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Introduction 

 
What are Eco-Towns? 
 
Eco-towns are urban planning and environmental management efforts where 
industries located in the designated 'eco-town' area practice resource 
recycling within their manufacturing process and in between the industries. 
They are developed in pursuit of synergies derived from combined efforts in 
waste treatment, environmental preservation, and promotion of industrial 
development. 
 
Features of Eco Towns 
 
Eco-towns have a number of key features such as (a) Strong legislation 
shifting the market towards a recycling-based society, (b) State and local 
governments are spearheading the drive to bring together industry clusters to 
be sustainable, (c) Increasing product research and development ï in the 
public and private sectors, including universities, (d) The large and rapidly 
expanding eco-business market domestically and internationally, (e) Strong 
focus on environmental technologies and ESTs, and innovative/cutting-edge 
solutions to solve environmental problems, and (f) Focus on energy 
conservation, material development and integrated waste management are 
also features of eco-towns. 
 
18 eco-towns and 7 industrial clusters have been set up all over Japan, with 
more than 800 industries and 50 universities participating in them. For 
example, in the Chubu region of Japan (where Nagoya is located), there are 
two eco towns established, and the industrial clusters there have seen 80 
industries and 11 universities set up collaborative initiatives and 
manufacturing activities. 
 
Why-Eco Towns? 
 
Eco-Towns were developed to address a number of problems and challenges 
faced by Japan, particularly during the 1980s and 90s. Some of these include: 
 

¶ The 70s and 80s saw rapid industrial and economic growth, resulting in 
massive industrial pollution and waste generation. This created a need 
to develop systems that could handle pollution and waste, and were, at 
the same time, environmentally friendly. 

¶ The 1990s saw a decline in industrial output. With Japanese industries 
moving to developing countries to save costs, there was a subsequent 
decline in domestic industrial output, necessitating the development of 
new industries and technologies. This also raised a need to develop 
business and industrial opportunities, including job creation and 
advanced entrepreneurship.  

¶ AS a member of OECD, Japan's growing global leadership and 
influence, particularly in the environmental field, prompted a need to 
develop model industries that were environmentally friendly. The Kyoto 
Protocol, which came into effect recently, also spurred this trend. 
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Eco-towns were seen as a means of addressing these concerns ï as 
laboratories where environmentally friendly activities could be set up not only 
within a factory, but also between factories. Eco-towns provided opportunities 
for industries and local governments to collaborate in providing common 
facilities such as energy generation plants, incinerators and waste recycling 
centers, etc. The partnership with local universities to develop cutting edge 
and appropriate technologies, and with citizens groups to raise awareness 
and influence consumption choices, were added attractions enabled by eco-
towns. 
 

 

Examples of Resource Efficiency policies  
for Cities in the Asia-Pacific Region 

1. Developing resource efficiency indicators and setting long term 
targets on the basis of best scientific knowledge about environmental 
limits. This would provide businesses with a clear direction and encourage 
innovation to work towards achieving these goals. It would also help to 
ensure that environmental limits are not reached.  

2. Using economic instruments, such as environmental taxes and 
tradable permits, to ensure that the price of resources takes into 
account environmental impacts. Once economic instruments are linked 
to achieving long term environmental outcomes it is easier for consumers 
and businesses to anticipate that the cost of certain resources such as 
fossil fuel, energy or water will increase in the medium term and take 
action to reduce their consumption.  Fiscal incentives have also been 
successful in encouraging consumers and businesses to choose more 
energy efficiency goods. This approach should be extended to cover a 
greater range of resource efficient products, for example, those that are 
water efficient and reduce waste generated. 

3. Giving businesses more support from Government and others to help 
achieve resource efficiency savings. There are large savings that 
businesses can make from taking up simple cost effective measures. But 
businesses need help to overcome barriers - such as a lack of information 
or access to capital. Support for activities such as training, information 
provision and loans to provide transitional funding to ókick-startô activities or 
remove technical barriers to action are needed. 

4. Encouraging innovation of resource efficient technologies and 
processes. This is essential if radical resource efficiency improvements 
are to be achieved. These could be in the form of either technology 
assessments, development or organizational change such as the move to 
service rather than product delivery.  

5. Creating a new focus on sustainable product policy ï Eco product 
policy will become an important way of improving resource efficiency. A 
growing proportion of resource use is driven by household consumption. 
The environmental impact of the use of products is of equal importance to 
the impacts of their manufacture. 

 



 4 

In order to achieve the eco-town's 'eco' objectives, businesses wanting to set 
up their factories in an eco-town are carefully selected and approved by the 
local government based on a number of criteria. The businesses should use 
local resources, including technology, human capacity, distribution system, 
users of recycled materials, etc. It should develop new and original business 
model for effective and stable recycling business. It should aim to be 
profitable (albeit, in some cases, with support from national and local 
government and other associations). It should also increase job opportunity 
for local citizens, and reactivate the local economy. 
 
Proponents and Partners 
 
Eco-town projects are driven by Japan's Ministry of Economy, Trade and 
Industry (METI) and the Ministry of Environment (MoE). Local and prefectural 
governments have played a key role in developing and implementing eco-
towns, with active participation from industries and universities. Financing of 
eco-town development is primary done by METI, with support from the 
Prefectural and local governments.  
 
Other stakeholders such as local universities, chambers of commerce, 
citizen's groups and NGOs, consumer and trade associations etc. are also 
actively involved in both the production and consumption ends of the product's 
lifecycle. 
 
Impacts of Eco towns 
 
Eco-towns have helped cities with declining industrial and economic growth to 
look at an advanced and cutting edge approach to revitalizing their local 
economies while becoming environmentally friendly at the same time. 
 
Impacts of eco-towns initiative can be seen in a number of fronts: 
 

¶ Accelerated local economic development and industrial inflow 

¶ Job creation for local citizens as a result of new industries 

¶ Opportunities for industry clusters seeking to set up 'life-cycle' chains 
for raw materials and wastes 

¶ Business opportunities and support for environment-related industries 
and business 

¶ Emphasis on the need for research and development on sound 
material flows and zero emissions. 

 

Development Framework of an Eco-Town 

 
Eco-towns have been promoted in Japan with two key purposes ï to develop 
and promote the local economy and society through encouragement of 
environmental industry using existing industrial congeries, and to establish the 
recycling economic system through reduction of waste and increasing 
recycling based on the identity and originality of local industry and society.  
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Eco-Towns largely depends on a number of stakeholders committing to 
provide different inputs and resources in the development of an Eco-Town. 
These range from the national government ï METI and MoE, who design the 
law and legislative system, to the local governments, who create the Eco-
Town Plan, and industries, who judge the relative economic feasibility of 
setting up operations in an Eco-Town. 
  
If the basic concepts and concrete projects written into the plan are judged by 
METI and MoE as meeting designated standards of originality and 
innovativeness, and judged to have the potential to serve as a model for other 
local governments, the two ministries jointly approve the plan.  They then 
provide financial support for projects by local governments and private 
companies to improve physical recycling facilities, and to implement ñsoftò 
(institutional/orgnanizational) projects that can contribute to the realization of a 
'sound material-cycle society'. 
 
Establishing an Eco-town 
 
The establishment of eco-towns are initiated by a local authority developing a 
basic plan for development that contains an Eco-Town Plan. METI and MoE 
review the plan using a number of criteria to access the local government's 
plan, including:  
 

- originality and innovativeness of the technology and manufacturing 
process that is environmentally friendly and sustainable ï and could 
be a model for other industries.  

- Participate and secure implementation of the eco-town plan based 
on agreement among stakeholders 

- contribute to reducing, reusing and recycling of resources 
- have a reliable financial and development plan, including health and 

safety management of the facility 
 
Some facilities and schemes may be provided a subsidy for construction cost, 
particularly those related to waste recycling facilities, planning, information 
dissemination etc. 
 
While the national government is responsible for the approval of plan, and 
providing subsidies for the facilities, the local government develops the local 
plan, gather the industries (including SMEs), reach agreement between 
various stakeholders, and also provides subsidies for the facilities. The 
industries themselves participate in the planning process of the local 
government as a stakeholder, develop recycling and other environmentally 
friendly technology, set up and manage facilities. 
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Figure 1. Framework of Eco-Towns in Japan 
 

The success of an eco-town largely depends on the setting up of an 
appropriate system for material inputs, facilities and product outputs in order 
to succeed in reuse/recycling businesses and by-product exchange.  Success 
also depends on legal systems and regulations, availability of raw materials 
and recyclable 'waste', subsidy systems for technology development and 
capital investment, and proper treatment of eventual waste and sales outlet 
for eco-friendly products.   
 
Support system has been established mainly by the national government in 
Japan.  Eco-Towns project was set out in 1997, and the subsidy system for 
facilities was established.  Afterwards, the framework concerning the issue of 
input was created by the formulation of the laws for promotion of effective 
utilization of resources based on the Basic Law for Establishing the Sound 
material-cycle society enacted in 2000.  As for the output issue, the 
government enacted the Law on Promoting Green Purchasing to 
institutionalize the purchasing standards of the business entities, and has 
promoted the rising concern over CSR among consumers and enterprises.  
The government also has promoted to strengthen and ease regulations for 
proper treatment of waste.  
 
Legislative foundation of Eco-Towns 
 
Based on the Basic Law for Establishing the a Sound Material-Cycle Society, 
a number of other laws have also been enacted, including the Law for 
Promotion of Effective Utilization of Resources (2000) and other laws such as 
the Container and Packaging Recycling Law (1995), Electric Household 
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Appliance Recycling Law, Construction Material Recycling Act, Food 
Recycling Law and Automobile Recycling Law.  
 
Those laws have made it possible to ensure that activities on using wastes as 
production materials, sales in reuse/recycling businesses, and by-product 
exchange can be initiated. This has in fact resulted in an expansion of the 
market for reuse/recycling businesses, and by-product exchange, along with 
the increase in waste covered by the laws. In addition, the market of the 
waste not covered by the laws has also expanded.   

 
Fig 2:  Law system concerning 3R in Japan 

 
Eco-Towns are incorporated into local governmentsô development plans by 
formulating 'Eco-Towns Plans'. Eco-Towns Plan includes the plan to promote 
recycling facilities (planning, operating body, finance, management, raw 
material etc.), and projects to enlighten the citizens and provide environmental 
information through exhibitions, events etc.  Thus each Eco-Town plan 
contains industrial, social and regional components, according to the 
characteristics of each city or town, but the general outline is as follows: 
 
1. Promotion of establishment of a sound material-cycle society by attraction 

of enterprises policy ï example, Kita-Kyushu Eco-Town 
2. Promotion of establishment of a sound material-cycle society by regional 

industrial infrastructure ï example, Kawasaki Eco-Town 
3. Waste management and town planning - Naoshima Eco-Town 
Promotion of establishment of a sound material-cycle society by citizensô 
involvement ï example, Minamata Eco-Town 
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Case Study: Kawasaki Eco-Town 
 
National Overview of Progress 
 
The national government set up a financial subsidy system for Eco-Towns 
projects in 1997.  Kawasaki City, Iida City (Nagano prefecture), Kani City (Gifu 
prefecture), and Kitakyushu City were approved as Eco-Towns in the first 
year, and various recycling facilities were built in those cities.  So far, 23 cities 
have been approved as Eco-Towns by March 2005 and received subsidies.  
Funding systems are: Subsidy for Resource-Recycling Local Stimulation 
Project Costs and Subsidy for Resource-Recycling Local Stimulation Facilities 
Improvement Costs.   
 

Table.1  Eco-Towns in Japan 

1997 Iida City (Nagano Prefecture), Kawasaki City, Kitakyushu City, Gifu 
Prefecture 

1998 Oomuta City (Fukuoka Prefecture), Sapporo City, Chiba City/Chiba 
Prefecture 

1999 Akita Prefecture, Uguisuzawa Town (Miyagi Prefecture) 

2000 Hokkaido, Hiroshima Prefecture, Kochi City (Kochi Prefecture), 
Minamata City (Kumamoto Prefecture) 

2001 Yamaguchi Prefecture, Naoshima Town (Kagawa Prefecture) 

2002 Toyama City (Toyama Prefecture), Aomori Prefecture 

2003 Hyogo Prefecture, Tokyo, Okayama Prefecture 

2004 Kamaishi Town (Iwate prefecture), Aichi Prefecture, Suzuka city (Mie 
prefecture) 
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Fig. 2: Eco-Towns in Japan 
 

 
 
Case Study: Kawasaki Eco-Town Project 
 
Kawasaki City is home of one of Japan's oldest and largest industrial parks.  
Established in 1902, Kawasaki Coastal Industrial Area houses over 50 heavy 
industrial enterprises in a 250-acre area.  Its largest tenants consist of oil 
refineries, steel manufacturers, power generators, and chemical 
manufacturers.  The City of Kawasaki is located adjacent to Metropolitan 
Tokyo and has a population of 1.2 million.  
 
By the 1970's the city and the industrial park were considered one of Japan's 
most contaminated areas. Residents suffering from asthma and other 
respiratory diseases filed a lawsuit against the central government and 
industrial park tenants in 1982.  Serious environmental problems, along with 
the restructuring and nationalization of certain industries, resulted in the 
closing of several plants and stagnation of the local economy.  To resolve the 
situation, Kawasaki decided to redevelop the city by promoting its Project for 
Making Kawasaki City Environmentally Harmonious. This project is based on 
the concept of converting the city into a place where all actions, from people's 
everyday activities to industrial operations, are conducted in harmony with the 
environment and an eco-town project is one of its main components. The city 


