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P E O P L E  I N  C O N T R O L  «

YUTAKA YAMAMOTO
Q.  Congratulations on your new role 
in the IEEE Control Systems Soci -
ety (CSS). You have been extremely 
active in CSS over the years. Which 
of the numerous roles have you found 
the most rewarding thus far?

Yutaka: Thank you. First of all, it 
is a great honor to serve the CSS as 
president. I joined CSS 30 years ago 
and have attended more than half 
of the Conferences on Decision and 
Control (CDCs) in its 50-year history. 
The transactions and the CDC have 
always given me the opportunity of 

learning and research, 
being a source of inspi-
ration and excitement, 
and simultaneously the 
sense of belonging to a 
right community.

I have learned many 
things from all roles 
of my CSS experience, 
including the versatility 
of our technical fields 
and how to delegate dif-
ferent technical fields 
from VP Technical Activities, how our 
journals are being processed, and how 
we have to deal with the IEEE head-
quarters through the role of VP Pub-
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has grown very much in its 50-plus year 
history. Thirty years ago when I joined 
CSS, IEEE Transactions on Automatic  
Control was the only journal we 
published. We now publish IEEE 
Transactions on Control Systems 
Technology, and a new journal on 
the control of networks is being 
planned. CDC then was large but 
not excessively. Here are some fig-
ures: the total pages of the proceed-
ings (counting only papers) of the 
CDC was 1,386 in 1982 and 5,198 in 
2011, almost four times as much. 
We cannot expect a somewhat 
intimate atmosphere where we get 
together at a conference, chat, and 
discuss our problems with col-
leagues or new acquaintances. The 
conference has grown way too large, 
or so it seems. People often just rush in 
to the conference site, just present their 
papers, and fly back to meet their busy 
schedule. Or we may still have to keep 
answering e-mails to keep our heads 
above water.

Let me pose a question. You may go 
to a session, not quite in your own area, 
hoping to learn something in the adja-
cent field, or what is going on. How much 
is the chance that you get lost in the talk? 
I did a personal survey. The percent-
age is quite high. Even when you are 
attending a session in your own field, 
the probability is still not that low. Why?

As noted above, the situation is now 
quite much different from what it was 
20–30 years ago. The allotted time for 
presentation is now only 20 min in con-
trast to 30 min in the 1980s; our field 
is much more diverse and deals with 
many different subjects. This means that 
we cannot assume too much technical 
background among the audience. Even 
among experts, it is often difficult to 
covey the basic idea, due to lack of time.

I believe that we should reconsider 
the fundamental role model of our con-
ferences. In a short presentation, we can 
at best convey one simple message. If 
you can convey what your problem is, 
and what the conclusion of your talk is, 
that is already a success. Then an audi-
ence may come back to you or your 
paper, and there can be further devel-

opments. On the contrary, if you failed 
to convey what your problem was, the 
result will most surely be nil.

I am planning to take an initiative in 
improving the general quality of con-
ference presentations. You might have 
received some message on this initiative 
by the time this issue is in your hand.

Q. The young members in our 
field—especially students—are the 
future of CSS. How can we expand 
their participation and role in CSS?

Yutaka: Yes, young people are the 
future of our Society. This is clearly 
true for any professional society. On 
the other hand, we are confronted 
with drastic social and economic chal-
lenges today whose consequences are 
not yet entirely clear.

In the old days, when the Internet 
did not exist or was still in a very early 
stage, the value of professional societies 
was judged on the basis of the amount 
and quality of information we received 
from them. In fact, this had affected 
us in the past. We lost a fair number of 
members in the mid-2000s. Thanks to a 
rise of interest in the Asian countries, 
particularly in China and India, we 
are recovering our membership, and 
we expect to recover 9,000 in the near 
future. However, this is not necessarily 
true for societies in other countries. For 
example, in Japan, most academic soci-
eties are suffering from the decrease 
of their membership. Some people feel 
that they do not have to be a member 
of a Society to obtain necessary infor-

mation. Papers can be downloaded 
through the Internet or through univer-
sity libraries, and there is much more. 

This is a serious challenge that did 
not exist 30 years ago.

However, should the value of a pro-
fessional society be judged solely on the 
basis of the benefit of obtaining technical 
information? Let’s think of an exam-
ple. Suppose you attend a confer-
ence, say CDC. You present a paper 
and get into discussions with one 
of the session attendees. You may 
continue discussions during lunch 
with him/her. You may even get 
a hint for a new approach to your 
problem or a new formulation.

All these can be done of course 
without being a member of the CSS. 

You can submit your paper to CDC as 
a nonmember and still attend the con-
ference. However, do you not wish to 
belong to the same society where many 
others belong to? With the sense of 
belonging to the same group of people 
where you share a similar sense of prob-
lem, being recognized with your per-
sonality and professional interest, you 
can be more positive in pursuing your 
career and realization of your life. In a 
word, you can merit from many benefits 
by belonging to a community. The merits 
you can enjoy go far beyond the infor-
mation retrieval from the Internet.

As I said above, the challenge of the 
Internet era did not exist 30 years ago. 
We have not quite seriously consid-
ered the meaning of becoming a mem-
ber of our professional societies until 
very recently. What is more, the total 
framework of our professional activi-
ties is rapidly changing. What is the 
true value of a professional society then?

This brief analysis indicates that it 
is a human factor. A person can build 
human relationships through such 
societies, make friends, and get hints 
from human interactions. Not only can 
you benefit in your professional activi-
ties from human relations, but you can 
also lead a more fruitful and enriched 
life through the relationships acquired 
by such a community. The ultimate 
value of our Society, like many others, 
lies in the fact that it forms a valuable  
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community where you can belong 
through your profession. The Society 
gives you opportunities and human 
relations and helps you to build careers.

I think this aspect of professional 
societies will become more crucial and 
should be more explicitly recognized. 
I hope to come back to this issue in a 
forthcoming editorial.

Q. What are some of your interests 
and activities outside of your pro -
fessional career? Please also tell us 
about your family.

Yutaka: I used to play Shogi (Japa-
nese chess), and also Igo (or “Go”), a 

board game played with black and 
white stones, now played internation-
ally. I am afraid that I was not very  
good at them. As I became busier in my 
profession, I came to play less and less, 
and now almost none. One of the occa-
sions was that I played Igo with Paul 
Erdös, maybe in 1976 or 1977 when he 
visited Gainesville, Florida, and unfor-
tunately lost. I do not remember how 
good he was, but I would like to believe 
it was a close game.

I also like travelling and visiting 
museums in various cities, which 
always gives me an occasion to be 

exposed to different cultures and 
refreshed views about our lives.

Another of my hobbies is high-end 
audio, which is very closely related to 
my current research interest. Listen-
ing to music is not only relaxing but 
also often enlightening. Sometimes, we 
can get more joy out of very old record-
ings because of deep messages built in 
such performances. (I am talking about 
monaural or even SP recordings.) It is a 
pleasure to improve upon their sound 
quality, and I occasionally dream of a 
day when everyone uses my new scheme 
to play those compressed audio media.  
I love classical music, particularly Mozart, 
Beethoven, and Brahms. Wilhelm Furt-
wängler, who in my view the greatest 
conductor ever, was and still is my hero.

In the past decade or so, I have been 
much into wines. I like some French 
chateaux as well as various Brunello 
di Montalcinos. My visit to Montalcino 
in 1998 was an eye-opener, and I thank 
Alberto Isidori for inviting me to a 
workshop, held after the MTNS con-
ference in 1998. Although I keep some 
nice Bordeauxs and Brunellos, the 
prices of the Bordeaux first growths 
have sky-rocketed since 2007 and are 
no longer, regrettably, affordable.

My wife Mamiko often accompa-
nies me when I go to conferences, so 
some readers may know her well. Our 
son Sho works in Tokyo as a business 
consultant, and our daughter Kaoru 
is studying for a Ph.D. in Cambridge, 
United Kingdom. 

Q. Thank you for your comments. 
We wish you success as 2013 CSS pres-
ident, and we look forward to reading 
your editorials in the magazine.
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