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IN 1999 I SPENT FOUR MONTHS IN ]APAN as a Japan 
Foundation Research Fellow, exploring cities there to see what lessons 
they offer Canadian planners and planning educators. I found urban 
places that felt crowded and cluttered, but simultaneously efficient and 
energized. Making Canadian cities seem prim and matronly by 
comparison, Japanese cities and towns bubble with life, continually 
transforming themselves. They give us food for thought as we try to 
develop strategies for making Canadian communities more 
sustainable. 

No eyes on the 
compact street. 
Nisshin, Japan 

Japanese cities exhibit a diversity born of 
the veneer of contemporary innovation 
placed upon centuries of tradition. Old 
neighbourhoods with winding footpaths 
and wooden-shuttered houses contrast 
with modern districts where glass towers 
line wide avenues. Even in suburban 
pockets and rural areas, high-density 
dwelling patterns prevail. Fine-grained 
mixed uses characterize older cities. In 
many neighbourhoods, people can walk, 
cycle, or take a subway, train or bus to 
work or shop. This flexibility reflects the 
planning environment in Japan, where 
government offers advice and guidance, 
but property-owners enjoy wide latitude 
in developing land. The rigid regulations 
and engineering standards that apply in 

Canada have no parallel here. Urban and 
suburban zones provide for a range of 
uses, but may limit density, height, and 
the proportion of floor space for varying 
uses. Planners add overlay zones for fur
ther specifications. Compared with their 
Canadian colleagues, though, Japanese 
planners have less ability to control devel
opment. 

Except in the commercial centres and 
along main traffic arteries, the streets are 
narrow (often less than six metres, some
times less than four), with no shoulders; in 
some districts, open drains line roads. 
Urban infrastructure takes minimal space; 
for instance, power poles and street signs 
typically emerge from the pavement. With 

small lots and setbacks, new suburbs in 
Japan are about three times as dense as 
Canadian suburbs. A large proportion of 
the population lives in apartments, mak
ing the most urbanized areas very effi
cient. Even in areas of the highest density, 
however, the built form is generally 
diverse and the streetscape neat and 
clean. 

Although one finds large homes in some 
new suburbs, the characteristic Japanese 
house is slightly smaller than its Canadian 
counterpart. Japanese houses benefit from 
"flexible" space: many rooms fulfil more 
than one function , with sleeping futons 
stored during the day. Many homes have 
solar panels for heating water, and large 
windows on the south side for passive 
solar gain in winter and ventilation in 
summer. 

An efficient and relatively inexpensive 
transportation system provides the urban 
backbone. Subway, rail, and bus systems 
cover larger urbanized areas, while high
speed railways connect major cities. 
Transit lines serve the densest districts. 
Growth follows transit lines from the city, 
forming corridors of urbanization. Thus 
patterns of "transit-oriented develop
ment" dominate the largest cities, with 
apartment buildings and shopping districts 
located at subway and rail stops. 
Extensive expressway and toll-way sys
tems ("double-decked " over main routes) 
allow vehicle access to key destinations. 

In sum, then, Japanese cities show com
pact patterns of high-density and inten
sive land use that relies strongly on mass 
transit. While policy and regulations pro
vide a supportive environment, Japanese 
land-use patterns did not result from con
certed planning efforts. Instead, many 
sustainable features of Japanese cities 
derive from cultural practices. 

A heritage of efficient design 
Values rooted deeply in Japanese culture 
frame the planning and design strategies 
that promote efficiency. Except for the 
districts of the nobility and samurai, resi
dential areas have long been densely pop
ulated. A shortage of arable land gave pri
ority to farming. People responded by 
building in close proximity on poor land. 
As towns grew, tightly packed residential 
districts formed. Practices to accommo
date high-density dwelling became cultur
ally embedded. 
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The contemporary city reflects attitudes 
towards privacy. While Canadians achieve 
privacy through distance, in Japan screen
ing with vegetation, walls, fences, shut
ters, blinds, curtains, and frosted glass 
provides visual privacy for the domestic 
realm. In a context where paper walls sep
arated rooms, the Japanese developed a 
tradition of closing themselves off psycho
logically to external activities, a skill that 
proves important in dense living environ
ments. 

With their country's relatively mild win
ters, the Japanese people find it easier to 
accommodate the cold than the heat of 
the long Japanese summers. Built for ven
tilation, homes feature large windows and 
sliding doors. Housewives dry laundry 
outside, taking advantage of natural 
energy; even on rainy days, clothing airs 
under overhanging eaves or carports. By 
pumping bathing water into the washing 
machine, households conserve resources. 
Many family practices have the effect of 
saving energy and materials. 

Caveats 
While the Japanese city has much to offer 
as a model of sustainability, it has its prob
lems. Cities have few green open spaces 
and generally degraded waterways. 
Noise, odour, pollution, and congestion 
lead to dissatisfaction . Car ownership 
rates are increasing, as is sprawl. Some 
contemporary trends clearly prove less 
sustainable than traditional practices. 
Although planning in Japan has been 
highly centralized, top-down, and pro
development, governments increasingly 
see a need for citizen participation and 
environmental protection: 

Residents of an affluent industrial society, 
the people of Japan are avid consumers. 
They generate voluminous wastes requir
ing disposal. A lot of sewage remains 
untreated. Industrial wastes pollute air 
and water. Recycling and composting pro
grams are poorly developed. Finding ways 
to reduce the volume and to dispose of 
wastes safely presents a significant prob
lem for governments committed to sus
tainable development. 

Traffic congestion and commuting times 
are increasing in major urban areas. A 
society reliant on the car cannot sustain 
urban patterns developed at a time when 
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people walked or cycled to their destina
tions. Accident rates in Japan are high; 
pedestrians and cyclists face risks on nar
row roads with no sidewalks. Traffic jams 
at rail stations dozens of kilometres from 
cities reflect commuters' search for hous
ing. Despite policies to encourage growth 
outside major cities, towns continue to 
lose population to the stronger economies 
of the urban centres. 

Suburban growth in larger cities has 
begun to drain population from central 
areas, lead ing governments to try to 
encourage the construction of housing 
closer to the core. However, jobs remain 
highly concentrated in central districts, 
pushing up land values and forcing hous
ing to the periphery. The urban mega
lopolis stretching from Tokyo to Osaka 
and beyond shows no sign of diminishing 
in importance; instead , the influence of 
the great cities extends ever further into 
the hinterland, a!ong transportation arter
ies. 

The biggest problem for the average 
household is costly housing. Rooted in 
land values kept high by government pol
icy and cultural tradition, the expense of 
owning a home forces many Japanese 
households into lifetimes of indebtedness. 
Renting proves no cheaper, and finding 
accommodations anywhere near work is 
almost impossible. Cost forces people to 

move to distant suburbs, necessitating 
longer commutes and greater reliance on 
the automobile. Business follows com
muters to the suburbs in the form of 
supermarkets, malls, and entertainment 
venues that take custom from old neigh
bourhoods. 

The Japanese housing stock has had a rel
atively short life-expectancy. The average 
house in rural Japan lasts twenty-six years, 
while the typical house in Britain surpasses 
seventy-five. Low-quality building materi
als, changing tastes, and cultural practices 
all contribute to this problem. Clearly, 
though, treating the housing stock as con
sumable wastes resources. 

Weak planning controls cannot prevent 
the scattered growth that increasingly 
characterizes urban development. 
Property owners enjoy political power in 
Japan, and operate with few constraints. 
Because farmers can develop parcels 
under 0.1 hectare without services, small 
areas of urban development regularly 
appear in rural areas near urban centres. 
Over time, suburban fringe areas grow, 
creating a fragmented landscape with few 
municipal services. As in Canada, local 
governments face financial woes that 
make it impossible to provide adequate 
infrastructure. Power is concentrated on 
the one hand in the central government, 
which sets planning policy, and on the 
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Mix of uses on local 
street in 
Nagoya, Japan 
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other hand in local landowners, whose 
rights dominate. Local and regional plan
ning authorities have limited power to 
raise the resources or implement regula
tions to make improvements. 

As a function of local and regional gov
ernment, planning seems more an admin
istrative enterprise than a professional 
activity. Community planners in Japan 
typically lack specialized planning educa
tion, although they employ technologists 
to prepare maps. Governments hire liberal 
arts graduates as general administrators, 
and assign them to planning departments 
for periods as brief as three years. While 
governments may retain specialists (e.g., 
engineers) for some professional func
tions , Japanese administrations character
istically seek good "team players" who, 
through the course of their careers, gain 
knowledge about many government 
functions. This system has the benefit of 
limiting the regulatory zeal of planning 
staff, but leaves local government lacking 
the expertise to avoid land-use and traffic 
problems that professionals should antici
pate. 
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Considerations 
Japan provides good models of vital , com
pact and safe cities. Countless examples 
illustrate the potential for attractive and 
well-designed cities at high densities, with 
rapid transit connecting workplaces, shops 
and homes. Building patterns and strate
gies of lot and neighbourhood layout pro
vide compact options for Canadian 
designers to consider. Fine-grain mixing of 
uses in hospitable circumstances shows 
that zoning need not rigidly prescribe 
urban patterns. 

The Japanese experience confirms that 
cost structures related to taxes, land and 
housing have significant impacts on urban 
form. Protecting farmland with tax and 
inheritance policies contributes to a frag
mented urban fringe and signs of sprawl. 
Increasing automobile use correlates with 
urban expansion and the decline of tradi
tional shopping precincts in the old city. 
Although Japanese cities show many prac
tices that enhance sustainability by reduc
ing demand for land and energy, they also 
reveal trends that undermine long-term 
environmental and urban quality. 

Summary 
Japan is a modern society that has often 
drawn on its rich traditions for solutions to 
problems with its increasing dependency 
on cars, the need for mass transit, and the 
competition for land. Part of Japan's ability 
to cope with the demands of the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 
come from the people's tolerance for 
high-density living. 

Sommaire 
La societe moderne du Japan, avec sa 
dependance croissante des automobi/es, 
ses besoins de tranport en commun et une 
surenchere des terres, a puise dans ses 
traditions pour trouver des solutions. La 
population iaponaise s'accomode d'une 
grande concentration urbaine. C'est l'un 
des elements qui a permis au Japan 
d'affronter Jes defis qui se sont presentes au 
siec/e dernier et en ce debut de siec/e. 
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Most importantly, the successes and 
weaknesses of Japanese cities point to the 
significance of cultural values and mecha
nisms either to promote or to undermine 
sustainable practices. Perhaps examples 
from societies like Japan will help to iden
tify the kinds of strategies that can work, 
as well as some of the costs associated 
with moving in the direction of sustain
ability. 

Tight sreet with open 
drain, 
Nisshin,Japan 
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