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Spreading the message
PESSIMISTS. That is how Kawazoe
Yasuhiro describes the Japanese.

“We have the tendency to draw
some lessons for the future from
our experiences,” says Kawazoe,
assistant resident representative
for Japan International
Cooperation Agency (Jica)
Malaysia Office.

And he attributes that
inclination to pessimism.

Kawazoe’s comments should be
seen in the context of
environmental awareness in Japan.

Visitors to Japan have noticed
that the average Japanese is
environmentally quite aware.

Dr Shobhakar Dhakal, a Nepali
who has been staying in Japan for
more than 10 years now, confirms
this.

“It is true that people in Japan
are environmentally quite
literate,” says Dhakal, executive
director, Global Carbon Project,
National Institute for
Environmental Studies, Japan.

As in other parts of the world,
“older people are more conscious
of wasting less and living modestly
compared to younger ones,” adds
Dhakal, who is also a visiting
associate professor at Nagoya
University.

Interestingly, mottainai — an old

Japanese concept of wasting less,
conserving more and using
resources modestly — is making a
comeback.

“My feeling is that mottainai lost
its relevance over the last five
decades but lately people are
paying more attention to it having
gone through the height of
materialism and consumerism,”
says Dhakal.

Mottainai caught the attention
of 2004 Nobel Peace Laureate
Wangari Maathai who is now
actively promoting the concept
(http://mottainai.info/english/).

Kawazoe says every Japanese
has many opportunities to learn
about environmental issues — in
schools, during co-curricular
activities and from learning
institutions such as museums.

The Minamata Disease
Municipal Museum, for example,
aims “to provide an honest and
sincere appraisal of the past and
present situation of Minamata
disease; to serve as a warning to
future generations and express the
sincere hope that environmental
disasters like Minamata disease
never occur again”
(http://www.minamatacity.jp/
eng/museum.htm).

Japanese newspapers such as

The Nishinippon Shimbun have also
played a big role in spreading the
environmental gospel.

“Environmental reporting has
been a priority at our newspaper
since the 1960s,” says managing
editor (news department) Megumi
Kikuchi.

During the period of brisk
economic growth in Japan (1950s-
1970s) special teams of reporters
were assigned to investigate
environmental issues of the day
and citizens’ concerns.

“We had followed Kitakyushu’s
efforts (involving residents, private
companies, research institutes and
local government) to overcome
pollution through the 1970s and
1980s.

“As for Minamata disease, we
carried a year-long campaign
entitled Inspection – Minamata
Disease after 50 Years from 2005
to 2006 in our newspaper,” says
Kikuchi.

Readers of The Nishinippon
Shimbun responded favourably to
the campaign.

In recognition of outstanding
achievement in reporting and
editing for the year 2006, the 130-
year-old newspaper received the
Japan Newspaper Publishers and
Editors Association Award.

The Mainichi Shimbun — one of
the three biggest Japanese
national newspapers — and the
Kyoto Shimbun are also serious
about environmental reporting.

Last December, The Nishinippon
Shimbun together with UN-Habitat
organised the Asian City Journalist
Conference Part II in Fukuoka. The
event was a sequel to an earlier
one held last August.

Among other issues, both
gatherings discussed the role of
the media in promoting
sustainable urban life.

At the December conference,
participating journalists from
Bangkok, Busan, Dalian,
Guangzhou, Ho Chi Minh, Jakarta,
Kuala Lumpur, Manila, Shanghai,
Singapore and Fukuoka pledged

to give priority to environmental
reporting, help solve
environmental problems through
responsible reporting and share
experience and knowledge about
environmental issues.

“Environmental issues are now
being discussed everywhere and
an important element in this is the
media,” says Hari Ramalu
Ragavan, programme manager,
United Nations Development
Programme.

“The media has (managed to
achieve) in the last five years what
the non-governmental
organisations have been
struggling to do in the past 20 to
25 years,” he adds. — By FAEZAH
ISMAIL

environmentalism in Japan but
concern about its economic
viability is an equally compelling
motivation.

“Japan is greener because it
needs to be efficient and effective
in the international marketplace
when it comes to industrialisation,”
says Dr Shobhakar Dhakal,
executive director, Global Carbon
Project, National Institute for
Environmental Studies, Japan.

“Pollution-related disorders such
as Minamata disease and public
activism towards pollution
reduction in the Sixties had created
a good space to push the
environmental agenda.

“I would say that Japan has
recently started to think green ...
(yet that thinking) is narrow and
focuses heavily on energy,
resources and technology and not
quite on consumption, de-
materialisation of society and those
attributes that make us ‘happy’ and
enhance ‘quality of life’.”

That environmental pressures are
pushing Japan’s corporate strategy
is obvious.

Toyota Motor Corporation and
its eco cars come to mind. When
measures to combat global
warming were being discussed in
the 1990s, Toyota began to
envision the car of the future.

As Toyota’s CSR & Environmental

Affairs general manager Tajima
Hidehiko tells The Japan Journal
(January 2008, Vol. 4 No. 9): “At
the time there was this sense of
crisis that if you didn’t build good
products that were environmentally
friendly, you would no longer be a
going concern at some point in the
near future. Sooner or later
resources would run dry, too. It
meant that as a manufacturer of
cars, you had to take responsible
action.”

In December 1997, Toyota
launched its first Prius hybrid
vehicle and continues to innovate
in the arena of eco cars.

“Worldwide sales of Toyota
hybrid cars — including existing
models fitted with the hybrid
system — hit one million in May
2007. That represents a reduction
of 3.5 million tonnes of carbon
dioxide worldwide,” writes The
Japan Journal.

Viewed against that backdrop, it
is hardly surprising that major
Japanese companies have
enthusiastically embraced the idea
of corporate social responsibility.

“There is indeed competition to
show that one’s company is green
and corporate social responsibility
is high on the agenda of
established companies. Image
matters a lot in Japan,” says Dhakal,
a Nepali, who has been living in

Japan for more than 10 years now.
Still, going green differs from

company to company.
“It does not mean one has to

compromise with making money,
in many cases, perhaps additional
money can be made by becoming
green because consumers value
that and it can boost sales.

“In many companies, going
green may not really reduce activity
but doing it in a better way ... (and
that steers) new innovation and
new technology.

“If you look at history, Japan has
an excellent experience with
voluntary environment agreements
where companies voluntarily
agreed to become green and
achieved that,” says Dhakal, whose
areas of expertise are urban energy
use, carbon emission, mitigation
analyses in Asian megacities as well
as transport and carbon dioxide
issues in cities in developing
countries.

Dhakal is not saying that
Japanese companies are all good.
“Perhaps, in many cases, they have
embraced voluntary agreements to
avoid or deflect stringent
regulations.”

A point raised by UNEP
programme manager Hari Ramalu
Ragavan begs attention.

The question to ask, he says, is
whether Japanese companies

overseas are as environmentally
conscious as those in Japan. That is
a subject for another discussion.

If, as early 20th Century
playwright and sharp-tongued
literary personality George Bernard
Shaw says, “we are made wise not
by the recollection of our past, but
by the responsibility for our future”,
then Japan’s current commitment
to environmental protection augurs
well for future generations and
countries which need a “guru” to
show them the way.

But is Japan a fine role model in
the area of environmental
protection for other countries in
the Asia-Pacific region?

Fast growing Asia-Pacific
economies have yet to grapple with
the challenge of sustainable
industrial growth as air and water
pollution, waste disposal,
deforestation and the illegal wildlife
trade, among other issues, threaten
to destroy the quality of life of their
citizens.

The point of no return may well
be close at hand. That is why the
new development mantra must be
“sustainable green growth”.

The State of the Environment in
Asia and the Pacific 2005 report
grants that “Asia-Pacific economies
must continue to grow to reduce
poverty but rapid economic growth
is exerting increasing pressure on

the limited environmental carrying
capacity of the region”.

Moving towards sustainability —
the intended destination of
sustainable development — calls
for changes in attitudes and
behaviour. Yet the notion of
sustainable development is hard to
define. Ask the experts and they
will define it in a variety of ways.

Indeed, a 1997 Unesco
document declares that sustainable
development “is as much an ethical
precept as a scientific concept, as
concerned with notions of equity as
with theories of global warming”.

If sustainable development
involves the natural sciences and
economics, it is even more
concerned with culture, specifically
the values people hold dear and
how they perceive their relations
with others to be.

It challenges societies to imagine
a new basis for relationships
between themselves and their
habitat.

The Japanese — with their love of
perfection, labour, discipline,
respect for harmony and
cooperation, capacity to adapt and
reform plus their economic,
technological and scientific
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Hari Ramalu says the media is an
important element in
environmental issues

Environmental reporting has been
a priority at The Nishinippon
Shimbun, says Kikuchi


