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GROWTH INDUSTRY ‘AS ELDERLY DIE OFF

Firm pioneers deallng with belonglngs of departed

By YUM[ WIERS HASEGAWA.

*“With more than 4 million
people over 65 living alone
and many dying a solitary
death, a niche, business has
emerged in dealing with the
belongings of those who pass

away.
Taichi Yoshida, 41, is one of
the pioneers.

EMERGING
OPPORTUNITIES

‘After he established a mov-
ing company in Aichi Prefee.
ture in 1995, he soon learned
there was &  great deal of de-
mand to remove unwanted

goods. ;

Some of these customers
were relatives.of people who
had died alone,: and they
wanted Yoshida’s- firm to
clean up their loved one’s be-
longings and housing.

Yoshida saw a unique busi-
ness opportunity and decided
to specialize n i, establishing
Keepers Co. in 2002.

“Death occurs suddenly,”
Yoshida said. “If your parent
dies, and if you are the eldest
son and the funeral host, you
must immediately take leave
from work and arrange a fu-
neral, deciding every detal
like who to contact, where
seat whom and what to give n
relun for.the fuheral offer-

 Eoupled with the psycholog:
ical shock of losing  loved
one; most people are worn out
. Just doing that he said.
‘But when it's over, there is
another job waiting — to
clean up the belongings and
home if the deceased lived

“With a lifetime’s worth of
personal effects in front of
you, you would desperately
think, ‘how many months
would this take for me to
clean if I came here every
weekend?’ ”

Trying to dispose of items
or garbage is even harder if
you don't know the area and
are unfamiliar with the local
garbage collection_routine,
Yoshida said, adding that
some people are in even big-
ger trouble if they live abroad
and can spare only a fow days
in J

enerally cither

.A BUDDHIST monk holds a memorial service at a Keepers Co.
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clean up everything' them-
selves or divvy up the work to
other parties, like a cleaner
and a recyclmg agent, which
can be bothersome to ar-
range, he said.

Yoshida ‘said proudly that
many people who contact his
company are relieved to find
that one party can take care
of everything in a single go.

According to the Health,

ables; it searches for such

items as cash, ba and
seals, which it hands over to
the family.

Then, separating all items
into unwanted articles and
those that are still usable, it
sends usable items to the fam-
ily or helps recycle them. Up-
on request; it can buy usable
items at ¥1,000 per ton.

The company also can help
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facility In Ota Ward, Tokyo.

its launch, Keepers has han-
dled mure than 3,000 Jobs,
ringing up combin
ol 5 s to 400 ihon
in its four offices in Aichi Pre-
fecture, Tokyo, Osaka and
Fukuoka.

While it was difficult to get

he cooperation of related in-
dustries in the beginning, Yo-
shida said, temples and funer-
al companies now introduce

n less than four years since its launch, Keepers has handled
more than 3;000 jobs, ringing up combined annual sales of
close to ¥400 million

Labor and Welfare Ministry,
there were 4.07 million people
over the age of 65 living alone
as of 2005. Another 8.3 million
households consisted of peo-
ple-over 65, which could po-
tentially become single efder-
ly households.

Although there are no pre-
cise statistics on the number
of elderly who die alone, the
Tokyo Medical Examiner’s
Office alone dealt with 1,669
such cases in 2004,

Keepers starts o each job
by gt on an estimate
it G et of Kin

Armed with a list ol valu

sell or dispose of motor veli-

Turnmg to the spiritual
side, a special Buddhist me-
morial service can be ar-
ranged for items the deceased
was especially fond of, or
items such as bedding the de-
ceased died in,

When all the belongings are
removed, Keepers thoroughly
cleans the house. The cost
ranges from ¥60,000 to
'¥300,000, depending on the
siz the abode, with
V200,000 heing a common fig-
ure, Yoshida said

I Tesn than four yours sinee

many customers to his com-

The most important thing
for his business, he said, is to
try to understand the feclings
of the clients, who are often
distressed.

“The staff try to be thought-
ful and attentive, doing things
the family would like them to
before they are asked,” he
said, adding that everything,
even rubbish, is handled cour-
teously because all items are
personal mementos.

The nature of the business
does have a certain grimness
ahout it

'Since Keepers' launch, Yo-
shida has cleaned homes
where people committed sui-
cide or were murdered, and
he has gotten used to cleaning
up large amounts of-blood.

Also, some 10 percent of all
jobs the company handles in-
Volve homes where the body
has been found days after
death, he said. :

“In such a house, both the
smell and the conditions are
quite grim, sometimes with
parts of the body stuck to the
floor or the bedding. Under-
standably, I have had some
staff run away during clean-
ing,” he said.

Because this sort of death
can considerably lower the
value of an asset, landlo)
want the cleanup to be as fast
as possible, and they often re-
g:est Keepers on an urgent

But amid all the work, a re-
mark by a child made every-
thing seem belter, Yoshida

*ne day, when he was
cleaning the house of an el-
derly man who had passed
away, the man’s grandson
came to ask what he was do-

ing.

When Yoshida:replied that
he was clearing his grandfa-
ther’s belongings, the small
boy said: “Wow! You are
helping him move to heaven!”
— an expression that Yoshida
started to use on his compa-
ny’s Web site.

In the four years since he
set up shop, at least 30 other
companies have entered the
market, Yoshida said.

He now plans to start anoth-
er related business, one that
he says will be difficult for
others to copy. He did not
elahorate.

In his Web log, Yoshida
writes about the problems of
solitary death and suicides,
and how society can help de-
crease

He said that recently,
many ‘elderly people who
have learned about his busi-
ness have called, trying to
book in advance or to consult
how best to prepare them-
selves. to minimize the bur.
den on their relatives after
they die
Y want to work hard to pro-
vide the best service at the
end of such people’s liv
Yoshida said




