the house, I was given my own room with a kitchen and bathroom. The room itself had everything
I needed, and enough space for everything. The house has three floors with plenty of rooms,
laundry, and a common room to meet other exchange students. The dorm is really cheap, everything
is organised for you (all utilities), and the location is ideal. Around the house is a convenience store,
gym, club house, and bus stop so you can get to the train station. I didn’t have any problems with
the house, I thought it was incredibly convenient, warm, and close to the university.
Money matters
Please detail your basic costs, e.g. accommodation, flights, visa, food, insurance
Flights were super cheap, it cost me only about $1300 NZD for return flights (I booked in September,
left in March). Rent is $100 NZD a month (~¥7000), while utilities varied (and seemed to be the same
as in NZ). Much of the food is cheaper in Japan – so cheap that we would go out to eat quite often. A
full meal at the university would be as cheap as $4, a bottle of coke is about $1.50, and a restaurant
meal would vary between $8 and $14. I found that overall food in supermarkets were cheaper – with
the exception of fruit and vegetables. Insurance is cheap as Japan is an incredibly safe country, I paid
about $300 for insurance for six months. Compared to many other exchange destinations, Otaru did
little harm to my wallet.
What means did you use to access your finances? What would you recommend? (Credit card, Cash
passport, foreign bank account, etc.)
I was awarded with JASSO scholarship so primarily used that main stream of income. JASSO is paid
into a foreign bank account (which you set up in Japan with assistance), so I used my foreign bank
account to access these finances. However, in the case I wanted to use my NZ bank I found the best
way to access it were the ATMs at convenience stores – Japan is still very cash based, as such, you
are better to carry cash as you cannot use your credit cards everywhere. So simply access your funds
on your credit card and take out cash.

Visas & Insurance
Did you have to apply for a visa? What was the process?
Yes, it was actually really easy once I understood the process. First off, you need to fill out a
“Certificate of Eligibility” (COE) form. The COE is sent to Otaru University who sponsor the COE and
send it to the Japan Ministry of Justice. Sometime after, a response is given to the Otaru University
who then forward the COE acceptance on to you in New Zealand. Then you fill out a student visa
form which can be found on the Japan Embassy website and go to the embassy and hand the COE,
passport, and student visa form in and come back in several days to pick up your passport and COE
again – your passport should have the visa stamped on the inside. Throughout this entire process,
you will need passport photos and a notarised copy of your passport. The final part of this is at
immigration in Japan where you give your COE and fill out one other form at immigration and then
the immigration officer will give you your residency card. My only advice for this is to have
everything ready, especially your passport.
Did your host university have a mandatory insurance?
Japan has compulsory national health insurance. It is roughly $20 NZD per month (~¥1300). If you
have travel insurance, you don’t need to get this. There is a nurse on campus which is free to see
too.
Extra-curricular/Social Activities
What organised activities were available to students? What extra-curricular activities would you
recommend to future exchange students?
There are plenty of clubs available to international students. Some clubs are Rugby, Badminton,
Tennis, Photography, Tea Ceremony, Dance, Acapella, and many more. Other activities are
participating in Otaru city festivals (for example, I participated in the Tide Festival), Otaru university
festivals, seminars which have trips to businesses or other areas of Hokkaido, marathons, and many
more. There is no shortage of things to do for students at Otaru.
Personally, I recommend everyone try to get into as many activities offered by the university. I had
so much fun at the Tide Festival in September which saw me dressed in a Yukata with other
Japanese and international students dancing down the street. The annual Otaru “Unga” road race is
another fun activity to do with people, you can run 5km 10km or 21km. But there are many students
can participate in and usually are informed by the International Office of OUC.

What was the university/ city like?
The city is very similar to Dunedin – they are both port cities and of a similar size. I found the city to
be fairly quiet most of the time, during festivals and events there were a lot more people. There are
plenty of restaurants, bars, clothing stores, book stores, department stores, and such around the city
as well as a number of attractions (like the beach and aquarium). Also because trains are used quite
heavily in Japan, all cities are connected by trains. So you can get to any other town or city (such as
Sapporo, the major city of Hokkaido) with ease.
The university is much smaller than Otago University. Otago University has ~18000 students, while
OUC has ~2500. This is mainly because OUC focus purely on commerce. I like OUC because of its size,

and how close you can get to the staff at the university. The cafeteria is really cheap and I found
myself eating there quite often. Also the University convenience store is packed with plenty of
Japanese sweets that you can try. The gym is very accessible and has many courts, a weights room,
machine room, and other facilities. There is also a pool and many outside areas to relax.
Any recommendations for things to do, places to visit, places to eat etc.?
In Otaru, visit the many restaurants and bars that are there. Otaru is famous for its sushi and
glassware, I recommend trying the sushi at any of the restaurants or seeing the glassware and other
various Otaru goods at Sakaimachi street. The Otaru Canal is very beautiful, and attracts many
people from around the country. There is also the Otaru aquarium which is really fun, you can also
feed seals, watch a penguin and dolphin show too.
Outside of Otaru there is much to see. Sapporo is one 40 minute train ride away from Otaru and is a
major city. As such, there are plenty of clubs, bars, restaurants, shops, parks and such that you can
visit. Furano which is to the north east of Otaru is well-known for the huge lavender fields. The fields
have many colours and make for a good day trip out. Niseko is well-known for skiing, and during
winter people flock from around the world to go and ski. During the Autumn semester, definitely
make a trip out there to ski. Lake Toya is also another very beautiful place to visit!
On the mainland, there are many places to visit. Firstly Nara, there are deer around the city and in
the parks roaming freely. You can actually feed the deer too. This makes Nara very unique. Kyoto is
known for the sheer number of temples and shrines (over 2000!). Here in Kyoto, I recommend the
Golden Pavillion, Bamboo grove, and the Kyomizu temple. Osaka has a lot of history just like Kyoto.
In Osaka I recommend Osaka Castle, and to explore the city as it’s interestingly different from the
north in terms of language and etiquette. Hiroshima is also really good. I recommend the Atomic
Bomb Dome, the peace memorial, and lastly the Itsukushima Shinto water shrine on Miyajima
island. Lastly Tokyo – because its Tokyo!
Outside of Japan, it is possible to visit other Asian countries nearby like South Korea as it is much
cheaper to go there from Japan that from New Zealand. There’s a lot to see in Japan, so it really
depends on how much money is available. Personally, I didn’t because there was a lot in Japan I
wanted to see (and a lot I still didn’t get to see!).
Any tips for future students?
Language ability isn’t important, I didn’t know much Japanese when I left. Though, knowing the
language helps, google translate can do the heavy lifting in the very rare case no one speaks English.
Get immersed in the culture, take every opportunity there is even if it’s something you wouldn’t
normally do. Make the most of the exchange!
Overall Experience
Please write one paragraph (or more) about your exchange experience. Please include some photos!
My exchange to Otaru University of Commerce in Japan was nothing short of amazing. I did so much,
and to condense my exchange is a lot of work. I arrived in Japan during late winter / early spring. The
first thing I saw getting into Hokkaido was all the snow! Blankets and blankets of snow everywhere. I
was amazed at everything – from the strange architecture (like small narrow houses), to the amazing
food and small restaurants. My first week was getting comfortable with my well-equipped but tiny
room, as well as visits with my tutor to the bank and government offices. My only note here is
patience, bureaucracy is crazy here – but ultimately worth it.

Before university started I spent much time exploring Otaru – the city is so beautiful with so much to
offer. My favourite thing is still Ramen, and once I had a taste of it I couldn’t stop! I went to Sapporo
several times before university started to buy things and explore there too. It is such a bustling and
lively place, and there were many interesting places like cafes (cat cafes, dog cafes, exotic animal
cafes), Karaoke (which is seemingly everywhere), the Zoo (where you can actually touch animals),
apartment shops, and see a lot of cool, weird, and funny Japanese things in many other shops.
Even now, I still get cravings for Japanese food. So I highly
recommend trying any and all things. Food as typical as sushi
and ramen, to the outlandish like Natto (fermented soybeans).
It is a must-try that, unless you go back to Asia, you won’t be
able to try again.
I made frequent visits to a ramen shop called “Uemon”. For $9
NZD you can get a bowl of several types of ramen (Miso, Soy
Sauce, Salt, Oil Buckwheat, and more) which are sure to fill you
up and wanting you to come back for more.
If you need something to wet your tongue, you can go to one of
the many convenience stores to buy a soft drink or a beer. I
found that these corner stores, contrary to New Zealand, were
decently priced. Often, if we went out to Sapporo, we would
just stop by and buy a beer for the train to make the ride a bit
more fun. To note, drinking openly is pretty accepted in Japan. So, you can naturally buy a beer and
drink it anywhere including public transport. The one exception for this is campus, where drinking is
forbidden. Otherwise, it’s still very much cheap to go out and buy a few beers at the bar – it won’t
set you back nearly as much as New Zealand.

As school started, and all the internationals had finally arrived I spent much of my time getting to
know them. Exchange students from USA, Russia, Austria, Germany, France, Australia, China, and
Finland; there was no shortage of culture. We
would all go out and explore together, study
together, and eat together – we were like a big
diverse family. As study went underway, we
never lost touch – everyone wanted to get the
best experience, so we always came together for
anything we did.
It was pretty easy to make friends with everyone,
we saw each other every day and were all in the
same boat. One thing I found strange was that, at
times, people would look at us like we were
celebrities. In fact, during one of the festivals we
had a bunch of Japanese people asking for photos with us! I’m not entirely sure why this happened,
but I think we just seemed exotic. This treatment was very much the same all around Hokkaido. So
making friends was very easy in Japan for any international student, be prepared to make great
friends!
Throughout the entire year, we made many trips around Hokkaido. Trips to Furano, Sapporo,
Hakudate, Toya, Noboribetsu, and Niseko to name a few – I don’t remember the names of
everywhere we went. During the mid-semester
break (dubbed “Golden Week”), we took off to
Tokyo for a week – a week I won’t forget. Shrines
and shops were our two goals in Tokyo. We saw so
much from huge temples and massive parks to
strange shops and busy narrow streets. We saw
much of Tokyo including the shopping district of
Shinjuku, Shibuya crossing (the busiest in the
world), Meiji temple, and so on. I think my favourite
was Akihabara because there is so much
randomness. I think we went there at least four or
five times during our one week stay! It was
definitely a popular destination for us. I was
definitely excited to explore much of Tokyo, but my
wallet wasn’t. It’s very easy to get caught up in all
the cool stuff that’s in Tokyo, but be sure to be
frugal with spending! It’s likely you will come back
to Tokyo on your way out, that’s when you can
loosen up a bit! Tokyo was definitely a highlight for
me, and it was the fastest week of my life.

When we returned from Tokyo, we kept planning on travelling more and more. We tried to do as
much as we could, and what made it better was that everyone was keen to as well. We did a number
of trips around Hokkaido, soaking up the scenery and just outright having fun. It’s definitely a lot of
fun coming across really cool things. One of these things was
seeing lion cubs at the Sapporo Safari Zoo. This was largely a
last-minute type of situation, but that’s what the adventures
about! We managed to pet and feed a lion cub, and see a
few other cool attractions – like the dog and lion that grew
up together, the lemurs that would jump on you and try to
take any food you were holding, and a giraffe you could feed.
I had a lemur jump on my hat and try to grab some of the
food in my hand. It’s friends were doing the same to the four
others I went with.
You could pretty much pet all of the animals at the zoo,
largely because the zoo people trust that you won’t do
anything to hurt the animals. So it ends up being a huge
wonderland of petting as many things as you can.
Some of the other random activities we
did was the ‘Unga’ road race. I don’t really
run, but it was really easy to jump to it
and do it because all of your friends want
to as well! Though I wouldn’t run 10 km in
my life, I was compelled to challenge
myself. My friends cheered me on to do it
with them and I was happy to oblige. It
ended up being so incredibly fun spending
the day with all of them.
Generally just being in a position to relax
and do whatever without worrying at all
about study was the best part. I found
that we could do all things that came up
like dancing down the streets of Otaru in
Yukata’s (traditional Japanese dress) with
all my friends. It wasn’t at any particular
time we could just jump onto things, but
instead all times of the semester.
University was so incredibly relaxed and it
made the stay so much more enjoyable
and felt like we were just friends travelling
and experiencing Japan rather than actual
students studying in Japan.

When studies finished, it was very sad to see everyone go – we were like a family going our separate
ways. Packing up felt unreal, and six months went faster than expected. But the experience didn’t
stop there. Though some of us had parted
to go home, many others stayed to travel.
We all ended up travelling together (or at
least meeting up some point later) around
to other parts of the country like Kyoto,
Osaka, Hiroshima, Nara, Miyajima, Himeji,
and Mount Fuji. Knowing more about
Japanese culture after the six months made
it much easier to travel and less daunting
than when I first arrived.
I’ve tried to summarise 6 months into a few pages, but even then, it’s still not enough. Though I
haven’t talked enough about Otaru, I don’t think I could ever talk enough about it. There is so much
in the city that you can discover, there is so much more actual Japan in Hokkaido than mainland in
my opinion, and foreigners are a rarity making it more of a special experience (you are exotic).
Though Otaru and Dunedin are sister cities, there is so much that is different about them to see. It
wouldn’t do it any justice spoiling a lot of Otaru. There is so much help around in the rare case you
don’t know where to go or if you run into problems. You are really cared for in Japan, and everyone
looks out for you – both strangers, friends, and Otaru University staff. Because you’re so heavily
cared for, it’s pretty smooth transitioning into international student life and loving Otaru.
If you are heading to Otaru or Japan, my recommendations are to DO IT, immerse yourself, make
those life-long friends, and enjoy living as a local and not a tourist. Though I wish I was in Otaru for
longer than 6 months, it was still a good amount of time to enjoy Otaru and Japan. They will not
disappoint.
The Student Exchange Programme was by far the biggest highlight for me at Otago University. The
people I met, places I’ve been and things I did will be with be forever. Otaru University is an
incredible school, Otaru is an awesome and beautiful city, and Japan is an amazing place to go on
exchange. I encourage anyone, no matter your major, background, or personality, to go ahead and
just do it. You won’t regret it.

