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(1) High-emitting industrial infrastructure
and sense of identity
Leslie Mabon

School of Applied Social Studies, Robert Gordon
University

l.j.mabon@rgu.ac.uk

Twitter: @ljmabon

Blog: energyvalues.wordpress.com

Since 2014, | have been conducting field re-
search in lburi Subprefecture, in the south of Hok-
kaido. Much of my early research was focused on
energy issues in coastal communities, in particular
the geological storage of carbon dioxide. Toma-
komai City is host to one of the world’s first large-
scale demonstrations of this new climate change
mitigation technology. | was therefore interested to
find out why the community was supportive of — or
at least not strongly opposed to — a project that has
the potential to be quite controversial in a country
with recent negative experience of the relationship
between seismic activity and energy infrastructure.
Quickly, however, | realised that it was only possi-
ble to understand the carbon dioxide storage pro-
ject in the much wider context of Tomakomai and
Iburi’s relationship with industry and natural re-
sources. It is this relationship between industrial
landscapes and sense of identity that | want to dis-
cuss in this article.

Before | start the narrative of a community rela-
tionship with industry in Iburi Subprefecture, |
would like to explain about the research tech-
niques | have utilised across this research. As

above, this is research which has been ongoing

10
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since 2014, firstly through a Japan Foundation Fel-
lowship, thereafter an International Collaboration
Grant from the UK Carbon Capture and Storage
Research Centre, then a Regional Studies Early
Career Grant, and most recently an Economic and
Social Research Council-Arts and Humanities Re-
search Council UK-Japan project into resilient
coastal communities. At first, the research was
mainly interview-based, focusing on local govern-
ments, industry organisations, civil society groups
such as environmental NGOs, and other people
with an interest in the coastal environment such as
fishers. Thereafter, | developed a greater interest
in the environmental history of Tomakomai in par-
ticular, and expanded into archival research in the
city library to look at historical newspaper reports,
environmental impact assessments and govern-
ment documents. As a geographer, | am of course
also interested in ethnographic and observational
approaches, and keep detailed field notes and
photographs all the time when | am doing research.

In both Tomakomai and Muroran — the two main
cities in Iburi Subprefecutre — industry is not some-
thing which is hidden out of the way. Rather, both
the physical infrastructure and the companies be-
hind it are closely connected to daily living. This is
especially apparent in Tomakomai, where the two
hundred-metre high chimney from the Oji Paper
factory dominates the city skyline (and fortunately
makes it very easy for me to find my way during
fieldwork). In both cities, the presence of the oper-
ators of major industry are never far away. Big
sheets of metal straight out of the furnaces hang in
the entrance halls of Muroran Institute of Technol-
ogy. A sign proudly declares they were donated by
Nippon Steel, operators of one of Muroran’s steel
works. The largest green space in the centre of

Tomakomai, adjacent to the city library, is named
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the ‘Idemitsu Culture Park’ after the owners of the
large oil refinery which — coincidentally — provides
the carbon dioxide for the geological storage
demonstration | mentioned above.

It is also noticeable that local society does not
have an entirely negative view towards industry
and its infrastructure. This is especially apparent
on social media. The Twitter account @muroran-
yakei ' has over 5000 followers, and regularly
posts images of Muroran’s various refineries and
steelworks illuminated at night. Local business and
residents in Tomakomai collaborated to produce
‘Tomakomai Style,” a parody of the popular K-Pop
song Gangnam Style, with scenes filmed in front of
the Qji Paper factory and at the city’s industrial
port?. These high-emitting industries thus appropri-
ated by the surrounding communities as a symbol
of identity. Indeed, the physical landmarks of steel-,
petrochemical- and paper-making find their way
into the branding of both cities. Tomakomai City
Government utilises a stylised version of the red-
and-white Qji chimney in some of its public-facing
communications. Cooling towers from the city’s
steelworks feature prominently in tote bags sold
within Muroran. Industrial activity is very much
linked to a sense of place and local identity.

Figure 1: Idemitsu Culture Park in Tomakomai City

(source: image by author)

! https:/twitter.com/muroranyakei
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It is of course important not to over-sentimental-
ise the relationship between high-emitting indus-
tries and their surrounding communities. Although
environmental issues and pollution are relatively
well-controlled now, there is a long history in Toma-
komai of industrial activity having negative effects
on the city’s coastal Sakhalin surf clam fishers.
Pulp discharges from the Qji Paper plant had neg-
ative effects on the clams and led to a dispute with
fishers running over several decades in the middle
of the 20™ Century. Thereafter, dumping of mud in
Tomakomai Bay from the expansion of Tomakomai
West Port (alongside the expansion of the oil refin-
ery and nearby manufacturing) prompted protests
from fishers in the early 1970s.

Then, there is also the issue of climate change.
Industrial activity — and by extension the economy
and employment base — in Iburi Subprefecture is
closely linked to four of the top five emissions re-
duction areas in Japan’s submission to the Paris
Agreement. These are energy-originated carbon
dioxide (the Tomato-Atsuma coal-fired power plant
east of Tomakomai is the largest thermal power
station in Hokkaido); iron and steel (a huge part of
Muroran’s identity); the chemical industry (Toma-
komai hosts a large refinery); and pulp and paper
(a very significant activity to Tomakomai). There is
no suggestion at present that any of these activities
will be targeted due to climate change imperatives.
Yet it raises the difficult question of what to do
when a city’s identity, and also its economy and
employment base, is perhaps incompatible with cli-
mate change mitigation. Indeed, very recently
JXTG has closed its Muroran petrochemicals plant
due to falling demand for petrol in Japan, which

has the potential to affect over 200 jobs.

2 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=53GdMTwxydE



#HE&%%a>Y— 7L NEWSLETTER ISSUE NO.12

Spring 2019

Figure 2: Poster Promoting Nighttime Sightseeing

of Industrial Infrastructure in Muroran City (source:

image by author)
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Climate change and environmental imperatives

thus present a real challenge for cities such as
Tomakomai and Muroran. If local pride and identity
is closely connected to high-emitting infrastructure,
then what might happen to people’s sense of being
when that infrastructure is removed or no longer
required? In both cities, the local government is try-
ing to harness this historical context of innovation
and industry, and use it to create a positive vision
for the future. As an interviewed local government
official from Muroran City explained, “the industry
itself might not be low-carbon, but the things we
make can be low-carbon.” The hope is that the
steelmaking and manufacturing capabilities in the
city can be put to good use in producing, for exam-
ple, wind turbine blades. Currently, a solitary
demonstration turbine stands at the port connected
to Nippon Steel Works as a demonstration of what
can be done rather than a source of low-carbon
electricity. Similarly for Tomakomai, the amount of
carbon dioxide sequestered through the capture
and storage project will not make a significant re-
duction to Japan’s overall emissions, but the city
government is keen to use the demonstration to
symbolise a turn in the city towards low-carbon in-

novation.
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A community’s relationship with large, high-emit-
ting industry can therefore be complex. To under-
stand fully why a community feels the way it does
in the present towards an industry and its operators,
we need to look to the history and understand the
social and cultural context. Moreover, it is also the
case that there will be different histories and differ-
ent viewpoints within the community. This rich con-
textual knowledge is important to imagine path-
ways into the future for communities, and espe-
cially the workers within them, as Japan faces en-

ergy transitions and climate obligations.

Figure 3: Oji Paper Factory Chimney Included in

Tomakomai City Government Public Information

Material (source: image by author)
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(2) Thinking from the Yamanote

Jamie Coates and Mark Pendleton
(The University of Sheffield, UK)

Tokyo’s iconic green loop line, the Yamanote,
marked the 130th anniversary of its initial open-
ing and 90~ anniversary of its completion as a
loop in 2015. Like many scholars who have stud-
ied, worked, and conducted research in Tokyo,
the Yamanote was ever present in our work.
Mark Pendleton’s work on the relationship be-
tween memory, history, and disruptions in the
everyday rhythms of life in urban Japan, such as
the Aum subway gas attacks, saw him con-
stantly return to the major hubs where many of
these events had occurred. And Jamie Coates’
interest in emerging new Chinese communities
in Tokyo, led him to become increasingly fo-
cused on liminal spaces along the Yamanote.
Talking to colleagues it became clear we were
not alone in our curiosity about the Yamanote’s
relationship to our research, yet to our surprise
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there did not appear to be any recent work that
engaged with the Yamanote in serious scholarly
ways.

In an effort to address this gap, and to cele-
brate the anniversary of the Yamanote’s comple-
tion, we organised a double panel at the Associ-
ation for Asian Studies conference in Chicago in
2015, inviting an interdisciplinary group of schol-
ars from anthropology, media studies, architec-
ture, film studies, visual art and history. The aim
was to explore how thinking from the Yamanote
might afford new ways of thinking about Tokyo,
Japan, and urban life more generally. We took
inspiration from Azuma Hiroki and Kitada Aki-
hiro’s 2007 book Tokyb kara kangaeru: kakusa,
kogai, nashonarizumu (Thinking from Tokyo: dis-
parity, periphery, nationalism), and purposefully
chose the phrase ‘thinking from’ rather than
‘thinking about’, to emphasise our focus on the
Yamanote as a springboard for wider conversa-
tions. The Chicago discussions led to an exciting
special issue of the journal Japan Forum, which
came out in May 2018 entitled ‘Thinking from the
Yamanote: Space, Place and Mobility in Tokyo's
Past and Present'.

In both our panel discussions and the subse-
quent special issue, it became clear that thinking
from the Yamanote afforded new ways of think-
ing about the relationship between space, mobil-
ity, and the everyday in Tokyo. The Yamanote’s
improvised completion gave birth to many of the
most well-known spaces in Tokyo today. This
suggests that the construction of Tokyo’s transit
system actively produced places, rather than
simply connecting pre-existing locations. Origi-
nally conceived as a private cargo line bringing
produce from north of Akabane to the metropolis
and its ports, the Yamanote eventually linked up
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with other train lines to form a circle in 1925. It
connected the historically separate shitamachi
of the eastern half of the city, traditionally home
to merchants and the working classes, to the ya-
manote of the west, where elites had historically
held large estates. But it also produced many
new places, one of the first being Ikebukuro,
which did not formally exist prior to the construc-
tion of its station in 1903. The Yamanote’s circle
continues to provide a key structuring device in
the city today, connecting the transporter hubs of
Shinjuku, Shibuya, Tokyo, Ueno and more, as
well as demarcating the downtown of the city
from the outskirts and suburbs. Perhaps under-
standably then, people have used the Yamanote
as a means to make sense of their lives in the
city and in the process, transformed its function
and the function of the areas that surround it.
We divided the issue into two parts, with the
first group thinking about various sites and loca-
tions around the Yamanote line. While the au-
thors of these articles necessarily concerned
themselves with specific locations, they demon-
strated the ways in which differing human inter-
actions and mobilities have helped produce
these specific spaces. Jamie Coates’ contribu-
tion started from an interest in how the Ya-
manote might explain the stigma surrounding
Ike-
bukuro, Tokyo’s second busiest station in the

contemporary Chinese communities in

northwest of the loop line. Through ethnographic,
and historical analysis, he found that Ikebukuro’s
liminal status relates to its historical position on
the edge of central Tokyo. From a blackmarket
to avant garde communities, migrants and mis-
fits, Ikebukuro appears to have always been
home to ‘edgy’ people. Suzanne Mooney

showed how the Yamanote not only produced
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new liminal spaces across Tokyo, but also within
its very own structures. The Yamanote is largely
raised above ground, leaving significant space
under its tracks, which has been used for differ-
ent social interactions and cultural innovation, in-
cluding informal homeless camps, tiny bars,
food establishments, and a range of other pur-
poses. Mooney examined these ‘constructed un-
dergrounds’ through her art practice to show
how peripatetic encounters with the Yamanote
produce new spaces. While Mooney and Coates
examined liminality at points along the line, Jo-
seph Hankins discussed how being discon-
nected from the loop line also marks forms of so-
cial exclusion, in particular the ‘buraku’ commu-
nities who live in geographically difficult to ac-
cess locations beyond the Yamanote. Focusing
on daily sojourns that cut across the Yamanote,
Hankins demonstrated the tension between inti-
macy, estrangement and exclusion in the daily
commutes of stigmatised people.

The other grouping started with the loop as a
whole, thinking about how the circular organisa-
tion of the line frames people’s encounters with
each other and how this has been represented
in various cultural texts and performances. Jen-
nifer Coates showed how the Yamanote is used
in cinematic texts include arthouse and block-
buster films like Kohr Jikd (Café Lumiere, 2005)
and Anata o wasurenai (26 Years Diary, 2007)
as both a transformative and contemplative
space. She argued that the Yamanote allows
filmic explorations of outsider subjectivities in To-
kyo, while positioning these within the city. From
filmic encounters to computer game encounters
Keiko Nishimura explored how the ‘surechigai
sociality’ of urban Japan took on new meanings
when proximity-based social networking apps
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and games intersected along the circulations of
the Yamanote. These cultural representations
embody the way the Yamanote stands as an im-
portant icon of quotidian life in Tokyo, which
Mark Pendleton highlights through his examina-
tion of how artists and activists have intervened
into the mundane everyday space of the train
carriage to raise questions about the nature of
urban life, across the two decades since the col-
lapse of the postwar Bubble.

Together the special issue asked important
questions for Japanese Studies and for scholars
in other disciplines, including sociologists. We
explored how people live in Tokyo, both in the
past and today; how processes of mobility
around the city have helped shape and reshape
urban landscapes and social relations; and the
role of mobilities in how we conceive of Japan
more generally as a place and/or context. The
introduction of a new station, Takanawa Gétowei
(Takanawa Gateway), along the Yamanote as
part of the preparations for the Tokyo 2020 Sum-
mer Olympics, suggests that these themes and
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question are likely to become even more perti-
nent in coming years. This was struck home as
we followed debates about the name on social
media, where online commentators suggested
alternative names for the Yamanote’s current
stations, including Yarakuché Orumosutoginza
(Yurakucho Almost Ginza) and the even more
amusing, Tabata Nashingu (Tabata Nothing).
The Yamanote also continues to feature in other
cultural forms including music videos, animation,
and literature, such as Y4 Miri’'s 2014 novel JR
Ueno-eki kobenguchi [published in English as To-
kyo Ueno Station in 2019]. We look forward to
seeing more Yamanote scholarship in the years
to come!

You can access the table of contents for the
special issue via the Japan Forum website here:
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rjfo20/30/2.

The introductory article, by us, is available freely
for everyone to read, thanks to the University of
Sheffield’s open access policy.
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