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JAPAN ENVRIONMENTAL ISSUES-PAST

World War II: Environmental devastation

• Deforested: military goods and national parks for military practice (Karan
2008).

• Atomic bombs: Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Bomb at Hiroshima 
(August 6, 1945)

Bomb at Nagasaki 
(9 August 1945)



JAPAN ENVRIONMENTAL ISSUES-PAST

Japan’s Four Postwar Pollution Diseases

• Mid-20th century rapid industrialization and recovered economy

• Experienced severe damage from various environmental pollution

• Pollution related diseases: Minamata, Itai-itai and Yokkaichi asthma 

• Kogai is the Japanese term used to describe the industrial pollution that 
damages human health and the environment 

(Wilkening 127). 



Tragic experiences include Minamata (Kumamoto Pref.), Itai-itai (Toyoma Pref.)and Yokkaichi asthma 
(Mie Prefecture ) diseases.

Itai-itai diseas cause by ca2+

Minamata disease caused by MeHg

Yokkaichi asthma 
caused by SO2 

Japan’s four pollution related health crises



Disease caused by water  pollution

Minamata disease

• Minamata Bay and the Yatsushiro Sea

• First discovered in the city 
of Minamata, Kumamoto Prefecture, 
Japan, in 1956

• Second outbreak of Minamata disease 
occurred in Niigata Prefecture in 1965.

• Neurological disease caused by 
severe mercury poisoning.



Disease caused by water  pollution

Minamata disease

• Chemical factory dumped mercury contaminated 
wastewater.

• Bioaccumulated and biomagnified in shellfish 
and fish

• Ingested the mercury by eating local fish and 
shellfish

• Symptoms: convulsions and paralysis



Japan's mercury-poison victims fight to be heard—REUTERS 
2017

“Minamata disease isn't over; it's not a thing of the past.”
“If I don’t say something, no one will know about Minamata disease,” 
said by Shinobu Sakamoto, who is one of the few born with the disease 
who is still able to talk.

Symptoms worsen with age, leaving some victims grappling 
with the question of who will care for them after the death of 
siblings and parents.



Disease caused by water  pollution

Itai-itai disease: cadmium (Cd) poisoning

▪ Toyoma Prefecture starting around 1912

▪ Release of cadmium by mining companies

▪ Cadmium goes in through rice and cereals

▪ Softening of bone and kidney failure



Victim’s movements and effort

• Mid-1960s pollution became part of political campaigns
(Schreurs 2002).

• Mid-1960s and early 1970s pollution victims began to
obtain support throughout Japan.

• Independent professionals and activists stood up but not
government.

• Boycotts, protest, filed lawsuits against polluting
companies and demanded compensation (Gordon 283).

• By 1973 the victims of Minamata diseases and itai-itai
received significant compensation (Seagroves 2009,
Karan 2008).



Disease caused by air pollution

Photo: Industries led to severe pollution of air in 
Yokkaichi

Yokkaichi asthma disease

• 1960s in urban area with strong industrial growth

• First case of pulmonary disease related to
industrial pollution was reported in 1961

• People started to mask their faces with
handkerchiefs every day.

• Government lacked scientific knowledge, did not
know the smog could cause diseases.

• Several asthma victims committed suicide (Walter
2010)



Disease caused by air pollution

Yokkaich asthma disease

• In 1967 a lawsuit was filed against six
companies.

• In 1973, the court ultimately sided with the
victims.

• By 1975 the emissions of sulfur dioxide
were drastically decreased and in 1985
respiratory illnesses in Yokkaichi had the
same frequency as in unpolluted regions

(Wilkening 2004).



“We must never let it happen again,” Teruko
Tanida, 87, who lost her 9-year-old daughter
Naoko due to Yokkaichi asthma, said. She is
involved in the effort to pass on the lessons of
the incident as a kataribe storyteller.

Source: theJapantimes

(https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/07/24/national/yokkaich

i-pollution-case/)

July 24, 2022 marked 50 years of 1972 Yokkaichi
pollution

Ms. Teruko Tanida



Yokkaichi Area Pollution prevention 

Air Pollution plan implemented in eight stages and ended in 2010.

• Developed pollution prevention machinery, such as desulfurization equipment.

• Public and private sectors invested 983.7 billion yen (approximately US$8.2 billion)

• Now stands as an example of its success in pollution control to the country and world

Photo: Yokkaichi City 
in the 1950s ( left ) and 
the present ( right ).



Mid-1960s and early 1970s 
Great deal of environmental legislation in Japan 

• 1967 Environmental Pollution Prevention Law → prevent
environmental pollution

• 1968 Air Pollution Control Law → established a standard for
sulfur dioxide emissions (Wilkening 2004).

• 1973 passage of the Pollution-Related Health Damage
Compensation Law → compensation of certified victims.



Japan: Present environmental initiatives

• Environment friendly businesses

• Green strategies include repairing, remanufacturing and reusing

• Increased energy efficiency, moved factories out of cities, and 
began recycling programs (Broadbent 1998). 

• More than 14,000 companies in Japan have environmental 
programs (Dubey 2008). 



Japan: Present environmental initiatives

Waste management:

• Modern society-produce large waste

• Lack of space due to tiny island nation

• Previously, burn high volumes of trash leads to
air pollution

• Recycling policy → 4R principles → idea toward 
Sustainability

• Zero waste management: Kimikatsu village; 1% of 
Japan’s council waste ends up in landfills (OECD 
report, 2020)



Japan: Present environmental initiatives

Clean Technology in Japan

• supported the research, development and adoption of clean
technology, after Japan began shutting down many of its
nuclear reactors in the wake of the Fukushima disaster

• Investment in pollution control technology

• LED lights developed in Japan are able to cut office
electricity consumption by as much as 40%

• Renewable energy: Komatsu, Japanese machinery manufacturer, has saved over 40% in
energy costs over three years by installing solar panels, using underground water for
cooling and adopting clean manufacturing technology.

• Japan is currently the second largest installer of solar photovoltaics (PVs).



Japan: Interest in global environmental issues

• For its prestige and its learning from past environmental pollutions

• Pollution from mainland Asia into Japan

• Realization of global environmental problems as own problems

• Economic opportunity to sell and manufacture its pollution control
technology.

(Wilkening 2004).



• Signed several treaties, committing to pursue
economic development in ways that would
protect the Earth’s environment.

• Participated in Earth summit and made an
agreement on the Climate Change
Convention which in turn led to the Kyoto
Protocol and the Paris Agreement.

Japan: Interest in global 
environmental issues

• Played active role in supporting the third session of the Conference of the Parties to the

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (COP3), in Kyoto in

December 1997



]

• Japan ratified the Kyoto protocol in June 2002; various climate mitigation policies
were established after COP3.

• Adopted a “low-carbon society” with a healthy environment and economy

• Without Kyoto, there might have been no international agreement on addressing
climate change.

• It was effective in moving Japanese policies forward in several different ways and
motivate Japan for different round of negotiations on climate change.



Japan: Natural disasters

• Earthquakes, tsunamis and typhoons

• Earthquake: Kobe earthquake (1995), 
Great Tōhoku Earthquake (2011)

• Tsunami: Tōhoku Earthquake and 
Tsunami 



Tōhoku Earthquake and Tsunami and Nuclear disaster

• 11 March 2011, both earthquake and the resultant tsunami killed over
22,000 people

• Threatened people’s health with the possibility of its after-effects

• Great challenges in reconstructing the devastated land and relocating
displaced people

• Lessons learned from these disasters made Japan toward readiness for
disaster management and preparedness

Over  9 million bags of nuclear clean up waste piled up  



Hyogo Framework for Action

The HFA was adopted in 2005 at the World Conference on Disaster
Reduction, held in Kobe, Hyogo, Japan.

Its goal was to substantially reduce disaster losses by 2015 - in lives, and
in the social, economic, and environmental assets of communities and
countries.



Sendai Framework

• The Sendai Framework was a significant step toward mainstreaming
disaster risk reduction, prior investment in disaster risk reduction, and
the “Build Back Better” concept that incorporated many of Japan’s
ideas and opinions.

• This provided an important basis for improving the protection of
people displaced by disasters. Its predecessor, the Hyogo Framework
for Action, hardly touched upon this issue.



• Japan has issued different safety measures 
and awareness among its people under its 
policy and plans

• Use of science and technology to prevent 
danger and damage caused by disasters and 
pollution. 

Japan's resilient culture

Earthquake resistant building

Earthquake sensor bullet train



• Japanese people have fostered a culture of unity and help out each 
other in times of need to stand stronger. 

• Japan has set an example for the rest of the world regarding 
Disaster Risk Management. 

• Recovery and reconstruction after disasters have been taken as an 
opportunity to develop better than earlier, called “Build Back 
Better.” 

Japan's resilient culture



The spirit of never giving up

The proverb saying “Nana korobi, ya

oki” which means “Fall down seven 

times, stand up eight.” 

It means choosing to never give up hope, 

and to always strive for more.

Japan's resilient culture
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