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“San Tai San” Community Basketball Tournament Honors Japanese American Roots and 
Strengthens Little Tokyo’s Future 

LOS ANGELES - On March 9, 2024, Terasaki Budokan, a project of Little Tokyo Service 
Center, continued its annual 3-on-3 basketball tournament, San Tai San. Over 90 teams, 1,250 
attendees, and 70 volunteers from across LA County gathered at Budokan for the free, co-ed, 
all ages event, generously sponsored by LA84, City National Bank, and Japangeles. Thanks to 
the support of many sponsors, donors, and volunteers, the tournament raised close to $4,500 
for Budokan’s mission-driven programs that connect community members to Japanese culture 
and the Little Tokyo neighborhood.  

The humble origins of San Tai San date back to the early 2000s when players took to the 
streets of Little Tokyo to raise funds to build a community recreation center, now Budokan. 2023 
was the first year Budokan hosted the tournament in the newly constructed gym– a significant 
full-circle moment for everyone who contributed to making the dream a reality. 

For the Japanese American (JA) community, basketball is more than just a sport. As a natural 
result of exclusionary policies (like the incarceration of people of Japanese descent during 
World War II), JA basketball leagues and other JA community groups became a haven for 
community-building, cultural practice and joy during racially charged times. JA basketball 
leagues became an important gathering space and anchor for the community–a custom passed 
down through generations that connect youth to their cultural heritage. San Tai San in the 2000s 
fundraised to build a home court in Little Tokyo (Budokan), and San Tai San today honors the 
legacy of the JA community while strengthening its future.  

One tournament player’s mother, Debrah Nishihira, shared, “My husband, who is Japanese, 
grew up with basketball in Torrance. He used to coach two boys teams when he was younger, 
and now that he’s in his 30s, he still gets those teams together to play. One of those kids he 
coached is now our son’s coach. We like to support our community and we want our kids to 
grow up giving back, like our generation and the generations before us did.” 

Off the court, players, guests, and volunteers were able to enjoy food and activities in 
Budokan’s plaza. Thanks to community partners and local businesses, the day was filled with 
excitement in between games: Japanese food from Kouraku and Takoyaki Tanota, fun activities 
for youth from Jr. Clippers, Angel City FC, Little Tokyo Service Center and their Mi CASA 
program, Kizuna, and Radio Arts, voter engagement activities from UCLA, CAUSE, and LMU, 
and prizes from City National Bank. The facility was filled all day, from the youth bracket in the 
morning, to the teen bracket in the afternoon, to the adult bracket at night. Old friends got to 



reconnect, first-time participants left with new friends, and intergenerational families cheered for 
each other during different division games. 

Maddox, the Lords team captain whose team won the co-ed high school division, says, 
“Basketball to me is not just the game itself, it’s the people you play with– it’s the people you 
spend time with and bond with….I love my coaches, I love my players, I love everyone, and the 
parents especially–they mean so much to me.” 

 

### 

ABOUT PAUL I. TERASAKI BUDOKAN 
Paul I. Terasaki Budokan is a multipurpose sports facility and community center in Little Tokyo. The 
culmination of a 30 year dream and development process by Little Tokyo Service Center (LTSC), 
Budokan provides much needed community space and programming for youth, families and seniors 
in downtown Los Angeles. Budokan aims to connect visitors to Japanese American culture and 
contribute to a vibrant, sustainable Little Tokyo. www.terasakibudokan.org 

 
 
ABOUT LTSC 
Little Tokyo Service Center is a social service and community development organization that has 
been creating positive change for the people and places in Southern California for 40 years. Starting 
with its home in Little Tokyo, LTSC preserves and strengthens the unique ethnic communities of the 
region where people, culture and collective future matter. www.LTSC.org 
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