Local Japan: Case
Studies in Place
Promotion
Using sustainability as city branding
Kitakyushu city profile
Designated city of Japan since 1963
Area: 486.81km2
Pop: 983,037
Density: 2,019.34/km2
The cityscape of Fukuoka prefecture’s metropolis of
Kitakyushu may have fewer chimney stacks and blast
furnaces since a group of housewives were driven to
protest against its air quality in the 1960s, but its
reputation in Asia in the 21st century is now driven by a
declared aim to be the ‘World Capital of Sustainable
Development’. Bold ambitions require bold actions
however and the city’s transition ‘from grey city to
green city’ has been accompanied by a rapid wave of
initiatives and projects to embed both its sustainability
and global image, beginning with its presence at the
1992 UN Rio Summit (as one of 12 cities chosen to
showcase their environmental programmes) to being
chosen in 2011by the OECD as its first green growth
model city in Asia.
The OECD were particularly impressed by “Kitakyushu
as a city that has overcome pollution problems,”
according to the programme selectors. Kitakyushu was
formed in 1963 from the merger of five municipalities
(Moji, Kokura, Tobata, Yahata and Wakamatsu) and
became one of the four largest industrial zones in
Japan during its post-war economic expansion.
However, economic expansion came at a price to the
city’s environment and its Dokai Bay was so
contaminated by industrial and domestic waste that it
became known as the ‘Sea of Death’. Eventually the
city and its residents, as well as civil society and local
industry, made efforts to overcome its over-polluted
tag, outpacing even national government by
establishing in 1971 the country’s first Environmental
Bureau and introducing stringent anti-pollution

ordinances. As well as seeking
agreements with local industry on curbing
emissions and tackling polluters, a largescale urban greening project was
embarked upon under the city plan.
In autumn 2011 Kitakyushu hosted the
Asian Environmental Cities Summit to
discuss Japanese cooperation for other
Asian cities to resolve their environmental
problems, such as air and water pollution.
The summit saw Kitakyushu host mayors
and officials from the cities of Tianjin,
Chongqing and Lanzhou in China, and the Bangkok metropolitan government as well as
the province and the city of Chiang Mai in Thailand and concluded with an adopted
statement of future intent on regional cooperation. This builds on the wide range of
international conferences and seminars held in the city in order to educate developing
countries with regard to environmental improvement or offering specific technological
guidance. In September 2000, the 4th Ministerial Conference on Environment and
Development of United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the
Pacific (ESCAP/MCED4) was held in Kitakyushu. The 'Kitakyushu Initiative for a Clean
Environment' was adopted at that MCED, and in 2001 the Kitakyushu Initiative Network
was founded. By January 2006, 61 cities from 18 countries in Asia and the Pacific
Region had joined the network and are exchanging information and carrying out pilot
projects.
The city also participated in the Johannesburg 'World Summit on Sustainable
Development' (WSSD) in 2002 to advocate the importance of international cooperation.
It was officially accepted at the WSSD that environmental improvements led by
respective regions are significant for the environmental preservation of those regions,
and the 'Kitakyushu Initiative' was incorporated in the 'Plan of Implementation' of the
Johannesburg Summit as a leading-edge initiative. The city of Kitakyushu also has
overseas offices in Dalian and Shanghai for the purpose of sustainability knowledge
transfer and city cooperation.
To further its twin ambitions of becoming ‘World Capital of Sustainable Development’
and ‘Technology capital of Asia’, Kitakyushu inaugurated its EcoModel City project (as
certified by the Japanese government in July 2008). In addition to knowledge transfer of
the city’s experience in fighting pollution and best practices accumulated through the
implementation of the project, it aims
to reduce CO2 emissions city-wide by
50% and throughout Asia by 150%
from 2005 levels by the end of 2050.
As part of efforts to achieve these
goals, the city has established the
Kitakyushu Asian Centre for Low
Carbon Society, to act as a core
facility dedicated to vitalization of local
economies through a commitment to
carbon reduction projects in Asian
societies.

The strong political lead given by the city’s
mayor in realising these initiatives builds
on earlier work in the 1990s, such as the
Kitakyushu Eco-Town Programme (the
first in Japan) to implement specific
projects such as the recycling of electric
appliances, automobiles, plastic bottles
and other recyclable wastes, mainly in the
Hibikinada district in the northwestern part
of the city. Furthermore, many facilities
conducting research and development on
the most advanced waste disposal and
recycling technologies, with the
cooperation of enterprises and universities, are located in this area; this effort is
expected to generate new environment-related industries. In addition, the city is also
advancing the programme through a wide range of efforts, including implementation of
the 'Policy of Kitakyushu Industrial Eco Complex' to recycle resources and energies and
generate new industries as city-wide activities, through the use of industrial
infrastructures in the city, with the cooperation of the organisations concerned, and the
promotion of environmentally conscious activities in all of the city's business activities.
Kitakyushu was the fourth city selected for the OECD’s Green Cities Program, following
Paris, Chicago and Stockholm: “As indicated by a recent eco-town project and the like, it
is a city that makes the most advanced efforts in Asia on environment conservation.”
Sendai city profile
Designated city of Japan since 1989
Area: 788.09km2
Pop: 1,031,704
Density: 1,305km2
Sendai in the Tohoku region of Japan was one of
several cities to hit the headlines in 2011 during the
3/11 earthquake and tsunami, the city particularly hit
by the tsunami itself. Since then, efforts by the city
have focused on recovery, particularly promoting itself
as a visitor destination. However, Sendai’s promotion
efforts did not solely follow the events of 3/11
themselves, but have their origins in a carefully worked
up city brand campaign, one of Japan’s first.
Using its ‘green’ place identity, Sendai has long used
the city’s natural assets as the basis for local
development, starting with the 1962’s ‘Healthy City
Declaration’ by the municipal government aimed at
addressing citizen concerns about the state of the local
environment following post-war industrialisation and
urbanisation, inevitably accompanied by pollution and
sprawl. Following the central government’s
designation of Sendai as one of several national ‘new
industrial cities’ aimed at encouraging national growth,
local residents began to carefully consider how best to

align development policies with an urban character that
remained true to the city’s pre-war existence as a castle
town.
In 1973 the Sendai Developer Committee, associated
with the local chamber of commerce, inaugurated the
‘City of Trees’ plan as a collaborative effort between
different tiers of government, local business and
academics, based around a shared vision driven by
public consultation. The emergence of the ‘City of
Trees’ concept can now be viewed as a ‘counternarrative’ owned by the city itself against the more
monolithic output-centred policies pursued by national
government, one more in keeping with Japanese
cultural values of nature and beauty. The plan later
became embedded in city policies and projects, and
lent itself towards providing local assets in the form of
shade and greenery, with tree-lined central precincts retaining their commercial vitality
among residents and stimulating the visitor economy also.
Equally, the ‘City of Trees’ is an all too uncommon example of a city slogan which can
be immediately visualised by all, rather than rely on abstract notions, based around a
shared vision which has influenced all future development in the city, avoiding some of
the more negative facets of urbanisation in Japan. As a slogan and embedded concept,
the level of distinctiveness communicated by the ‘City of Trees’ has seen the city retain a
competitive edge as being within easy reach of Tokyo (300km) via its Shinkansen line
station.
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