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Towards Urban Growth Management in Japan:

The Role ofPublic Participation and Citizen Councils
by Andre Sorensen

For the above reason , efforts to devise a

than those permitted by national statutes.
To be precise, local governments could
pass ordinances, but the police and courts
could not enforce them. The development-control system has deliberately been
kept weak in order to encourage economic
growth and ensure profitable land development. An unsurprising result has been
the proliferation of haphazard, non-serviced urban sprawl in micro-developments
that fall below the development-control
threshold of 1,000 square metres.

new development-control regime in
Hotaka, a small town in central Japan , are
of interest. I would not suggest that
Hotaka's approach provides an appropriate
model for the Canadian context, as the
culture, geography, political context and
land-planning regimes in the two countries
are very different from each other. Rather,
the case illustrates the potential of citizen
mobilization in a situation where the legal
structures controlling land development
are extremely weak.

This briefly describes the situation in
Japan, where in recent decades a rapid
increase in car ownership, steady improvements to road systems, and a dramatic
shift in retail location patterns to roadside
big-box warehouse stores, has created
increasing problems related to dispersed ,
car-based development on the urban
fringe. This change seems particularly dramatic in Japan , where until the 1980s low
car-ownership rates, poor roads, traditional
high-density mixed-use patterns of urban
living, and excellent public transit systems,
had worked together to keep large
Japanese cities relatively transit-oriented .
In metropolitan areas such as Tokyo and
Osaka, very serious problems generated
by haphazard, non-serviced urban sprawl
have developed.

Imagine trying to introduce urban growth
management in a context where the area
of the average farm is less than one
hectare (commonly composed of several
tiny separate plots) , and where landowners have strong legal rights to develop
their land . The great difficulties created by
these fragmented land ownership patterns
are compounded by land-use planning
and development-control systems that
provide no effective restrictions on subdividing land. Indeed, any development of
less than one tenth of a hectare (1 ,000
square metres) is exempt from the need to
apply for a development permit or to provide sewer connections or improved road
access. Furthermore, until major reforms in
1999-2000, the central government
refused to grant local governments the
authority to pass development-control
ordinances that imposed stricter standards
Akey aspect of the Hotaka
landscape protection ordinance
is the creation of nine new
landscape protection zones for
weakly regulated areas outside
the existing townsite. This
approach has been widely
copied in other rural areas.
Souroe: Hotaka Town. Resident
Participatory Machizukuri:
Outline of the
Hotaka Town Machizukuri
Ordinance (Hotaka Machi
Project Finance Department,
1999) .

In the late 1980s and throughout the
1990s, increasing affluence and conse-
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quent motorization led to strong development pressures in resort areas located
within weekend driving distance of the
main metropolitan centres. Many areas
that had hitherto seen little development
experienced a " resort boom" of hotels,
hot-spring spas, ski hills, second homes,
and retirement developments. Welcomed
at first, these new developments quickly
threatened to destroy the scenic landscapes that provided the economic base
of many resort town s. One town that
developed a new strategy to manage
these development pressures was Hotaka,
a town of some 30,000 in the northern
"Japanese Alps" of Nagano prefecture . Its
innovative approach to growth management relies on high levels of citizen participation to create restraints on land development.
Following a 1997 survey that revealed
high levels of support for stronger landdevelopment controls among local
landowners and residents, the mayor
organized an intensive series of meetings
in each of the town's twenty-three districts. The municipal government established a council of municipal and prefectural officers, academic advisors, and
citizen representatives, in order to develop
a policy and a general land-use control
plan for public display. In 1998, Hotaka
formed a second council with additional
citizen representatives to draft a local
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development-control ordinance promoting the basic land-use control plan.

While it is undoubtedly difficult to develop and implement appropriate
policies for managing urban growth in Canadian cities, it is even more
challenging in many other countries, where legal frameworks and the
division ofpowers between governments allow few ofthe policies widely
used in Canada.

~

The ordinance took effect in October
1999 and addressed key concerns .
Outside the small zoned area of the town
site, national planning law allowed little
control over land use, and haphazard
development of farmland for residential
uses was permitted just about anywhere .
A top priority was therefore to control the
small residential and commercial developments popping up throughout the agricultural areas surrounding the town . A key
feature of the basic land-use plan established by the ordinance was the division of
the municipal area into small districts,
each of which held a public meeting that
encouraged local groups to form a district
council. The district councils, approved by
the mayor, are charged with developing
district plans. Each plan is created through
a series of public participation and consultation workshops. If two-thirds of district
residents approve, the town adopts it as
an official district plan . Such plans must be
taken into account by developers, who
must consult and gain the approval of
local government before they can proceed
with projects. The consent of local residents is not formally required , but normally local government will not give
approval without the explicit consent of
the local resident council. Thus, through
participation in the district council, local
residents have significant power to reject
land development projects larger than a
certain size .
A final interesting aspect of the Hotaka
landscape protection ordinance is its landuse plan and design guidelines. In effect,
the whole municipal area outside the old
town site, which was zoned under the city
planning law, has been divided into nine
new zones. Each of these has a concept:
for example, a "rural landscape protection " zone, a "cluster residential" zone,
and a " cultural facilities " zone. Each of
them also has a design concept (see figure). The ordinance provides a table
describing suitable kinds of development
for each zone. The design concept seems
to have struck a chord, for it has recently
been copied in other rural towns.
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The Hotaka approach has a number of
weaknesses. First, because national law
tightly restricts the legal authority of local
governments, poyvers to enforce local
ordinances are extremely weak. The ordinance therefore sidesteps direct con frontation with landowners by avoiding
explicit prohibition of many of the more
controversial land uses. Instead, it indicates that a wide range of uses must be
"decided through consultation ." This is
the fundamental reason for the creation
of the consultative district councils, and
for their direct involvement in approving
development projects. As the moral
authority of the local councils is quite
strong, few developers feel able to contravene the directly expressed wishes of the
community; most of them seek compromise solutions through negotiation .
In response to the extremely weak legal
framework that national planning law
offers for the protection of local environments, many municipal governments in
Japan have developed innovative methods for involving residents in the creation
and enforcement of local environmental
improvement plans and policies. Ironically,
the almost exclusive focus of national
government on issues of economic
growth contributes to a growing activism
among local residents regarding urban
environmental issues. Whether this trend
will lead to better or more sustainable
urban environments remains to be seen,
but it seems clear that communities will
explore ways to strengthen urban growth
management and establish more sustainable development patterns.
The Hotaka case offers a useful reminder
to Canadians: although many of us worry
about urban sprawl and become frustrated about the sometimes limited powers of planners to prevent inappropriate
development, we must recognize that
many countries have much weaker development-control frameworks and planning
movements. Hotaka also highlights a fact
that is easily lost as planning becomes a
routine activity of local government: that
the most powerful force for sustainable ,
development and local environmental
improvement is an active and wellinformed community.
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Summary
Imagine trying to introduce urban growth
management in a context where the average farm consists of several separate
plots, and where landowners have inviolable rights to develop their land . In
Japan , small projects do not need development permits or infrastructure connections. Moreover, until recently, the
strongly pro-growth central government
refused to allow local authorities to pass
strict development-control ordinances.
Accordingly, haphazard urban sprawl proliferated. This article describes the efforts
of a small resort community in the mountains of central Japan to use public participation and volu'ntary constraints on development to implement a new approach.

Sommaire
Est-ii possible de mettre sur pied un plan
de gestion de la croissance urbaine dans un
milieu ou une ferme est composee de
plusieurs lots distincts et ou un proprietaire
fancier iouit du droit inviolable d'amenager sa terre ? Au Japan, les petits proiets
ne necessitent ni permis ni infrastructure.
De plus, iusqu 'a tout recemment, le
gouvernement, resolument oriente vers la
croissance, refusait de permettre aux
pouvoirs publics locaux de sanctionner des
reglements sur l'amenagement, encourageant une croissance urbaine desordonnee.
Un petit centre de vi/legiature dans les
montagnes du pays a tente une approche
novatrice en encouragrant la participation
publique et des restrictions volontaires en
ce qui a trait au lotissement.

Andre Sorensen teaches international
comparative planning studies at the
University of Tokyo . His research on sprawl
in the Tokyo area has been published in

Urban Studies and Town Planning Review,
and he has recently completed a book, The

Making of Urban Japan: Japanese Cities and
Planning from Edo to the Twenty-First
Century, soon to be published by Routledge.
For more information, contact Andre at:
andre@up.t.u-tokyo.ac.ip
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