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Japan’s conservationists winning the battle to
‘preserve Kyoto's ancient heart

Iy Benjamin, Frecland

Translacicn by Halsofen Peng

The policymakers of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change made an oddly appropriate choice when they selected Kyoto as the site for
the ratification of the 1997 protocol on climate change. While few attendees were
probably aware of it, a similar struggle between the forces of development and the
forces of preservation was breaking out in the ancient city around them.

The year that saw the world’s leading environmental policymakers descend on
Kyoto coincided with the 1,200th anniversary of the city formerly known as Heian-
kyo. It also saw the unveiling of a new central railway station, a colossal modernist steel
mdghummreﬂmtnuwtamﬁ over the southern part of the city. The building
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brutalism that predominates major urban centres. What makes the
situation in Kyoto all the sadder is that unlike other cities whose
prewar skylines were obliterated by wartime bombardment such as
Tokyo, Osaka and Nagoya, the demise of old Heian Town has been
overwhelmingiy self-inflicted. _

As the only major Japanese city to be eéntirely spared from aerial
bombing during the Second Word War, Eyoto emerged from the
conflict essentially unscathed. Ironically, however, Kyoto's traditional
prewar appearance ultimately served to further compound the city’s
hng!h.ndjng inferiority complex with régards Toloyo, a relationship
that dates back to Kyoto's loss of political power to Edo (now Toloyo)
in 1600 and its eventual loss of official capital status with the relocation
of the imperial throne in 1858,

A perfect example came in 1964, a watershed year for postwar
Japan, which saw Tokyo host the Summer Olympics, the inauguration
of the high-speed Shinkansen rail system and the constraction of the
131-metre Kyote Tower, built in the face of widespread protest to
provide the city with a landmark to match Tolopo Tower.

The subsequent decades would see the systematic destruction
of many of Kyoto's historic neighbourhoods and the long-iconic
kyo-machiya (traditicnal wooden townhouses), with only the
city’s 17 UNESCO World Heritage Sites considered off-limits for
redevelopment. This destruction reached a crescendo in the 1990s
when in the wake of collapsing land prices, landowners maximised
profit margins from their properties, leading to an increasingly vocal
minerity of Kyotoites and their supporters denouncing what Kyoto
Buddhist Association leader Kojo Nagasawa descnibed as “the gradual
Manhatanization of the ci!}r'.
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For many of old Kyoto's benefactors, the completion of the new
Eyoto Station in the face of widespread opposition was the last straw,
The popular English language arts magazine Kyote Journal ran an
issue with a cover image depleting the gigantic edifice as a tombstone
for the city (with "Heian-kyo: 797-1997" inscribed thereon), and an
angry backlash followed. This was led by activists such as American-
born author, traditional arts expert and longtime Kyoto resident Alex
Kerr, who has emerged as a leading figure in Kyotos architectural
preservationist movement. The co-founder and chairman of the lori
Co, a company dedicated to saving and restoring the kyo-machiya
and other traditional structures, Kerr helped generate national and
International interest in the plight of the 28,000 machiya remaining in
the city at the end of the 1990s. .

The subsequant decade would see a remarkable reversal of the city's
mercurial fortunes. A protracted economic recession, in which the

Osaki-Kobe-Kyoto region was particularly hard-hit, prompted Kyoto

and other cities in the area to accord higher priarity to tourism, a move
that coincided with a major domestic tourist push in Japan under
the kanko rikkoku (country based on tourism) platform of Prime
Minister Junichiro Koizumi. A strengthened domestic tourist sector
and renewed interest in the urban landscape of old Kyoto have resulted
in the current ‘Eyoto boom’ in Japan, with the city drawing a record
number of tourists for the sieth consecutive year in 2007, which in tum
s come to serve as a powerful impetas for preservation.

Kyotos tentative return to form is bemg greeted with cautious
optimism by activists such as Kerr. "Basically, there ane two trend s going
on concurrently’ Kerr cxphine. “"On the one hand, the destruction of
the m.ﬂd'.‘l.l].".‘l i= continuing as a.'lwzp. On the other hand, there 15 a o>
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growing move to rebulld and restore [these old buildings]” One of
the most positive recent developments, says Kerr, is a groundbreaking
new zoning law known as the 'Scenery Law” (keikan-hou) that was
adopted in late-2007. Among other things, the law requires that new
buildings have sloping roofs and traditional-style tiles, so as to better
blend with the traditional roofline. "Unfortunately, the law came with

asix-month grace period, which has resulted in an acceleration
of demaolition and rebuilding ahead of [the law's] enforcement. But in
the long run, this is a positive move”

Another problem, according to Kerr, is the overall lack of know-
hﬂwrﬁg;l.rﬂihg how to restore old buildings, stermming from 50 years
of systematic abandonment of such structures, resulting in sloppy
restoration. Moreover, Kerr notes that much of the impetus behind
the resteration of old Kyoto is in fact coming from outside the city,
including vested interests like the Tokyo-based Kiwa Corporation,
i restaurant development firm instrumental in promoting the
redevelopment of machiya as trendy eateries. "Maost of the money is
coming from Tokyo,” says Kerr. “It's people from the rest of Japan who
want to be able to visit a beantiful Kyoto who are behind all this

Problems aside, however, Kerr contends thar there is much cause
for celebration. Amid the widespread securitisation of office and
residential property in Tokye, Osaka and elsewhere, some machiya
properties are being securitised in the form of real estate investment
trusts (REITs). This helps protect old edifices by maximizing their
profitability and suggests that big business is beginning to find
common canse with the preservationists. Furthermore, the approaches
of Kerr and other Kyoto-based preservationists have begun taking root
elsewhere in Japan, particularly in small, depopulated municipalities
desperate for tourist revenue In Kerrs view, Kyotos problems
are 3 reflection of national issues, and both need to be addressed
simultaneously. “Japan [and Kyoto] need a big clean-up,” he says. "And
we're now seeing the fiest little steps. We're still a long way off, but Tm
more hopeful now than I've ever been.”

Change s clearly afoot in Japans histonc capital, and whik Kyoto
may remain far removed from her Helan-penod splendour, the old aty
appears to be slowly but surely finding her footing once again B
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