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Emiko MURAKAMI
Environmental Bureau
City of Kitakyushu
Japan

INSIGHT/EXAMPLE: Kitakyushu—from industrial wasteland
to Japan’s first eco-town

Martin KOCHHAN (MK): The City of Kitakyushu has put a lot
of effort into advancing the circular economy in the last years.
Why is the transition to a circular economy important for Kita-
kyushu and how do its residents profit from it?

Emiko MURAKAMI (EM]): Kitakyushu was one of the heavy
industry centres powering Japan’s ‘economic miracle’. The
city grew quickly during that period but was at the same time
iIncreasingly confronted with the flip side of its economic suc-
cess: environmental pollution. Steel mills, coal factories and
chemical plants dotted the city, pumping untreated wastewater
directly into Dokai Bay, and soot and chemicals into the sky.
The city overcame these environmental problems through a
collaborative effort by the industry, government, academia and
private sector. This collaboration was initiated by a citizens’
movement and has led to reinventing itself as a green city.
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Later, when economic growth stagnated due to decreased
steel output from an oil shock - this situation was called ‘tet-
subie’ - a new pillar was needed to support the revitalization
of the city. The green industry, which supports the circular
economy, was rooted as a new pillar of Kitakyushu's economy.
Part of this effort is Kitakyushu's Eco-Town project' which
comprises of numerous recycling companies, research insti-
tutes as well as a development zone for renewable energy. For
instance, there are firms recycling mobile phones, PET bottles,
home appliances, paper and cans. There are also companies
which refurbish products, such as computers, and give them

a second life. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, Kitakyushu was
a major center for industrial tourism, with more than 100,000
visitors per year. A total of more than 90 facilities and new jobs
for about 1,000 people with an investment of about 86 billion
yen have been established so far.

MK: On a per capita basis, Japan is the second largest con-
sumer of single-use plastic in the world. Which initiatives does
Kitakyushu take to reduce the plastic footprint of the city and
its residents?

EM: Kitakyushu is taking several actions to reduce the volume
of disposable plastics. First of all, Japan announced, during
the G20 meeting in Osaka in 2019, that it would start charging
for plastic bags from 2020. Since July 2020, shops now charge
customers at least ¥3 per plastic bag. The city also organiz-
es beach clean-ups and town beautification campaigns. We
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hope to increase awareness for the harmful consequences

of single-use plastic and inform our city’s residents of the
means they can contribute. Furthermore, the use of personal
drinking bottles, cups and reusable bags is being promoted.
We want to highlight concrete measures which each and every
one can adopt in their daily routine. Besides that, we ensure
the plastic waste collected is separated and treated correctly.
For instance, the Eco-Town has a PET bottle recycling facility.
Finally, we hold seminars and workshops for our residents to
demonstrate how to recycle properly. We also organize regular
visits to the Eco-Town and other recycling facilities for school
students and residents.

MK: The Kitakyushu Eco-Town, established in 1997, is a
business park clustering different recycling industries and is
Japan’s first and largest of its kind. After more than 20 years of
operation, what measurable impact does this Eco-Town have
on the circular economy transition in Kitakyushu?

EM: Since the city launched the Kitakyushu Eco-Town Project
in 1997, a number of recycling laws have been implemented in
Japan. These recycling laws currently cover food containers
and packaging, organic waste, home appliances, motor vehi-
cles and construction materials. In addition, voluntary recalls
of personal computers and other equipment have been carried
out under the responsibility of the manufacturers, following a
reform of the wide area certification system.
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MK: Kitakyushu is working on the reduction of marine plastic
waste together with local governments from other Asian coun-
tries, such as Thailand and Cambodia. What kind of knowledge
can be transferred from Kitakyushu to partner cities and what
can Kitakyushu learn from them?

EM: Kitakyushu collaborates with cities in Thailand and Cam-
bodia to raise public awareness and promote the separation of
plastics collected from other types of waste. In addition, Kita-
kyushu will support them with environmental knowledge built
up over the years. We also help local authorities to assess the
feasibility of converting marine plastics into oil at designated
plants.

MK: The transition to a circular economy is a collective effort of
local, national and international actors. To which extent are the
hands of Kitakyushu tied because some regulations and laws
cannot be passed on a local level, and how does the city deal
with this situation?

EM: First of all, we set up a demonstration project before we
introduce new regulations and full-scale operation. Through
this process, we study the cooperation of stakeholders in sort-
ing and collection, and the potential of recycling projects, col-
lection and regulation. The data obtained is used and discussed
In order to implement the project.
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