
Japanese local government and the environment
- two case studies

For many years Japan has dealt with most of its waste by incineraon. There are 
over 1300 incinerators across Japan which burns over 80% its garbage, higher 
than any other developed country. However, over the past decade the naonal 
government and local authories have been implemenng steps to reduce the 
amount of garbage that is incinerated because of serious health and 
environmental concerns related to the smoke and ash produced in the 
incineraon process. These steps usually involve some sort of garbage separaon 
policypolicy to recycle reusable items and limit the amount of items containing 
potenally toxic substances burned. Most local authories have their residents 
separate garbage into at least three or four categories, such as ‘burnable’, 

‘non-burnable’, ‘plascs’, or ‘recycleable’, but 
residents of Kamikatsu, a town of around 2,000 
people on the island of Shikoku, are made to 
separate their garbage into no less than 32 
categories.categories.

Kamikatsu’s environmental roots can be traced 
back to 1994 when plans were drawn up for it to 
become a “recycling town”. An analysis of 
household garbage the year before showed that 
30% was kitchen waste, and from this the council 
implemented a scheme to subsidise the costs of 
electric garbage disposal units and composters to 
dealdeal with this type of waste. 90% of households in 
Kamikatsu have made use of this scheme, which 

also laid the groundwork for the introducon of future environmental policies.

In January 2001 a law was enacted effecvely banning the use of certain high-pollung small-type incinerators. This forced small towns like 
Kamikatsu that used these types of incinerators to decide on how its waste would be handled from that me on. Considering the amount of 
waste the town actually burned was comparavely small, introducing a large-type incinerator would have been economically and physically 
impraccal. So aer considering various opons, the local authority draed a bold new scheme to have residents physically take their garbage 
to a recycling staon and separate it into 32 different categories.

TheThe day aer the scheme was finalised, town hall personnel set about explaining it to residents, and were surprised at the open-minded 
response they received. Many residents said they would do whatever they could to help and would even think about disposal issues when 
making their own purchases. Residents began taking their 32 types of separated garbage to the recycling staon in January 2001 and within a

Case study 1: Kamikatsu town’s zero waste policy
Kamikatsu town profile

Location: Tokushima prefecture, Shikoku
Population: 1812, 16.5 people per km²
Area: 109.68km²
Terrain: Mountainous
Access: Road access only
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