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“Impressions of Foreigners Working in Kyushu

Interview with Fukuoka Engineer Cafe Community Manager

Laurie Griffiths is a
British software engineer
with a degree from
Cambridge University. He
originally came to study
at the Japan University of
Economics on a one year scholarship.
However, he enjoyed Fukuoka so much
that he decided to stay. He’s become a
fixture in the Fukuoka startup scene,
helping to bridge the gap between the
Japanese and foreign community. He
also does consulting work for LINE, but
his current focus is working for the
Engineer Cafe to promote Fukuoka as a
software engineering hub.

The 112 year old Fukuoka Akarenga
Cultural Center building where the
Engineer Cafe is located was designated
by the national government as an
important cultural property in 1969. The
cafe started there in 2019, and is a joint
effort involving public and private
sectors. They provide consultations for
computer engineers, people associated
with them, and those hoping to become
computer engineers.

Mari Yoder (MY): What were your first
impressions when you arrived in Kyushu?
Laurie Griffiths (LG): A lot of things are very
different on the surface level. Obviously it's a
different language, and everything looks
different. However, I've always felt like under
the surface, the U.K. and Japan have a lot in
common in our manners and the way we do
things. For example British people and
Japanese people can both be quite reserved.
And they can tend to be a little bit indirect or a
little bit cold at first, but it’s just that they take a
little bit of time to warm up. So | think Japan
and the U.K. are very similar in this respect.
MY: What is the Engineer Cafe?

6 —— hiZBERA®M 202110

Mr. Laurie Griffiths, interviewed by Mari Yoder
Fukuoka, May 20th 2021.

-------

LG: The Engineer Cafe started about 2 years
ago, and is sort of a hacker space designed to
support engineering in Fukuoka. We are very
lucky to be funded indirectly by Fukuoka City,
so there are no membership fees, we're just a
service for people. So we can be kind of
neutral and impartial in that we’re not trying to
sell anything, which is nice. We aim to cater to
all types of engineers from hardware to
software and also at all levels as well, from
complete beginners to very, very experienced
engineers. And so far we’ve done a good job
of that. We’ve had events for children,
students, new programmers, and for people
interested in becoming software engineers.
We’ve also had professional software
engineers organizing community groups to
discuss the latest technology. | think the oldest
person I've talked to was starting to learn
programming when they were in their early
seventies. | think it’'s wonderful that people
come for lots of reasons as well. For some it's
a hobby and some people come for more
practical reasons. We had someone who was
furloughed from their job at the beginning of
the COVID situation. They were receiving 60
percent of their wages and they decided they
were going to retrain and become a software
engineer. And they studied very hard, full time,
basically for about six to eight months until
they finally got a job offer in the industry. So
that’s a real success story.

MY: If someone wants to study engineering,
how should they go about it?

LG: At the moment we’re online only, but when
we’re back to running normally, the first thing
would be to come to the Engineer Cafe and
discuss your goals. We will recommend books,
online courses, and free materials. There’s so



much material now online, so many different
things you can do. So just pick one thing, go
deep and learn it. And it's really important to
do the practice, do the problems, try a bit of
writing the code yourself, because that’s how
you really learn it. While you’re studying as
well, you can come to the internet cafe and
use the space to study. And if you’re stuck on
something, you can speak to one of the
community managers like me who will try to
answer your technical questions, and help with
anything like that.

MY: At the Engineer Cafe, how is success
measured?

LG: We look at how many people have used it,
how many consultations we’ve done in a
particular day, a week or month. Since we’re
trying to reach as many people as possible,
the number of people, how many non-
Japanese speakers, as well as how many
English speakers have come into the Engineer
Cafe, is really important to us. Another thing
that’s really important is how much community
activity have we stimulated? How many new
events have we created? Just a couple of
weeks ago, we had an A.l. event that had
come out of the community and that was really
interesting. | think building a strong community
pays dividends, but sometimes that takes a
few years. We're focused on individual skills,
people learning and growing, and that just
takes time. It’s not going to happen in one
week or one month.

MY: You mentioned non-Japanese speakers,
what is the goal of the Engineer Cafe as it
relates to foreign talent?

LG: Put very simply, it's more engineers, more
talent. And | think that comes in two main
ways. One is making Fukuoka an attractive
place for people in other countries or other
cities like Tokyo. We want people to feel this is
the best place to start their company or work
as an engineer. And the other way is through
training, study, and skills, helping people
starting from scratch to having some
engineering skills. That doesn’t always mean
that someone is going to become a full time
software engineer. But if someone is already

working in another field, if they have some
technical expertise, they can come to the
Engineer Cafe, learn some of the skills and
apply them at their existing job. Digitization,
the online working digital office, and paperless
are all things the government, both local and
national want to really promote, and we’re
doing our best to make them a reality.

MY: Do you have any advice for young people
who want to work in tech in Kyushu?

LG: Well, you need to be able to speak
Japanese. | wouldn’t worry so much about
tests, especially in tech, but you need to be
conversational and comfortable. Don’t worry
about getting JLPT N1, 2, or 3, most
employers don’t know about them. But you
need to be able to talk to them in the interview
and make them feel confident that you are
going to be able to communicate about work to
some level.
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