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This paper originally read at the 9th Conference of European Association of Japan
Studies in Lahti, Finland on August 24, 2000, as a keynote speech of the Urban and
Environmental Section. As preparing Japanese version, the author improved the text a
little and added to the last concluding section an argument which refers to a future
perspective of Japanese urban planning, especially to its changing planning culture.

Japanese planning is characterized by centralized planning to a degree inappropriate for
a democratic society. Attempts have been made to reform this situation, but solutions are
still pending. Very recently, after enforcement of the Package Act for Decentralization of
Powers in 1999, the decentralization of planning powers has become an urgent task for
Japanese planning. It is extremely important that the decentralization of planning powers
occur in the future not in regard to national guidelines but following local initiatives. This
article outlines the history of Japanese modern urban planning, examining in particular
local attempts at planning and the continuous tendency toward centralization. It discusses
the actual situation of urban planning in Japan and concludes with the future of Japanese
planning in the age of decentralized planning powers and citizens’ participation.

The tendency of local initiatives to be absorbed into a centralized planning system has
come into existence almost simultaneously with Japanese modern urban planning. In 1888,
the Ordinance for Urban Improvement Projects in Tokyo was enforced. This ordinance was
national legislation although it was concerned only with one city, Tokyo. The improvement
projects were developed and decided upon by the central government as national projects.
They were executed and financed, however, by the Prefecture of Tokyo. This arrangement
caused conflict between the central government and the Prefecture of Tokyo even though
the latter was in fact not a local institution but a branch of the Ministry of Home Affairs.

At the beginning of the 20th century, other Japanese metropolises as well as many local
cities were faced with population growth, industrialization and urban expansion and had to
find solutions without any assistance by the central government. Many innovative local
initiatives were made which ultimately led to the establishment of modern Japanese urban
planning based on centralized planning powers in form of the Legislation of the Town
Planning Act and Urban Building Act of 1919. In January 1918, Seki Hajime, the then
deputy mayor of the city of Osaka, proposed a bill entitled the Osaka Urban Improvement
Act. This splendid draft reflected Seki’s wide knowledge of European urban planning and
the localities of Osaka. This and other initiatives, however, contributed to the creation of a
centralized planning system and failed as local initiatives.

In the 1930s, the need for planning in small towns and rural areas neighboring
metropolitan regions was increased by the evacuation policies for munitions industries. In
1933, the Ministry of Home Affairs enforced the revised Town Planning Act, which in its
new form was supposed to apply to all cities. It was meant to strengthen the planning
boards of Local Town Planning Councils by shifting planners and planning secretaries away
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from the Reconstruction Bureau, which had been set up after the Great Kanto Earthquake.
The result, however, was a further reinforcement of the centralization of planning powers.
Local initiatives were developed only in Nagoya. A group of young planners on the local
planning board and in the municipal administration formed a group and published a
magazine discussing planning techniques and developing new concepts.

After the so-called “Fifteen Years War”, from 1931 to 1945, Japanese planning was faced
with reconstruction of more than hundred cities and the central government decided to give
priority to damaged local cities over the reconstruction of metropolitan regions. The
reconstruction projects were executed along strict guidelines of the central government.
They were later blamed for having deprived cities of their local particularities through the
implementation of uniform land readjustment projects.

In 1949, the Shoup mission made recommendations on taxation and reallocation of
administrative affairs, and recommended that planning powers should be reallocated to
municipalities. A revision of the Town Planning Act in line with the Shoup
Recommendations was prepared in 1952. It made provisions for the decentralization of
planning powers and for citizens’ participation. The reluctant attitude of the Ministry of
Construction, however, brought down this revision. Besides provisions for decentralization
of planning powers and citizens’ participation, the draft of the Town Planning Act of 1952
had provisions for new planning tools, such as area demarcation and detailed zoning.
Almost all of these pending provisions were realized belatedly in the New Town Planning
Act of 1968 and in the Building Standard Act of 1970.

The backgrounds for the 1968 revision of the Town Planning Act were new tendencies
surrounding town planning administration such as citizens’ campaigns against urban
development projects as well as emerging reformist local autonomies and their new urban
planning policies. This trend continued until around 1980. It resulted in the implementation
of a district planning system and in increased citizen participation. However, in 1982, when
Yasuhiro Nakasone, president of the LDP, took the helm of central government, Japanese
urban planning policy was suddenly steered into deregulation of planning control and
resulted in so-called bubble economy and its break down.

Legislation of a revision of the Town Planning Act in 1992 symbolized an attempt to
escape from the political situation of urban planning of that period. Parties, which were out
of power, proposed — for the first time in Japanese planning history — a consistent
counterproposal to a bill of the Town Planning Act introduced by the central government.
The counterproposal was elaborated by reformist lawyers, planners and citizen groups, that
argued against deregulation and centralization. It was rejected in the Diet, arguing that the
revision by the central government itself provided opportunities for citizens and
municipalities to participate in planning. With this argument as a turning point, local
initiatives by citizens and municipalities have increased and intensified.

The reformation of the planning system and the planning administration with respect to
the 2lst century is now under debate. It should aim at establishing a new concept,
appropriate for the age of decentralized planning powers and citizen’ participation, based on
local initiatives and long-term perspective. In conclusion, the author examined and
criticized the 1999 and 2000 revisions of Town Planning Act which the central government
promulgated as a necessity for the decentralization of planning powers, and proposed ideas
for the system and techniques of planning in the 21st century.





