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A green role model

THE past matters in Japan. And
you get a strong sense of
history when you discuss

environmental concerns with the
Japanese.

“We do not want a repeat of the
Minamata tragedy and we are
constantly reminded of the danger
of complacency,” says Kawazoe
Yasuhiro, assistant resident
representative for Japan
International Cooperation Agency
(Jica) Malaysia Office. It is no
accident that history is an
important subject in Japanese
schools.

Kawazoe then gently slides
across the table a picture of the
crippled hand of a victim of
Minamata disease — a severe
neurological disorder caused by
industrial mercury poisoning.
There is also an image of grieving
parents who had lost their children
to the dreaded affliction
(http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Minamata_disease).

The use of striking visuals to get
his point across is a strategy
Kawazoe often employs. The
intention is to shock and it works
every time. That is a signal for
Kawazoe to plead for urgency in
tackling environmental problems.

“We have gone through severe
disasters such as this and every
Japanese does not want this kind

of misfortune to happen anywhere
else. We want to share our
experience with other countries,”
says Kawazoe, echoing earlier
sentiments made by Japanese
leaders elsewhere.

Successful compensation claims
(after long years of legal dispute)
might sound like a victory but the
Japanese continue to live under
the long shadow of the four
pollution diseases: Minamata
disease, Niigata Minamata disease,
Yokkaichi asthma and Itai-itai
disease.

Ongoing lawsuits are constant
reminders to the Japanese of what
can go wrong when economic
development plans do not factor
in environmental concerns.

Looking on the bright side,
Japan’s encounter with the
environmental fallout of rapid
economic growth in the 1960s
and 1970s has allowed it to
develop a blueprint for
sustainability that other countries
can use as a guide.

Japanese cities that were once
environmental nightmares now
boast green identities that others
only dream about.

Take the western Japanese city of
Kitakyushu (in Fukuoka
prefecture). From an
environmental horror in the 1960s,
Kitakyushu is now regarded as the

leading city in Japan in the areas of
pollution control and recycling
technology.

It is also remembered as the
place that gave rise to
environmental protests in the years
when the people of Kitakyushu
had to deal with “the highest level
of polluted precipitation in Japan,
earning it the moniker of ‘The
Seven-Coloured Smoke’”, as one
brochure puts it.

The Kitakyushu method —
entailing a concerted effort
between citizens particularly
housewives who organised
themselves into women’s
associations, industry and local
government — of overcoming
pollution has earned the city many
awards.

In 1990, the city was elected to
the United Nations Environmental
Programme (UNEP) Global 500
Roll of Honour for outstanding
contributions to environmental
protection; two years later at the
United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development
which was held in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil, Kitakyushu was bestowed
the United Nations Local
Government Honours Award; in
2002, at the Johannesburg
Summit, the Kitakyushu initiative
was specified in the United Nations
Action Plan.

Along the way Kitakyushu had
accumulated a substantial body of
knowledge in the fields of human
resources and green technologies.

Drawing on its manufacturing
strength, success in controlling
pollution, human resources and
technological know-how, the city
launched in July 1997 the
Kitakyushu Eco-Town Project — a
comprehensive environmental
recycling programme which
ranges from basic research to
commercialisation of technologies.

Always willing to share its
knowledge with other cities,
Kitakyushu, with Jica’s help, has
sent experts to developing
countries in Asia where pollution
has become a serious social issue.
Between 1986 and 2005, some 98
experts have helped local
governments in 25 countries
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design and put into action
antipollution steps based on the
Kitakyushu mould.

The city of Dalian in China, for
example, owes much of its
transformed green identity to
Kitakyushu’s expertise.

In 2001, Dalian joined sister city
Kitakyushu on UNEP’s honour roll
and became “a member of a
broad and growing environmental
movement that is flourishing
around the world”, as Klaus
Toepfer put it when he announced
Dalian’s election to the roll.
Toepfer was executive director of
UNEP from 1998 to 2006.

Before its turnaround Dalian was
a mirror image of the
environmental nightmare that
Kitakyushu was in the 1960s.
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Dokai Bay in Kitakyushu before (left) and after pollution control. — Pictures courtesy of City of Kitakyushu


