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Since the conclusion of the Cold War, Japan’s rela-

ons with Russia have come to be largely defined by 

the Northern Territories issue, the four islands at 

the bo om of the Kuril chain closest to Hokkaido, 

which were occupied by Russia at the conclusion of the Second 

World War and over which Japan argues it s ll retains sovereign-

ty. In a way, of course, this concentra on on the Kuril Islands re-

flects the general improvement in rela ons seen since the Cold 

War period, where Hokkaido formed one of the points of con-

tact between the rival ideological camps, with its coastline 

do ed with radar installa ons, and a network of self-defense 

force bases do ng the prefecture. During periods of tension, 

not only were there no contacts across the waters separa ng 

the two sides, but sporadic Japanese claims were made to both 

the Southern half of Sakhalin and the rest of the Kuril chain, 
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which like the Northern Territories had been in Imperial Japan’s 

possession un l wrested from her by the Soviet Union in the 

summer of 1945. 

With the ending of the Cold War, Japan came to officially recog-

nize Russian possession of these territories, and with the estab-

lishment of cross-border poli cal and economic rela ons be-

tween Hokkaido and Sakhalin, both sides held great hopes for a 

gradual improvement in rela ons between the two states. While 

Hokkaido’s hopes of leveraging the “Sakhalin factor”1 in order to 

find a resolu on to the Northern Territories issue in Japan’s fa-   

  ———————————————————————————————— 

1 Williams, Brad: Federal–regional rela ons in Russia and the Northern Ter-

ritories dispute: the rise and demise of the ‘Sakhalin factor’, The Pacific Re-

view, Vol. 19 No. 3 September 2006: 263–285  
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vor went unfulfilled, the development of links between the re-

gional administra ons was supported by the movement of peo-

ple between the two provinces. Russians came to regularly cross 

the Soya Straight in search of consumer goods unavailable in a 

dysfunc onal Russian economy, a trend that was promoted by 

the growing economic clout of Sakhalin, which by the mid-2000s 

was experiencing its own ‘oil boom’. The importance of the Rus-

sian factor in Sakhalin has come to be gradually recognized in 

the town, which with its plethora of Cyrillic signs remains incon-

gruous in Japan today. Meanwhile, former Japanese residents of 

the Japanese colony of Karafuto took the opportunity to visit 

their birthplaces and tend to the graves of their ancestors on 

the now Russian island. 

It was to be er explore this border that the Eurasia Unit for Bor-

der Research (Japan) helped organize a third border monitor 

tour, on 16-19 of June 2015. The tour was par cipated in by 35 

Japanese from as far afield as Kumamoto, Kyoto and Kanagawa, 

and a er spending the first day examining the Soya Peninsula, 

the par cipants crossed over to Sakahlin to visit the towns of 

Korsakov (former Otomari) and Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. Later on in 

September that year another tour organized with an NPO, the 

Japan Center for Borderlands Studies, travelled all the way up to 

the 50th parallel to view the loca on of the former border be-

tween Japanese Southern Karafuto and the remainder of Sakha-

lin under first Russian and later Soviet control.  

Unfortunately, as the following piece by Hiroshi ITANI details, 

due to both the regional slowdown in Sakhalin as well as the re-

moval of some of the imbalances in the Russian economy, the 

trip across the Soya Straight is no longer as popular as it once 

was, and seemed set to disappear at the end of 2015. However, 

the perceived importance of this cross-border connec on to lo-

cal administra ons on both sides of the strait is shown in their 

determina on to keep the ferry route open by suppor ng its op-

era on, which resulted in arrangements being hurriedly made 

so that it would operate through the summer of 2016. The im-

pressions of that voyage, somewhat different from the ferries of 

previous years, are offered below. 

Edward Boyle  

(Faculty of Law and Center for Asia-Pacific Future Studies, Kyushu University) 

Edward Boyle 
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The regular ferry between the city of Wakkanai on Hokkaido and 

Korsakov on Sakhalin, known as the Wakahaku route before the 

war, had been a vital artery sustaining Japanese society on Kara-

futo. The route disappeared a er 1945, but a er the dissolu on 

of the Soviet Union was revived by the Sakhalin Ferry Company 

in 1994, with a Japanese company also opera ng on the route 

from 1999. With the former Japanese residents of Karafuto vis-

i ng graves and their old hometowns and Russians coming the 

other way to shop, the route was supported by the economic 

development of the Sakhalin region that was fueled by oil mon-

ey. However, with a decline in ex-residents using the route and 

the economic boom ending, a er peaking in June 2005 the 

route began to decline, and with the Japanese ferry company 

deciding to pull out in 2015 and the Eins Soya ferry being sold, 

the route was in danger of disappearing. 

Hiroshi Itani 
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However, the route was also important for developing regional 

exchange and friendly rela ons between Sakhalin and Hokkaido, 

and a Wakkanai that desires its con nua on has, with the coop-

era on of Sakhalin oblast, set up the Hokkaido Sakhalin Ferry, a 

public-private venture headed by Sachihiro FUJITA that rapidly 

moved to guarantee the con nua on of the regular ferry. Spe-

cifically, the Sakhalin Shipping Company (SASCO) rented the 

Penguin 33 catamaran (270 tons, capacity of 80) from Singa-

pore, and with the costs of running the service being borne by 

both Japan and the regional government on Sakhalin, an agree-

ment was signed in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk on July 4 by Japanese and 

Russian representa ves that stated the service would run with 

same frequency it had un l the previous year, with 16 return 

trips scheduled between July and September of 2016.  
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Sailing the Penguin 33 

When I heard that the route between Korsakov and Wakkanai 

would reopen in the summer of 2016, I was amazed, surprised 

and delighted. When hearing in winter last year from those in-

volved, it had sounded as if no ma er how well things went, it 

would be the summer of 2017 before the route would open 

again.  In the event, when it was announced in June, as summer 

approached, that “It has been decided the route will reopen”, I 

honestly thought it unlikely that there would be sufficient me 

for prospec ve passengers to plan their trips. 

For myself too, I thought that I would see how things went this 

year and then take the ferry next year. It was at this point that 

an email arrived from Professor Iwashita, invi ng (ordering) me 

to take the trip. Although August was scheduled to be busy, 

a er some prevarica on I eventually took him up on the offer, if 

only because in what was a very hot summer for Sapporo, the 

opportunity to work somewhere cooler was gratefully received. 

Figure 1: The ferry terminal at Wakkanai 

Consequently, I found myself planning to depart Sapporo on Au-

gust 11, board the Korsakov-bound Penguin 33 in Wakkanai on 

the 12th, spend the 13th and 14th in Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk and re-

turn on the ferry on the 15th. Taking the train up to Wakkanai, I 

stayed one night in a hotel there before heading to the ferry ter-

minal the following morning. There, on a beau ful, windless day 

I ran into Yoshihiro NAKAGAWA, employed by the Sakhalin sec-

on of the Wakkanai municipal government. We got cha ng 

Hiroshi Itani 
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before he exclaimed, “It’s small, isn’t it?”. 

Figure 2: The Penguin 33 

Although I had known its tonnage, seeing the Penguin 33 sat 

snugly in the harbor made me realize that yes, it was indeed 

small. Displacing only 270 tons, it was only about a tenth of the 

size of the 2,267 ton Eins Soya that had plied the route un l the 

previous year. Its capacity of eighty passengers was less than 

half what the la er held, while that morning I was cheerfully 

warned that “you’ll be shaking”. Although I’d never experience 

seasickness before, that morning I packed some pills to counter 

mo on sickness. 

We eventually boarded the vessel. There were about 30 passen-

gers on board that morning, with less than ten of them Japa-

nese. Together with the youth out to ‘find themselves’, the mid-

dle-aged merchants and the young couple with an infant were a 

number of Russians laden with Japanese presents. The front 

third of the vessel consisted of comfortable seats from a pleas-

ure cruise, while the la er half was a disorderly mess out of 

place on a passenger vessel. In front of the seats were large 

plasma screens, which a er announcing safety procedures in 

English and Russian proceeded to showcase some fantasy epic. 

As the ship had been chartered by SASCO from Singapore, its 

crew were Malays and perhaps as a result, the air condi oning 

was strong enough to turn the vessel into a floa ng refrigerator. 

With no outside deck to stand on or kiosk available, it wasn’t 

long before each of the passengers was swaddled in blankets, 

with nothing to do other than sit and wait for our arrival at Sa-
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khalin. 

Figure 3: Swaying in the Soya Strait 

While the sea was smooth and it was a beau ful day for sailing, 

once we were out in the Soya straight we began to sway as 

though we were merely adri  in the sea. The young couple 

across from me were being violently seasick. The protagonist in 

the film on the screens was caught up in a climac c ba le but 

whether due to cold or seasickness, he was not being observed 

by any of the passengers. While I was very drowsy due to the 

pills against seasickness, I was fortunately fine, although totally 

unable to do any work on the boat. 

The Penguin 33 was due to take four-and-a-half hours to arrive 

at Korsakov, but in fact made the journey in less than four, arriv- 

Figure 4: Approaching Korsakov 
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ing in the harbor at Korsakov almost an hour early at 1430. Per-

haps because the vessel’s permission to dock was me-

stamped, we were forced to tread water in Korsakov harbor for 

some me, eventually approaching the shore at around 1500. 

Although we docked without incident, the bus to transfer us to 

customs and immigra on did not show up. The faces of those 

Japanese on Sakhalin for the first me were a mixture of amuse-

ment and annoyance. As it was, customs proved to be rela vely 

smooth because there were not many of us on the boat. 

I stayed for a couple of nights at the venerable Sakhalin Sapporo 

Hotel, a home away from home in which, alas, I also failed to 

achieve much work. I was by this me more worried about my 

return home, with the approach of a typhoon. The cancella on 

of a sailing would be announced the day before, with the vessel 

automa cally scheduled for the following day. As the Penguin 33 

is such a small vessel she is quite suscep ble to this, with waves 

of over 3.5 m high sufficient to see a sailing cancelled. I was fac-

ing being stuck for a while. 

Figure 5: Depar ng the dock at Korsakov 

Happily, although the weather was bad, we were able to leave 

port. Although scheduled to depart at 11am, at 10:35 the Pen-

guin 33 began to leave its moorings, having presumably con-

firmed that all those booked onto the sailing were on board. As 

might be expected, the return leg was a li le rough, with the 

showing of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles on the screens going 

tragically unseen by everyone on board. Everyone was wrapped 

in blankets and trying to brave feelings of queasiness welling up 

Hiroshi Itani 

 

B
O

R
D

E
R

 

B
IT

E
S

 

Sailing on 
the     

Penguin 
33 

Third Course 



 8 

inside them. I also experienced feeling seasick for the first me. 

There was nothing for us to do but glare at the clock and await 

to be released from this floa ng prison.  

Although scheduled to arrive at Wakkanai at 13:30, we were 

there a li le before 12. Unlike at Korsakov, the Penguin 33 did 

not here have to wallow pa ently in the harbor, but was shown 

immediately to its berth. As I stepped ashore, I gave silent 

thanks to Japan. 

 

Impressions 

It has to be said that there are more issues with the Penguin 33 

than I had imagined. As there is no food or drink available on 

board, if you don’t bring anything with you then there is nothing 

to drink but water. Also, given the condi ons, as there is nothing 

but sea ng, then unlike with the Einz Soya there is nowhere to 

lie down if necessary. Should the service be running next year, it 

would be desirable that a ma ed room is put in place for pas-

sengers to lie down in, as is common on Japanese ferries.  

Figure 6: The situa on on board the Penguin 33. 

Most importantly, the crew was unable to speak both Russian 

and Japanese. Therefore, were there an emergency, it seems 

unlikely they would be able to respond effec vely. It also made 

me uneasy that the vessel both set sail and arrived early, adding 

to the impression that the vessel is not sailing in accordance 

with its schedule. It may well be the case that the Penguin 33 
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proves something of a stopgap that proved to be available at the 

last minute. But unless the scale of the opera on changes dras-

cally, the voyage is unlikely to be viewed as pleasant or com-

fortable. 

The reasons offered above appear to suggest that the reopening 

of the route was somewhat hasty, and therefore suggest that 

this piece is slightly cri cal. However, I have reflected on this 

and decided that the journey was also an extremely interes ng 

one. While tough in places, that made the journey more inter-

es ng than if everything had gone smoothly. A long me ago, 

when I first began my research, Sakhalin was s ll an ‘exo c’ and 

‘tough’ place to go, where anything could happen. As with a ter-

rible film, there was a certain ramshackle charm to the whole 

experience. It is within this tradi on that the current 

‘minimalist’ ferry to Korsakov fits. It may get you there, but you 

won’t enjoy the experience. 

While this sort of bumpy ride can be par ally dismissed as rep-

resen ng a transi on period, though, it would be best if in the 

long-term a more effec ve solu on was found. That way, per-

haps there is a future for this route, even on a vessel able to 

take a mere 80 souls.  

Hiroshi ITANI  

(Collaborative Researcher, Slavic-Eurasia Research Center, Hokkaido University) 

24.08.2016 

(Translated by Edward Boyle) 
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