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A shrinking population offers opportunities for a sustainable Japan 

Since gaining independence in the 1960s and 1970s, developing countries have focused on 

increasing productivity and less time debating the question of what constitutes the good 

society. There was a large disparity between the opportunities of people living in the Third 

World to sustain their vital needs and people living in Japan, the United States, Canada, and the 

European Union. Some developing countries have benefitted globalizing economy and the 

impact of free trade treaties such as NAFTA (and the WTO), while others have not (Mander1 

1991).  

Japan’s Edo period may represent the good society more than modern day society; it was 

sustainable and self reliant. Japan and other Asian countries now have a decreasing population. 

This reduction and those in Europe may help bring population levels back to the earth’s carrying 
capacity. World population has increased from 2.5 billion in 1950 to over 7 billion today2 and 

there are some who think the earth’s carrying capacity has been exceeded. Japan’s land area is 
slightly smaller than the state of California and its population density is 836 per square mile, far 

higher than Canada at 9, Sweden at 57, France at 289 and even Haiti at 7813. This high density 

is reflected in the need for order, oshiyas to push people into trains and the focus on 

miniaturization (bonsai, sushi, calculators, compact discs, cameras and compact cars).  

The population during the Edo period was 30 million and Japan was self-sufficient during that 

time; very little was imported4. In the 1990s Japan only provided one-third of its needs and 

imported 27 million tons of grain5. Currently Japan imports 78% of its energy, 60% of its food6 

and 82% of its construction timber7. The Edo period included innovation such the mechanized 

dolls8 that became the robots of today. Therefore a large population is not needed for 

innovation. 
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The population of Japan reached the replacement level in the 1970s and peaked at 127.79 

million people in 2004. Japan then had the world’s tenth largest population. Life expectancy has 
increased from 76.9 in 1980 to 82.6 currently (see Raines, 2007). One-fifth of Japanese people 

were over 65 in 2006 and this segment of the population is expected to increase to 28.7% in 

2025 and to 35.7% by 20509.  The birthrate for Japanese women in 2005 was 1.26 children10 

this low birth rate has resulted in a decline of 0.2 percent in the population11. Unlike the 

environment, economic programs are human creations and can be changed to match the 

decline in the population. For example, the long-term employment and seniority-based 

compensation traditional to Japanese companies changed in the past decade12 to match 

changes in the economy. This decrease in employer-employee loyalty resulted in a higher than 

traditional unemployment rate and increased poverty.  

Population reduction was planned since the 1950s by men such as John D. Rockefeller who set 

up the Population Council and met with or shared the views of the International Planned 

Parenthood Federation (IPPF), William Vogt of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America 

(PPFA), Paul Ehrlich, Julian Huxley of UNESCO, the UN, the World Bank, pharmaceutical firms, 

and the Ford Foundation13. These international agencies discussed food supplies, development, 

depletion of natural resources and potential political instability from unchecked population 

growth14. Even if they were not motivated by concerns for the welfare of childbearing women15 

and they may have wanted to control the natural resources of other countries, the underlying 

fact that natural resources are limited remains unchanged.  

Forgetting that population decline was in fact planned for, this decline in combination with an 

aging society has been linked by some researchers to inappropriate gender norms16. Kim (2009) 

writes that conservative Confucian society of some Asian countries was one of the factors 
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influencing gender inequality. In 1972 a large majority of women believed in traditional gender 

norms17. In 2002, only 43.2 % of women agreed with traditional gender roles in which only the 

husband worked. If a woman leaves the workforce before age 30 and does not return until age 

42 or older, her career options are limited and this can become a problem if the population is 

shrinking. Flexible workplaces could allow women to either work for a few hours a day; or it 

may be more convenient for women to work for eight hours, two or three days a week 

(Yoshimura  and Anderson,  1997).  

Apparently Japan has already existing, but underused public buildings, museums and concert 

halls that could be used for childcare (Hay, 2009). Childcare could also be combined with 

eldercare18.  Having an economic focus on people rather than infrastructure19 would benefit the 

economy (Fackler, 2009). Japan spent $2.1 trillion on public works from 1991 to 1995 and is 

said to spend $208 billion a year on public work projects or 40% of the national budget2021. 

Many of the construction projects undertaken since the 1990s governments did not stimulate 

the economy in a self-sustaining way (Inagaki and Fukase 2012)22.  

Professor Toshihiro Ihori of the University of Tokyo told the New York Times that the US was 

correct in spending more money on energy and information-technology infrastructure and 

implied that Japan should do the same. Japan currently imports 78% of its energy. Alternative 

energy contributes less than 1.5% of Japan’s current electricity supply23. Having 35% of Japan's 

energy needs being met by renewable sources could be achieved before 2030 if government 

approvals are speeded up. Much of the necessary environmental information such as bird 
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migration routes24, is available and should be used as a guide to prevent windmills from being 

located in certain areas25 (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. Migratory bird route over Japan. Source: R. Fuller School of Biological 

Sciences, University of Queensland, St Lucia, Qld 4072, Australia 

Japan can be a pioneer in creating sound technology like acoustic cues that would prevent birds 

from flying too close to windmills. Sounds in the range of 2 – 4 kHz would not annoy humans 

but might help birds avoid the blades26. Hodos tested various visual deterrents27 but they were 

not fail-safe. Japanese kite technology could be used to develop airborne wind turbines. 

Scientists from Delft University of Technology in the Netherlands used a 10-sq metre high-

altitude kite tethered to a generator, to produce 10 kilowatts of power, or enough for ten 
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homes28. The project, called Laddermill, was headed by Professor Wubbo Ockels. Softbank a 

mobile phone company has announced plans to build both a wind farm and a solar farm on 

Hokkaido island.29 

Hydropower is the leading source of renewable energy In Japan, producing about 22 GW at 

approximately 1,859 sites30 with 26 sites under construction and 2,714 untapped. There are 

small hydropower projects in Yamanashi prefecture and large projects in Kanagawa prefecture. 

Hydropower is suited to Japan and there are many utility companies, firms, and government 

agencies involved such as Hitachi Limited (NYSE:HIT) (Tokyo), Mitsubishi Electric Corporation 

(TYO:6503) (Tokyo), and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries Limited (MHI) (TYO:7011) (Tokyo).  

Japan’s feed-in tariff system obliges Japan's 10 regional power utilities to buy electricity 

generated by solar and wind projects, paying about ¥40 (50 cents) per kilowatt-hour and ¥23 

per kilowatt-hour, respectively. Solar tariff payments are set for 20 years, wind tariff payments 

for 15 (Iwata, 2012).  

Japan in the future can have a smaller population, with more land area, more space for wild 

animals and for livestock rearing. A smaller global population means more fish in the sea. The 

total catch of ocean fish increased from 18.5 million metric tonnes in 1950 to 73.5 million metric 

tonnes in 1996 (400%)31. The fish catch began to level off in the 70's and the catch per capita 

peaked at 14.4 kg per person per year. Many scientists consider that 69% of fish species are 

either fully exploited or over exploited and declining. Only 9% of species have potential for 

increased fishing. The Atlantic Cod and high value groundfish have declined dramatically.  

Japan’s population density is one of the highest in the world and this can produce negative 
health effects, for example many Japanese people wear face masks to avoid spreading or 

catching diseases. This is not common outside of Asia.  

A natural experiment on air quality and health was conducted during the Beijing Olympics in 

2008. Over 300,000 polluting vehicles (about 10% of total) were barred from the Olympic area 

in order to decrease pollution for athletes and visitors. The number of vehicles was reduced by 

about 1.9 million or 60% of the total fleet during the Games. Emissions of black carbon, carbon 

monoxide and ultrafine particles were reduced by 33%, 47%, and 78% respectively compared 
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to the year before the Olympics. Frequency of respiratory illnesses during the 2008 games ware 

reduced compared to previous years due to the reduction of vehicles on the road (Wang et al., 

200932; Jentes et al., 201033). A future Japan can emulate the self-sufficiency of the Edo period. 

Japan’s population at that time was 30 million. A reduction in population should alleviate 
environmental concerns and reduce the possible negative effects of climate change on Japan. 

These effects are said to include an increase in temperature of 1 to 3 degrees Celsius; a change 

in the growing season, reduced fresh water in some places and reduced rice yields34.  

Japan’s cherry blossom festivals have provided data on climate change, some of the data goes 

back to the 11th century. Academics Richard Primack35 and Hiroyoshi Higuchi analyzed the data 

of the cherry (Prunus serrulata var. spontanea) blossom festivals and found that the mean air 

temperature in March has slowly risen since the industrial revolution beginning in 1830 (3.4°C 

in Kyoto), which means that trees are flowering a week or more earlier than previously. The 

increase in temperature is linked partly to increased urbanization (2.8°C) but 18% of the 

increase is attributed to climate change.  
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