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TOKYO -- 
Oki Matsumoto, chief executive of online trader Monex Group Inc. and a former Goldman Sachs Group Inc. partner, has a solution to Japan's stagnant domestic economy: Learn "globish." 

Matsumoto holds regular parties at the Tokyo-based company where employees must speak globish, or global English, a language for non- native speakers using basic grammar and a vocabulary of 1,500 words. Fast Retailing Co., Asia's biggest clothing chain, and Internet shopping mall Rakuten Inc. are also promoting English to help employees communicate with international partners and expand overseas. 
"My English is totally globish," Matsumoto wrote on his weblog on July 1. "I don't feel any inconvenience in speaking with various people from around the world, even if my pronunciation has a Japanese accent." 

As the population shrinks and a stronger yen swells companies' buying power for overseas acquisitions, the need for better international communication is growing in Japan. 

Japan's economy slowed to annualized growth of 0.4 per cent in the second quarter, from 4.4 per cent in the previous three months, allowing it to be overtaken by China as the world's second-biggest. 

"Emphasizing English is definitely the right direction to go, as the domestic economy has peaked," said Toshihiro Nagahama, chief economist at Dai-Ichi Life Research Institute in Tokyo. "Companies need more sophisticated English speakers for their globalization, which is crucial to spur profits." 

Asahi Breweries Ltd., Japan's second-largest beermaker, is sending 10 employees to overseas subsidiaries for a year to learn local languages, culture and business rules, President Naoki Izumiya said on Aug. 26. He forced all executives to take the Test of English for International Communication, or TOEIC, a standardized business English test, in April. 

Globish was started in 1995 by French native Jean-Paul Nerriere, a retired marketing executive of International Business Machines Corp., according to its website. The first book on the language was published in 2004. 

Shinichiro Yamada, a salesperson at Monex Group, which is buying Boom Securities (H. K.) Ltd., is one of those learning globish, even though he only deals with Japanese clients. 

"I'm poor in English, but I can speak," Yamada, 28, said in English at one of Monex's parties last month. "My English skill is rising." Yamada said he needs English to get market information and understand products from the U.S. and Britain. 

At Rakuten, chief executive 

Hiroshi Mikitani, a Harvard Business School graduate, is pushing for the use of English in internal documents and meetings. 

He spoke English at a press conference for mostly Japanese reporters on Aug. 5 when the company announced its first-quarter earnings and the company displays English menus at staff cafeterias. 

The company plans to raise the overseas proportion of transactions to 70 per cent, as it extends services to 27 countries from six. Rakuten doesn't say how much sales it gets from abroad as the amount is less than the 10 per cent threshold required by government disclosure rules. 

English conversation schools in Japan are recording spikes in enrolments. The number of new corporate clients jumped 50 per cent in the three months through June 30 from a year earlier, said Jun Nakagawa, a spokesperson at Berlitz Japan Inc., the language school unit of Benesse Holdings Inc. 

"We gained from the recent push for English," Nakagawa said. Interest in Chinese has also increased, overtaking French in terms of numbers of students to second place, he said. 

Employees who are fluent in English will be essential for overseas expansion plans, said Naomi Fink, a strategist at Bank of Tokyo-Mitsubishi UFJ Ltd. 

"There's more emphasis put on English and English as a communication language for business in Asia as a whole," Fink said. 

It's needed "to communicate with the maximum amount of potential clients or potential business partners," she said. 


