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The Compact City and Suburbia: A Japanese Case Study

Abstract

In 2005 Japanis population shrank for the first time since record-keeping began, beginning a trend predicted
to reduce the nationis number by 27 million through 2050. Simultaneously, the population is rapidly aging,
so that it will see a shift from 1 in 5to 1 in 3 aged over 65 in the same period.

There is a palpable sense of crisis over how Japanis cities will be changed by these developments.
Currently, urban growth continues apace but this may change radically when the number of households also
peaks in the next decade. Housing and land use policy will then take place in the context of a zero-sum
game, in which densification of one area will require its opposite elsewhere.

With these expectations for radical change the 6compact cityd is gaining favour as a model in Japan, both
in the literature and in policy. Coming with it is a corollary that presumes suburbia is an obstacle to be
overcome, even dismantled. This is unfortunate, as the zoning laws and customs which govern suburban
Japan are oinclusive6, allowing a mix of land-use, density, and social groups that could conceivably support
many of the goals of the compact city concept. With so much of Japanis population currently living in the
suburbs, it is essential that researchers and planners consider their potential roles for urban regeneration
and towards making cities more sustainable. More, the possibility that the massive inertia of suburbia can
be used positively to achieve these ends is tantalizing.

This paper examines the consequences of inclusive zoning in Japanese suburbs, with special reference to the
compact city. A case study suburb in the 2nd-tier city of Toyama is examined primarily through morphological
analysis in order to uncover patterns of inhabitation and behaviour. Toyama City is currently following an
aggressive policy of Compact City based urban renewal, with mixed results.

Familiar sprawl-like patterns were found over the 30 year study period. However, open-ended zoning
practices were found to also support remarkable accessibility, and a landscape of constantly evolving land-
use - with shops, clinics, and other uses existing comfortably within the confines of a otypical suburban6
environment of detached homes. While environmental and social problems are reasonably associated with
the Japanese suburb, the research suggests opportunities for creating more sustainable and livable cities
are nevertheless being missed.

Introduction - A Demographic Shock

In 2007, for the first time ever, the worldis urban population surpassed the 50% mark (UNFPA, 2007). At which time
the world became, officially, urban.

The implications of this shift depend on where you happen to be standing; in which country, and even which city. For
Japan urbanisation and the future of cities is becoming increasingly linked to a demographic crisis shaped by the
simultaneous shrinking and aging of its population. According to the national census, Japanis population peaked at
just under 128 million people in 2005 and unless the current trend is altered the population is projected to decrease
to 121 million by 2025 and 101 million by 2050 - losing a full fifth of its current population in less than five decades
(Oe, 2006). At the moment the number of households is still increasing, but that figure too is expected to peak after
2015 (MLIT, 2007), meaning that cities must inevitably contract in size or otherwise adapt to the new circumstances.
Simultaneously, the population is aging rapidly, at a pace that leads the world in its suddenness. To put the numbers
in perspective consider that Japanis population over 65 years of age was only around 5% in 1950, increasing slowly
to 7% in the 1970ds, and now has reached a figure closer to 20%. The current estimate is that the percentage
will increase to 35% by 20501, That is important in itself, but the real story here is that regardless of whether this
prediction comes to pass or not the absolute number of elderly residents in Japan for the next 50 years is not going
to change. They have already all been born, and they are expected to have an enormous impact on the way cities
function in the future (Doteuchi, 2006).

These are significant issues in themselves, but if we consider that the current cities of Japan were mostly created in
a time when the reality was one of constant population growth the possibility that the shape of cities will no longer
suit a large portion of the population is striking. Indeed there is already some evidence to warrant concern; entire
communities where only elderly residents have not moved away, increased occurrence of vacant or abandoned

1. Source: Japanese National Institute of Population and Social Security Research.
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properties in first-tier suburbs (Kaido, 2005), and hollowed out urban centres are becoming common (Yamashita,
2004). Some suggest the disconnect between what cities provide and what its residents will need in the near future is
widening (Doteuchi, 2006), and that a new urban form is required.

In an interview with a researcher at a government financed urban policy think tank in Tokyo | was told that city leaders
in Japan are working feverishly, even desperately, to find a way to revive their city centres and to stave off the effects of
the double headed demographic shift. Rather than following a single policy governments at various level are pursuing
a number of paths throughout the country, hoping that one of them will work. This certainly seems to be borne out
by the literature, which shows the mega-city of Osaka toying with Richard Floridais 0Creative Classé theory to revive
its urban culture (Suzuki 2007, Pratt 2007) as well as more otraditional6 public-private joint ventures in the form of
TMOVs (Yamashita 2004)2 and Machizukuri projects (Sorenson 2001)3 being tested throughout the country. Amongst
this group, the Compact City theory stands out for its popularity, and for its support at the national level. As an idea
it is being actively pursued and implemented in several cities across Japan.

Is The Compact City a Good Fit for Japan?

The Compact City can be defined in a number of ways. For the purpose of this paper it is viewed as a planning theory
designed to reduce car-dependency, and to create uniqgue communities that are sustainable, both physically and
culturally. These goals are generally believed to be achievable through encouragement of higher densities, reducing
barriers between socio-economic groups, mixing building types and land-use, providing public transportation, and
connecting neighbourhoods with pedestrian-friendly roads.

As Michael Neuman has pointed out the Compact City can be viewed in its simplest form as a reaction to the failures
and excesses of zoning and sprawl; it is theoretically 0... more energy efficient and less polluting [than suburban
sprawl] because compact city dwellers can live closer to shops and work and can walk, bike, or take transit.0 (Neuman
2005, pp. 12). All of these things are achievable ultimately only through an increase in density, which is in some ways
the chief measurement of the approach. As an idea the compact city can also be viewed as a correction for suburbia,
especially in its North American incarnation (where it is called Smart Growth, or New Urbanism). It is a correction
because it is based on the removal of barriers inherent in prescriptive zoning practices that prevent mixed land use, as
well as mixing of social and economic groups. In this latter aspect it is an idea grounded in the desire to achieve not
only physical sustainability of urban form, but also social equity (Jenks, Burton, and Williams 1996).

Japanese planners and policy-makers have adopted the Compact City concept almost directly from the West,
including its built-in distrust of suburbia and opposition to sprawl. Yet there are good reasons to question its fit. For
instance, in the Western context (especially in North America) social goals play an indispensable role in the Compact
City, becoming the source of much of the moral justification for the physical reorganisation of the city. The essential
ambition from this perspective is to overcome spatial divisions of class and race in order to ensure equity of access;
access to employment opportunities, to education, to public transportation, and in general, to a sustainable quality
of life (Duany, et al, 2001). While the Japanese version of the Compact City adopts the Western vision with little
alteration in terms of physical policy, in its social ambition the approach is slightly different. Setting aside an appeal
to moral goals it instead focuses on more pragmatic social concerns - attempting mostly just to maintain or improve
access to quality of life in a society facing massive demographic change. It is likely this shift in preoccupation is
made possible because of an existing context in which class-based segregation (where ogeography equals destinyo)
is not prevalent in Japan. Or to put it in the words of the researcher Richard Hill, while 6Japan is a class stratified
society...[it] is not a class segregated society.6 (Hill 2004, pp. 87). The justification for the Compact City as a social
tool in Japan then is set firmly in concerns about the ongoing demographic shift. The focus is on ensuring access to
healthcare and the simple needs of daily life for the elderly.

In this sense the Compact City in Japan can be viewed as a practical tool for urban revitalisation rather than a
social critique of sprawl and the injustices of zoning practices. And yet the oppositional stance against suburbia still
remains. The assumption is that suburbia, at least as it exists today, is at odds with the goals of the Compact City.
Some researchers even propose mechanisms whereby suburbia can be progressively dismantled as the population is
encouraged to return to traditional urban centres (Hayashi 2003).

2. TMO=Town Management Organisation, based loosely on the Business Improvement District of the USA and Town Centre
Management approach to urban revitalisation in the United Kingdom.

3.0Machizukuri6 is a kind of small community-participation based approach to urban revitalization, which bears some
resemblance to the Compact City concept in its focus on density and mixed land-use - Literally the word means 6Town-makingd
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The Importance of Zoning

And yet the prescriptive zoning system that creates spatially segregated cities in North America, does not exist in
Japan. Instead the zoning system is Performance-based, and Cumulative. It is Performance-based in the sense that
elements that define urban form, such as building set back and height, are decided by formulae such as Floor Area
Ratios and by shadow lines, rather than with explicit limits.

Cumulative zoning is a type of zoning system in which activities are arranged hierarchically from least controlled to most
controlled, commonly progressing from
industrial or commercial uses towards

exclusive residential use. In the case of 1. Category | Exclusively Low-Story Residential District

Japan the zoning regulations are found allows nursing homes, clinics, apt. houses, dormitories, SOHO
in the National Building Code rather 2. Category Il Exclusively Low-Story Residential District

than in urban planning documents, allows all in Category | + larger stores and dining facilities
and there are only 12 categories for 3. Category | Exclusively Medium-High Residential District

allows all in Category | + plus universities, hospitals,

the entire nation (Narufumi 2007), welfare centers, child-recreation centers and small garages.

making zoning into a profoundly non-

. - 4. Category Il Exclusively Medium-High Residential District
local activity. There are additional 5. Category | Residential District
urban planning controls that affect 6. Category Il Residential District
the large scale, designating such 7. Quasi-residential District
things as fire-resistant areas, areas 8. Neighborhood Commercial District
for historical preservation, or areas A variety of industrial and commercial uses are disallowed
for education facilities, and so on, but 9. Commercial Districts
land use is most profoundly shaped by 10. Quasi-Industrial Districts
the zones set out in the building code. 11. Industrial Districts
Borrowing from Callies (1997), Figure 12. Exclusively Industrial Districts
1 lists the 12 Categories in the order Source: Adapted from Callies, David L. (1997) Urban Land Use and Control in the Japanese City

they appear in the Building Standard  |Figure 1 - Japanese Zoning Categories Under the Building Standard Law
Law. Ironically, although the word

oexclusived appears quite often in the
list, the system is clearly neither exclusive nor intended to segregate all activities.

If the Compact City first emerged, as Neuman suggests, to solve the problems created by prescriptive zoning practices
then the question that immediately comes to mind is whether the Compact City in Japan is appropriate when the
zoning system is not based on the separation of land use? Do the zoning regulations in Japan lead to segregation in
spite of their apparent inclusiveness? Or must the argument for the theory be limited only to the physical inefficiencies
of sprawl? In itself this latter is perhaps reason enough to invoke the Compact City concept. However, in the context
of an earnest attempt at urban revitalisation a better understanding of suburbia is perhaps required.

In some ways, because of its oppositional stance, the Compact City must be defined by the suburbia and sprawl it
attempts to counter as much as by a desire to promote density and walkability. Like a binary star it cannot escape
the influence of its counterpart. When it is being used to revive the city centre the assumption is that it is offering
something that can not be had in suburbia. But is this the case in Japan? The answer to this question is that Japanis
suburbs remain a bit of a mystery. While there is a growing body of research available on the Japanese suburb
it tends to focus on the regional scale (Sorenson 2001a; 2001b), on issues of transportation (Hayashi 2004) or
on social issues related to population decline and aging (Kaido, 2006). Little attention is given to how the zoning
laws, and indeed how suburbia as it exists today, might support or work against a desire to create denser, or more
accessible, urban forms. This research attempts to take a small step towards amending that gap, using a case study
suburb as a tool for connecting policy to reality. The case study area is in a suburb called Fuchu-Machi, in the city of
Toyama, located on the West coast of Japan.

A Case Study

Toyama City is currently implementing a Compact City based policy as part of the Metropolitan governmentds effort to
revitalise the city centre. With a population of approximately 418,000 it is relatively small. However it is the smaller
cities in Japan which are facing the largest impact from the demographic shift that is already under way (Yamashita,
2004). Typical of many of Japanis cities Toyamabds centre is faced with an increasing number of vacant properties, a
disproportionately aged population, and an absence of younger families who have moved to the suburbs and spend
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