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Abstract: ‘Machizukuri’ is translated by most commentators as ‘place or city making’ and mainly refers
to the direct participation of citizens into urban planning and construction. The present paper discusses
the concept and evolution of machizukuri from a social movement to ‘soft-infrastructure’ at city
level, focused on serving community needs in post-disaster settings. The 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
Earthquake in Kobe is chosen as the main case study, in order to review the role and process of
machizukuri in disaster management in the context of urban renewal. This is followed by a discussion
on the possibility of replicating this model in other contexts and the challenges which machizukuri
and similar bottom-up groups are faced with in ensuring their sustainability. The paper argues
that the culture and personal engagement of the citizens, and the commitment of national and local
governments to cooperate with civil society groups, are essential in this process. Finally, the study
suggests that the utilization of this concept has proved that there are undeniable benefits in engaging
civil society in decision-making processes and initiatives, with the ultimate aim to create communities
capable of overcoming the catastrophic consequences of disasters.

Keywords: machizukuri; civil society; grass-roots innovation; sustainable mechanisms; disaster
response; urban development

1. Introduction

The concept of community-led planning is rooted in Japanese society since post World War II.
After the war, the country felt it needed to regain its dignity. Its approach was to turn a devastated
land into a country full-of-hope by rapid and intensive development. Industries in urban areas had
led to increased pollution in most cities. These impacts prompted communities to form movements
to engage and speak up about the increasing environmental and health issues they were facing.
These community organizations developed under the name ‘machizukuri’. Following these events,
machizukuri has evolved as the most influential community-based organization in city planning,
aiming to prevent unwanted changes and to promote compliance with citizens’ needs in reconstruction
and city development [1]. Later on, the influence of civil society groups also played a significant role in
disaster management.

The present paper discusses the concept and evolution of machizukuri from social movement
to ‘soft-infrastructure’ at a city level, focused on serving community needs in post-disaster settings.
First, introduction or background of the establishment of machizukuri as community movement is
presented to give a general idea of the process and its origins. After that, the 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji
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Earthquake in Kobe was chosen as a case study, in order to review the role and process of machizukuri
in disaster management in the context of urban renewal and land readjustment. Next, challenges in
utilizing the machizukuri concept and practice in the process of city planning are discussed, as well as
some lessons learned from community-based activities in participatory planning. Finally, the current
research will seek to illustrate how these lessons could be replicated in new contexts in the region
and beyond. Possible improvements or opportunities are proposed for establishing more sustainable
mechanisms for civil society engagement in disaster management.

2. Community-Based Post-Disaster Recovery

Community-based disaster management has been in the focus of international organizations,
non-for-profit organizations, and governments for more than two decades and practice has proved
that there are numerous benefits of engaging residents in decision-making and planning. International
frameworks—such as the Hyogo Framework for Action and the following Sendai Framework for
Disaster Risk Reduction—encourage governments to work together with communities in devising new
policies for disaster prevention and response, through raising awareness and building capacity [2].

The 2015 Global Assessment Report reiterated on the importance of community-based policies
and practices. The report, however, also expressed the concern that even though the matter has become
a mainstream topic in discussions at all levels of policy, the reality is that community empowerment
and engagement is still rather marginal [3].

Matsuoka et al. [4] argue that the success of community-based approaches depends on two
major factors: (1) the willingness of the people within a given community to be involved in disaster
management; (2) and the links between the community and the authorities responsible for its
governance. The authors are cautious about a relationship, where the community takes over the whole
of the decision-making process and seizes to rely on the government administration. Instead, they
prescribe a relationship, where community knowledge and capacities are recognized, enhanced, and
included in the decision-making process and in disaster-related activities [4].

Linking to the first statement on people’s level of participation, Aldrich [5] commented that
social bonds are key in post-disaster recovery. The study suggested that whether local governments
conducted activities adequately or not, it was the communities’ that played the most important role
at all stages of the disaster cycle [5]. The World Health Organization assessed that most lives are
saved within the first few hours after a disaster, through local response teams. Therefore, the complex
issues resulting from a disaster, related to restoring livelihoods and ensuring public health, are more
efficiently addressed if the community is active and well organized [6].

One of the most difficult hurdles to overcome in community-based approaches for disaster
management, however, is namely the issue of sustainability. Community involvement is often initiated
by organizations and agencies for a specific project or only in the recovery phase of a disaster, after
which the engagement is discontinued. Other issues might be related to the lack of funds or lack of
well-established partnerships, community fatigue, or lack of ownership by the community [7].

Among the many case studies from research and practice there is but a stark example for long-term
community engagement, not only in disaster management, but in various aspects of local development,
which is the rather unique case of the Japanese practice of ‘machizukuri’. Machizukuri has had an
important transformative power both in mobilizing communities and in establishing new policies
and processes for government-community collective decision-making. The authors consider that this
concept could pave the way towards more sustainable policies and practice in civic engagement now
and in the future.

3. Development of the Machizukuri Concept

‘Machizukuri’ is translated by most commentators as ‘place or city making’ and mainly refers
to the direct participation of citizens into urban planning and construction. The desired outcome
is neighborhoods which are built according to the needs and preferences of the local communities,
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reflecting the values and lifestyle of the people living in the area. This concept is a stark departure
from the more traditional approach of top-down bureaucratic city planning. Machizukuri is based on
the traditional strong connection of the Japanese people to their community and neighborhood and
brings together citizens, small and large private businesses, experts, and volunteers, not only from the
immediate locality, but also from other cities and regions [8].

The concept is not a new one. As mentioned earlier, the rapid industrial expansion in the
interwar years and after World War II lead to increased urbanization, but also to increased pollution
and to disruptions in the social fabric. A large movement was born as a result of the accumulated
frustration of the people, demanding increased attention to the impacts of urbanization on health
and the environment. In 1968, the government responded to this plight by passing the City Planning
Law, which allowed local administrations to arrange their own local urban planning and development
initiatives [9].

In the 1970s, the decentralization of decision-making power eased the process of accommodating
the requirements of civil society and a number of local governments supported the establishment of
machizukuri groups. In 1978, the establishment of a Machizukuri Council in Mano district in Kobe
was seen as a means to an end in preventing population shrinkage through attracting young families
to live in the area [8].

In the 1980s, the government established the Urban Design Department to facilitate citizens’
involvement in urban planning and since the 1990s the concept has been widely used in a variety of
activities, including architectural conservation projects. As a result of decades of experience, working
together with civil groups and seeing the positive results from the cooperation, the Japanese changed
the original term for ‘urban planning’—in urban design [9].

In 1992, an amendment to the City Planning Law required that municipalities consult citizens
in drafting a new Master Plan for urban development. Kobe completed its Master Plan in 1993,
after extensive consultations with civil groups. These existing links, as well as the availability of a
Master Plan itself, proved to be important factors during the response to and recovery from the Great
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake, which hit Kobe in 1995 [1]. In a sense, 1995 was a cornerstone year for the
development and expansion of the machizukuri concept, and for the inclusion of civil society into
disaster response and recovery in general.

3.1. Case Study: Disaster Profile

On 17 January 1995, a devastating earthquake with a seismic magnitude of 7.3 struck Japan’s
Hyogo Prefecture. The Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake occurred in Kobe City, built on a narrow 2
to 3 km wide coastal plain, surrounded by the Rokko Mountains and the Osaka Bay. The disaster
took the lives of approximately 6000 people and injured over 30,000. It also demolished more than
200,000 buildings and damaged around 180,000 buildings, as fires took off after the immediate disaster.
As a result, more than 300,000 people became homeless. The estimated economic loss amounted to
approximately 200 billion USD [10].

Noda Hokubu and Matsumoto districts in West Kobe’s Nagata Ward were identified as the most
affected areas due to the fires. This was caused by the poor quality of house construction, as the many
old timber wood houses lined on narrow streets in those neighborhoods fed the fires right after the
earthquake. The neighborhood arrangement consequently hindered the fire-fighters’ access the affected
areas and many modern buildings with concrete columns also collapsed into the narrow streets [8].

The earthquake damaged several pivotal infrastructure networks. According to The Great
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake Statistics and Restoration Progress report, produced in 2012, the traffic
networks were also disrupted, as the Hanshin Expressway Route 3 (Kobe Route) and Route 5 (Wangan
Route) collapsed onto the road below. Railway and bullet train tracks were damaged as well. Healey [9]
argued that this was the result of negligence in inner city development, whereas major development
efforts were focused on the reclamation of land for the construction of artificial islands in the coastline
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area. However, the reclaimed lands were also affected by the combination of vertical and horizontal
earthquake movement [10].

The levels of destruction and damage caused by the Kobe earthquake prompted a significant
volunteer action and the activation of the local machizukuri groups. The active engagement of civil
society in the response and recovery phases of the earthquake became a turning point in expanding
the role and concept of machizukuri.

3.2. Civil Society Engagement

The rapid and large-scale land reconstruction in Kobe after the disaster exhibits the role of
city administration in using decentralization as means to endorse ‘build back better’ in disaster
management. One of the quick measures undertaken by the local government was to establish so
called umbrellas for land reconstruction. Within a short period after the earthquake, the administration
published policies for urban planning and tried to gain recognition for further decentralization as a
long-term planning strategy. In addition, the local government published building restrictions policy
for six areas on 1 February, followed by a law for Special Measures for the Reconstruction of Destroyed
Areas, passed on 26 February. However, at first, the government did not consult or engage with the
affected communities, opting for quick recovery and reconstruction. This resulted in opposition to
the proposed projects, as the planned rebuilding location was far from the original neighborhood
of the affected people. Citizens were also frustrated with the lack of information and clarity on the
reconstruction work planned by the local authorities [11].

The communities, together with civil society organizations, quickly organized among themselves
into machizukuri groups and put forward their demands. Most of the groups consisted of local
land and property owners and residents with small businesses and were concentrated around urban
redevelopment or readjustment areas [8,12]. The initial community response was started by some 30
volunteers from Kobe and the nearby cities. They organized themselves to effectively share information
and bring together other machizukuri groups to coordinate planning activities. This network managed
to provide essential assistance in matters such as legal issues and fundraising. They also organized
a number of local festivals and community projects, which helped in overcoming the psychological
trauma from the disaster, making citizens feel useful through making them a part of the process for the
recovery of their own neighborhoods [12].

During the recovery phase it became apparent that there were several existing faults with
pre-disaster urban planning and construction. Infrastructure was not built according to the claimed
standards, revealing corrupt contracting practices and mismanagement. Another lesson was how
important and efficient community response could be, as machizukuri groups were able to organize
various representatives—including volunteers, urban planners, and academics—and to provide
meaningful input to reconstruction initiatives. These groups also managed to connect to networks
outside of Kobe, mobilizing additional support and funding. They also assisted in limiting the spread
of the fires and in rescuing the elderly and injured people, providing basic supplies and shelter [9].

3.3. Process and Innovation

The concept of machizukuri became a great example of the participation of civil society in urban
planning, and particularly in post-disaster urban redevelopment planning. The role of civil society
groups encompassed the shared-values and lifestyles of citizens, delivered in a constructive manner,
through regular meetings and consultations among community members and the local urban planners
and specialist groups [8,11].

The machizukuri organizations were, as a matter of fact, authorized in 1982 under the Kobe
City Machizukuri Ordinance, long before the disaster occurred. Kobayashi [12] mentions that the
residents could play an important role in the aftermath of the 1995 earthquake because they were
accustomed to the city planning process, and because they received wide support among citizens. The
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local government recognized the voice of the community and engaged the machizukuri groups in the
rebuilding process.

However, machizukuri engagement was not smooth in all areas. The initial absence of local
machizukuri in land redevelopment in the Rokko-michi Station South Area, one of the worst affected
areas, led the social movement to file a lawsuit against the City Planning Office. Relocated local
residents at that time were shocked by the original plan from the administration, which was seen
to detriment their social life and ties. As a result, a revised plan of the initial redevelopment plan,
consisting of high-rise apartment buildings, was put forward. As a prerequisite it required the
establishment of machizukuri council to accommodate community aspirations. This Council later
became one of the bases for a legitimized participatory planning approach [8].

These processes provided the foundation for bridging local machizukuri groups with city officials
in reconstruction planning. It aimed to improve livability by working with local administration in
a more fluid manner within the technocratic top-down bureaucracy. The presence of supporting
networks was also seen as one of the contributing factors for the local machizukuri process to deliver
innovation and ideas through intense assistance. Partnerships with other groups and towns led to
the creation of social activities. Planners, architects, academic researchers, and other specialists from
outside of Kobe contributed to linking the machizukuri groups and the local government, effectively
improving the communication between all stakeholders [8,12]. The specialists assisted in the creation of
basic plans for the implementation of projects in land redevelopment, readjustment, and revitalization.
Their proposals allowed for re-building the residential areas in a more cooperative way, with improved
urban design, in order to provide more affordable housing to low-income residents, and to keep small
parks around neighborhoods for social interaction [8,9,11].

Efforts were also focused on maintaining the characteristics of the residential areas as they were
prior to the disaster and on achieving the desired neighborhood. In Noda Hokubu district, the
community agreed to the planned necessary street widening but insisted that streets remained narrow
enough to allow social cohesion among neighbors [11]. Some additional urban features were installed
in public spaces as requested by the residents, such as scattered small parks around the neighborhoods
and a small meandering stream along the main road in Matsumoto district, with the purpose to increase
livability, moving towards an eco-neighborhood. What is more, an integrated community center was
built in the Rokko Park to ensure future re-developments were in accordance with the desires and the
needs of the local citizens [8].

The contribution of machizukuri in Mano district was gradual and was focused on providing
an environmentally-friendly and healthy neighborhood, aiming to attract newcomers, in an attempt
to tackle the issue of population decline in the area. In comparison, the process in the Rokko-michi
Station South Area was more radical, as citizens had more pressing demands [13]. This reflects the
flexibility of the machizukuri concept and process in post-disaster reconstruction planning, as it allows
for developing different approaches, depending on the characteristics of the residents, the specific
needs, the neighborhood, and the leadership style itself.

4. Machizukuri after Kobe

Machizukuri groups have remained active since the Kobe earthquake and have provided significant
support in later disasters and in general urban development across Japan and beyond. After the 1995
disaster authorities in Japan put efforts not only in enhancing communities’ capacities to respond to
crises, but also in linking local governments into networks and forming alliances between cities to
encourage mutual help and assistance. When a typhoon struck the city of Toyoka in 2004, the alliance
proved its effectiveness, as neighboring cities and prefectures rushed to assist the affected area. In 2011,
the Union of Kansai Local Governments, consisting of seven prefectures, sent experts and personnel,
emergency aid and goods, and assisted in building temporary shelters in the aftermath of the Great
East Japan Earthquake [7].
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In the response to the 2011 disaster, a top-down approach was still dominating, but here the role
of local governments was sought, in order to understand and facilitate communities’ involvement in
the disaster relief efforts. One month after the disaster, the then Prime-Minister Naoto Kan established
a Reconstruction Design Council with the aim to discuss the best approach to recovery. The outcome
document, produced by the Council, clearly indicated that the community should be at the center of
the recovery efforts [14].

The 2011 Tohoku earthquake highlighted the importance of engaging civil society in disaster
response, pointing out the ability of machizukuri centers to efficiently collect funds, to organize
group activities, to perform capacity building initiatives, and to support affected people with basic
commodities and shelter. In some cases, the establishment of such groups was supported by the local
municipalities. In other places, it was various experts and academic institutions, such as the University
of Tokyo and the Iwate Prefecture University, who proposed the establishment of machizukuri. The
process shows that the concept of machizukuri was highly valued and the role of the community was
considered central, not only as impact receivers but also as recovery beneficiaries [15].

It is also worth pointing out that machizukuri groups have the potential to contribute at different
levels or stages of disaster risk management. The Great East Japan Earthquake generated wide
community participation and was valuable in disaster relief in terms of providing temporary housing
facilities. In Otsuchi, it concentrated on housing planning, the layout of individual housing units, the
location of housing, and the integration with other facilities for sustainable community rebuilding [15].
New innovative approaches were employed in the effort. Wooden decks were used to create alleys,
which the community used for enhancing social interaction. The alleys connected with the support
center, providing residents with access to care services. The wooden decks also connected citizens with
shops and offices in the nearby Heita Park. The general activities of this community-based organization
were continued after the Tohoku disaster and were since seen as “recovery machizukuri” [14].

Machizukuri activities became even more active in the post-reconstruction period. Since 2012,
community-support funds have been increasing, providing assistance in 2013 for the development
of the New Tohoku Leading Model Project. Some supporting networks of community activities
were applied with regards to machizukuri funds and new collaboration mechanism for industrial
development, by endorsing community business and health and wealth services. Later on, meetings
and conferences were held, such as the conferences in October 2013 and February 2014, delivering an
outcome report with proposals on industry and tourism, medical care and welfare, local community,
disaster prevention, and education [14].

Another similar example is the so called ‘Machizukuri Funds’ initiative, which is in practice a
charity fund supported by local residents, private sectors and the government, focusing on townscape
preservation, community regeneration, tourism promotion, etc. By 2006, approximately 200 such funds
were created, generating millions of Yen, entirely committed to ‘social good’ projects. Residents, who
have donated to the Machizukuri Funds, often also become more interested and engaged with the
various activities of the machizukuri groups [13].

Machizukuri groups have also been key in promoting climate change adaptation, which is relevant
to disaster prevention efforts. In Kyoto, machizukuri groups have taken firm actions since 1997, when
the city hosted the COP III conference. Civil society was an important part of establishing Kyoto’s
Global Warming Countermeasures Promotion Program, aiming to significantly reduce the city’s carbon
dioxide output. In 2010 the program was revised and the new agenda included monitoring of the policy
progress on climate action, based on indicators, as well as specific measures such as (a) re-designing
the city to be more walk- and bicycle-friendly; (b) encouraging local projects for private business
innovation research; (c) creating Kyoto city carbon offset facility; (d) promoting better utilization of
daylight hours, thus saving electricity. Furthermore, a 4.2-MW solar power plant was built to provide
electric power to approximately 1000 households. All of these initiatives were possible because of the
dedicated efforts of residents and civil society groups pushing for particular policies and monitoring
their proper implementation [13].
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Other countries have also taken interest in the Japanese experience in working together with civil
society. Machizukuri has become particularly popular in Korea and Taiwan from 1980s onwards. In
Korea is it called ‘Maeul-Mandeulgi’ and in Taiwan—‘SheQu-YingZao’. The principle is considered an
important part of community planning and townscape design and development. Countries such as
New Zealand and the UK have also looked into how machizukuri practice can be transferred to the
realities of their locality [8,16].

The ‘Maeul-Mandeulgi’ practice in South Korea, for instance, started as a community initiative,
without the participation of governmental bodies. Some cases date back from the early 1990s, when
a group of families in Seongmisan Town, in Mapo-gu district, gathered around the idea to create a
child cooperative. In the following decades, such spontaneous groups arose for different reasons, most
notably after 2003 when a large group of residents combined efforts to protest against construction
works on the nearby Seongmisan Mountain. These efforts had lasting effects in building the local
community as such and in preserving the local area according to the needs and traditions of the dwellers.
Community groups were also formed around various other initiatives, such as the preservation of
historic city sites and the improvement of environmental preservation [17].

In the beginning, these groups saw very little support from fellow residents, civil society or the
local governments but with time, and with the success of such activities, their prominence increased.
In 2000, the local government of Seoul launched an official program as a response to the citizens’
demands to restore and preserve a traditional residential area in the city. Later, in 2008, the Seoul
Metropolitan Government launched a new community-based urban regeneration approach, which
however, quickly lost popularity as it limited the availability of low-income rental housing, and it
even resulted in large displacements and evictions of citizens, also cutting communal ties and culture.
As a response, residents started to demolish walls and to repair some of the old houses and plant new
gardens. A residents’ committee has since then taken over the management of new facilities once the
construction works were over. The committee has organized a number of local events and initiatives,
such as festivals, urban gardening, care for children and the elderly and others, which significantly
improved communal life [17].

In New Zealand, a self-organized group of citizens formed the Stoddart Point Regeneration Ideas
Group (SPRIG) as a response to the 2010 Canterbury earthquakes, in the Diamond Harbour area.
The networked was formed initially as an attempt to rebuild the keystone building of Godley House.
The members of the group recognized their lack of skills and specific mandate to conduct works but felt
they could still contribute to the official recovery procedures. To do so, they focused on collecting ideas
from the local community, producing an ‘ideas paper’ at the end. The SPRIG organized community
meetings, where people could raise their voices and through which awareness was raised [18].

The group, however, faced a number of difficulties. The members realized the risk of identifying
themselves with the whole community and made sure to explain they did not take decision for
the community as leaders, but worked with the community. Further on, even though legislation
supporting stakeholders to develop community capacities to plan and take decision in post-disaster
contexts existed (Civil Defence Emergency Management Act from 2002), in practice there were no
mechanisms for civic engagement. Another issue was the argument for the lack of necessary skills and
knowledge for reconstruction and engineering among the community members, as was the case with
some communities during the Kobe earthquake. At the same time, the links between local government
and citizens were not clear [18].

A plethora of other examples of community participation in post-disaster activities can be found,
such as projects in Indonesia engaging citizens in house reconstruction after the disasters in 2004 (Aceh
earthquake and tsunami), 2006 (Yogyakarta earthquake), and 2009 (West Sumatra earthquake) [19], or
house reconstruction in New Zealand after the 2010 Canterbury earthquakes, in the Diamond Harbour
area. Most of these examples, however, differ from the practice of machizukuri, as other movements
are formed mainly ad hoc and disappear once the post-disaster work has been completed; as well as



Sustainability 2019, 11, 335 8 of 12

the fact that other groups have had a much narrower scope of action. As of today, South Korea seems
to be the one country which has adopted most of what the machizukuri concept represents.

5. Discussion

Today, to a large extent, Kobe has recovered successfully from the devastating effects of the Great
Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake and machizukuri groups have been active throughout the country to
support relief and reconstructions efforts on various occasions ever since [9]. These efforts, however,
have not always run smoothly. There are a number of challenges and conditions for establishing a
more sustainable civil society engagement, based on the machizukuri principle, in Japan and outside
of Japan.

5.1. Institutional Constraints

One of the criticisms, which occurred after the Kobe earthquake, was that the concept of
machizukuri was undermined by the integration of civil society activities within the local government
city planning strategy. Citizens viewed disaster recovery, environmental preservation, and economic
welfare as issues to be addressed as a whole, while the administration separated these issues among
different offices and agencies, thus making it more difficult to achieve an integrated approach [9].
To add to this, when discussing replicating this model in other countries or regions, it would mean that
it would be governmental authorities who would initially create and implement such initiatives by
trying to engage with local communities. Indeed, one of the issues which still remain as a topic for
discussion is to what extent governmental bodies should coordinate, support, and regulate the process
of community engagement.

At the same time, machizukuri groups do not always have enough legitimacy and power to have
significant influence over local government’s decision making. Experience is regarded as an important
aspect of disaster risk reduction. Previous experience in the Mano community in Kobe, dealing with
pollution issues, meant that the local machizukuri groups are prepared to deal with certain issues and
were easily recognized as a capable partner by the citizens and the administration. Civil society groups
with less experience find it more difficult to receive recognition regarding having a good perception
of city planning [20]. This would mean that local administrations would need to engage with local
representatives through open, transparent, and continuous consultations to seek their opinions, but also
to develop needed capacities for self-reliance and sustainability, where such capacities are insufficient.
As a social organization, the machizukuri group contains the advantages to acquire resources and to
sustain their mobilization based on the voluntary contribution by residents representing a number of
different professional areas [21]. However, it also means that some social disorganization is likely to be
generated due to the lack of permanent community structures, which might hinder efficient collective
action. New machizukuri groups might take time to form and coordinate during a disaster, as was
the case with some of the groups during the Kobe earthquake, which took a very long time to come
together and develop coordinated demands and initiatives [22].

5.2. Aging Issue

Moreover, the declining population of Kobe and other areas in Japan represents one of the most
challenging problems for the country. The decreasing numbers of work force may also become one of
the key challenges for the development of sustainable mechanisms for civil society driven innovation
in Japan and in other countries with aging populations. The shrinking numbers of young families
would mean that it will be more difficult to maintain the existence of machizukuri and other bottom-up
community groups, as those will require energy and commitment [23].

5.3. Lack of Budget

The limited government and public sector investment in supporting running machizukuri groups
could hinder the capacity and sustainability of such structures over time. Furthermore, local economic
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decline and poverty can be another challenge for urban renewal activities. Machizukuri groups rely
mainly on the local culture and readiness of its residents. The limited financial capabilities of individual
households would lead to less engagement in civil society activities and to the potential loss of civil
action capacity and memory [13].

Community funds could be established where citizens donate a negligible amount of money
at certain intervals, and which would accumulate over time, similar to the already mentioned
‘Machizukuri Funds’. These funds represent charitable trusts, where citizens, local governments and
private business and the central government all make contributions, promoting the idea as a fund to
be used for townscape preservation and tourism development. By 2005, an amount of 188 million Yen
was contributed to the Machizukuri funds, of which 14 million Yen came from private individuals, and
20 million yen from businesses and corporations [13]. Encouraging citizens to donate sums to such
funds would require engagement and discussions with the local communities, awareness raising, as
well as some capacity building. Most of all, it would require providing the space for residents to create
links with the representatives of the same community and acquire a sense of responsibility towards
their environment.

5.4. Community Fatigue

Machizukuri, as well as the ‘Maeul-Mandeulgi’ movement in South Korea, at first emerged
as a reaction to policies that did not correspond with what citizens viewed as their needs, and
were later transformed into more permanent civic engagement with bodies and representatives.
If civil groups evolve around a single problem or as a form of protest against certain policies, their
evolution into an established form of civic engagement would require constant commitment from the
community members.

In other words, to successfully achieve the development of machizukuri, or a similar model of
community engagement, the local residents’ continuous motivation and interest in the urban renewal
processes should be achieved as well. [24]. The meaningful involvement of residents in city/town
upgrading and rebuilding activities should be encouraged by the local government and machizukuri
or other civil society councils or structures [25].

Hein [11] mentions that further decentralization of planning prerogatives, a new perspective
on the role of the architects and an increased use of consultants could help overcome some of the
obstacles in urban reconstruction and design. Further on, for the establishment of more sustainable
machizukuri groups, several measures could be taken into account. These include the setting up of
predefined budgets and funds for civil society engagement, and reaching out to other non-traditional
actors, such as private sector representatives and academia, in order to secure wider support and more
funding opportunities. Inclusion of residents from different backgrounds, ages, and genders, as well
as representatives of immigrant groups, will ensure wide social inclusion and better understanding of
the real needs of the communities 02 [11].

Towards the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990′s, for instance, the machizukuri
groups started cooperating more and more with private businesses, mainly at the local level. Such
collaborations resulted in the creation of new parks and public spaces and in agreements for the
preservation of historic houses and sites with cultural significance [26]. Community-based approaches
in places outside of Japan could look into this positive practice for collaborating with local private
sectors for small-scale projects, thus also deepening the links between different representatives of the
community, who can bring various skills and professional knowledge.

One of the venues for engagement and information sharing on possibilities and ways to contribute
to machizukuri or similar groups could be during the post-disaster or regular social activities, such as
festivals, and gardening or other initiatives, where knowledge on disaster prevention, first aid and
neighborhood development could be easily transmitted and discussed with participating citizens [8].
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5.5. Specificities of the Japanese Society and Culture

It is important to mention that the machizukuri experience is based on a number of prerequisites
and replicating it outside of Japan might face certain difficulties. It is necessary to discuss some of
the specificities of the Japanese culture and society, in order to assess the possible application of the
principle elsewhere.

Japanese society is characterized by stable local populations and relatively homogenous population.
Links between generations, neighbors, and communities are strong both vertically and horizontally,
creating strong social bonds and shared values. A strong sense of social obligation and support for the
common social good are also essential for ensuring continuous engagement and trust between citizens,
businesses and local institutions. The willingness of municipalities to listen to the voices and work
together with residents as equal partners is of major importance to the existence of active civil society
groups [27].

This means that applying the machizukuri concept outside of Japan would require stable and
reliable administration and institutions, which have built trust with local civil society. Predefined
funds, strong social commitment to volunteering, and communities’ invested interest in improving the
living conditions of their own neighborhoods are also crucial in this process. For the last condition
to take place, especially in regards to post-disaster recovery activities, some knowledge sharing and
capacity building would be beneficial in order to engage wider civil support.

Based on the Kobe experience, Shaw and Goda [28] summed up a list of recommended actions to
follow, in order to ensure more sustainable participation of communities. These include: (1) dedicated
inclusion of communities into discussions and decision-making processes; (2) taking into account
and utilizing the values and traditions of communities; (3) exploring business opportunities within
the community to ensure economic security and available funds for recovery; (4) Encouraging local
leaders to take action [28]. To this, a few more recommendations could be added, namely: inclusion
of disaster-related lessons or training into education; replication of community’s success to set an
example and build long-term local initiatives; and wide inclusion of community members to ensure
representation of all affected groups [6].

Finally, it should not be forgotten that such processes always take time and continuous efforts,
and need re-adjusting after tests and trials. The Japanese concept of machizukuri has been evolving
for decades and has been transformed to serve a number of purposes. Other nations can make use
of its flexibility and adaptability and transform it in a way that would serve their particular local
requirements [9].

6. Conclusions

The 1995 Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake and the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake left Japan in
the rubble of destruction and had profound effects on the lives of thousands of people. However, the
strong voluntary commitment of ordinary residents and the pre-existing social formations in the face
of local machizukuri groups significantly facilitated the recovery of the affected areas in a manner that
would correspond to the actual needs of the communities. Civil society showed resilience and ability
to coordinate and cooperate with a number of actors, creating a new model for disaster resilience
and reconstruction.

In order to ensure sustainability of this model, certain measures and policies need to be at place.
The culture and personal readiness for support from citizens, and the commitment of national and local
governments to cooperate with civil society groups, are essential in establishing a long-term model for
engagement. Pledged funding, trust among actors, and timely information sharing are detrimental for
the success of grass-root participation.

Even if the machizukuri concept per se would not be applicable in its entirety to countries and
areas outside of Japan, it could be adjusted to fit other local specificities and contexts, putting the needs
of communities at the forefront of reconstruction and development efforts. Most of all, this experience
shows the undeniable benefits of engaging residents and civil society in decision-making processes
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and initiatives, with the ultimate aim to create communities capable of overcoming the catastrophic
consequences of disasters and other harmful events. It also shows the importance of community links
and the sense of responsibility towards our own neighborhood and our own community, which could
be essential in saving lives during disasters and in post-disaster recovery.
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