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1. POPULATION CHANGE IN JAPAN

Population change in Japan over past 1200 years and the estimation for coming 100years
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Who could imagine such dramatic population change about half a century ago? Housing was one
of the most important national problems in the 20th century. But now, the number of vacant houses
and apartments has reached about 8 million among the total number of units of 58 million. It
means that about 14% of house and apartment units are vacant and facing the problems of low
maintenance or the risk of collapse. Let’s think about those reasons and the possible solutions.

URGENT NEED FOR HOUSING IN MID-20™" CENTURY

In 1958, the number of households was 18.6 million, exceeding the number of houses, which was
17.9 million. The Japanese government was facing difficulties supplying the mass of houses
needed. The price of houses and land in Japan was completely free market and many suppliers
gained benefit by selling housing lots and apartments so small they were called “rabbit house”. The
government also built 4 or 5 storied narrow apartment houses, 30—40m” without elevators in order
to take credit for a housing supply effort just by the number of houses, not by the quality.

As a result, the number of houses exceeded the number of households by around 1965, but half a

century later, there are about 8 million vacant houses and apartments. The main results would be as
follows.

(1) Roads in front of homes are very narrow (Building Code requires at least 4 meters wide)
(2) Inconvenient transportation service for aged people

(3) Population decrease due to migration and natural death

(4) Living space is either not enough or too much for the family.

(5) Service functions such as shopping, education, medical, cultural and so on are insufficient.

There may be more reasons and nobody likes to purchase or rent those houses any more in such
poor living conditions. The location of vacant houses is half in metropolitan areas and another half
in rural areas. People in metropolitan areas are ageing and move from suburbs to convenient
downtown areas. Thus the houses in suburbs are left empty. In rural areas, aged people pass away
or move to the houses of sons and daughters. Then those houses become vacant.

These vacant houses cause some problems as follows.

(1) Low maintenance results in unsightly buildings that finally fall down or become nests of
crime.

(2) There is a decrease of various demands and governmental income.

(3) Sometimes, governments should demolish those houses using public money.

COUNTERMEASURES FOR THE PROBLEM

The Japanese government is leading the public and private bodies to grow a second-hand market
and renovate those houses into barrier-free eco-systems using subsidies. It may also be a realistic
solution to supply good transportation and information systems. But the governmental subsidies
for those management are not yet enough.

The Tokyo metropolitan government supplies so called silver cards for aged people over 70 years
old at 20 thousand yen for middle or high-income groups and 1 thousand yen for the low-income
group for a year. This card gives free rides on metro-railways managed by the Tokyo metropolitan
government and all public and private buses. But the routes are located in convenient areas and are
not so effective in decreasing the number of vacant houses.

These problems require long-term and endurable efforts under the Abe-nomics.
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