First Meeting of the Kitakyushu Initiative Network

“Mercury and Solid Waste Countermeasures in Minamata”
Minamata is located in the southern part of Kumamoto Prefecture.　　Plains cover approximately 20% of the area which is surrounded on three sides by mountains, facing the Yatsushiro Sea.  It is rich in natural beauty and is a small regional city with a population of 32,000.

In 1906, the former company known today as Chisso Corporation established a factory in Minamata.  Minamata immediately changed from a small village to a modern chemical and industrial city.  

However, behind the modernization and economical development of Japan, Minamata Disease arose caused by organomercury from discharge from the Chisso Minamata plant.  

Minamata Disease not only destroyed the environment but also damaged the health of the residents.  Discrimination and prejudice arose between patients and Chisso workers and patients and residents, which led to a breakdown of regional society.

In the Mayor’s speech during a ceremony to remember the victims of Minamata disease on May 1, 1994, the Mayor said he apologized for the actions against Minamata diseases to now and said that today was the day to recreate moyai.
Moyai is a mooring rope to tie boats together, or to do something together.

We call the actions of residents face to face, conversing, cooperating and working together as recreating moyai.

In 1996, the problem of compensating the victims of Minamata disease was solved with political solutions.

In 1992, Minamata was declared as an environmental model city and a general plan was developed.  The lessons of Minamata disease were made public and it was decided to never let such a tragedy happen again, as well as to develop an environmental city as a model for the world.  

Next, I would like to talk about actions related to the environment.

There is a declaration about the safety of Minamata Bay.

When Minamata disease occurred, there was a large accumulation of sludge which included mercury in Minamata Bay, and the ocean was polluted.  Not only people but also fish and other living things were sacrificed.

For 14 years from 1997 to 1990, the city carried out a national pollution prevention project at a cost of 48.5 billion yen.  Land was reclaimed and mercury contaminated fish and other living things were enclosed in this reclaimed area.

The national government carried out a yearly study and proclaimed the safety of Minamata Bay when the fish containing mercury disappeared.

In 1990, following the reclamation of 58 ha of land, Minamata developed a green area for handicapped and non-handicapped persons under the theme of environment and health.  The citizens planted and made a forest here.


On May 1st, the official day of recognition for Minamata disease, there was a day of remembrance for the victims of Minimata disease by the government and a “Fire Festival” was held by patients, citizens, private groups and the government to pray for the victims of Minamata disease.

The environmental Minamata award is awarded to individuals and groups carrying out environmental conservation activities in the Asia region; the prize is 1 million yen.  This is the 6th year of the award and to date, 20 groups and individuals have received the award, with 7 cases from three countries including Malaysia and Indonesia.
The Minamata Disease museum was established in 1993 and contains memorabilia and experiences of Minamata disease.  Persons visit to tell about their personal experiences.

From the point of view of the victims of Minamata disease, they are assisting in deepening the understanding of Minamata disease by directly talking about the treatment of the environment and lifestyles of humans.

“Minamata meeting” is a local organization that promotes the solutions for local problems by local actions.  This group is researching good points about their surroundings and making a local resource map to assist in the development of the local area.

Next I would like to speak about two activities of residents and private groups.

Taking advantage of an accident that occurred when a propane gas cylinder exploded, waste has been separated into 23 types since 1993.  There are approximately 300 waste stations in the city and local groups operate them.  The city is divided into 26 areas and garbage is collected once a month.

Of course we are proud of our separation of garbage into twenty-three types, but more than that we can be proud that each citizen takes part in these activities.  Waste in Minamata has become a brand name and is attractive for businesses.  In addition to that, waste stations are a place for communication and exchange.  People come from all over the country to observe Minamata so waste has become a sightseeing resource.


Recycling of wastes is important however, what is more important is not to make or emit waste.

In 1997, 16 women’s groups got together and established a meeting to carry out activities and make proposals.  They introduced an environmental master system with the theme of creating products considering environment and health and 16 persons have been recognized.


The local environmental agreement system is based on the principle of caring for your own environment by your own actions, for example protecting the areas where dragonflies live, or patrolling for illegal waste dumping.

Minamata City Hall received ISO14001 in February 1999.  Using this know-how, these activities were spread to 16 elementary and junior high schools in the city.  Currently the city recognizes a school version of ISO.  In addition, Minamata city carries out a home version of ISO, hotel and inn ISO, and kindergarten and nursery school version of ISO.

Since last year, under the guidance of the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA), under the theme of environmental rebirth and preservation activities by the local government, a one month program has been created and 9 trainees from Asia have been accepted.  This program has continued for 5 years.  The lessons of Minamata are being disseminated to the world.

Last year a local governmental environmental meeting was held as well as an international environmental meeting with the Mansfield Foundation of the U.S.  Discussions were held on topics ranging from the creation of an environmental city as well as global warming countermeasures and a message for the 21st century was developed.

This year, an international science council on mercury was held.  Approximately 500 mercury scientists from 40 countries gathered and held discussions.  This February, Minamata received approval from the national government to establish an Eco-Town.  Currently there are 4 recycling factories in operation.

Minamata city together with Kumamoto Prefecture are carrying out activities to promote “environmental creation Minamata”, and develop activities to link to better understanding of Minamata disease, as well as making efforts in the rebirth of Minamata.

To date, Minamata has been carrying the negative legacy as Minamata disease.  However, now in Minamata it has turned into a positive legacy with the provision of safe healthy foods and changes of our lifestyles, as well as activities important for the environment.

Together with the citizens of Minamata, we are taking action in the rejuvenation of Minamata where residents can be proud.  Minamata is a city of 32,000 people, however, it is taking on a large challenge in aiming to become an environmental model city.  Thank you for your attention.

Dredging in Minamata Bay





(Issue) 


Mercury levels accumulated in Minamata Bay were approximately 70,150 tons, and the thickness of sludge reached 4 meters, including mercury of over 25ppm.  Because of this, residents were uneasy and the daily activities of fishermen were obstructed, which also seriously impeded the maintenance of the port.





(Objectives of countermeasures) 


Planning safe treatment of sludge in the bay and environmental restoration.





(Implementation of countermeasures) 


In 1977, the Kumamoto Prefecture enacted the Minamata Bay Pollution Prevention act.  The project continued for about 14 years at a cost of 48.5 billion yen.  The project was completed in 1990.  





(Outcomes)


58 ha of land was reclaimed and mercury contaminated fish and other living things were enclosed in this reclaimed area.  Minamata is developing a green area for handicapped and non-handicapped persons following the theme of environment, welfare and prayer.





Solid waste countermeasures


(Background of actions) 


With the explosion of the propane gas cylinder that was mixed together with burnable garbage, it showed that there was a problem with residents’ understanding of waste.





(Preparation) 


After the accident, Minamata city established an investigative committee and the separation of waste was considered, referring to the case of Zentsuji City in Kagawa Prefecture.  First, a model area was established and tested for 6 months, with separation of garbage into 19 types in 1993 throughout the city.





(Difficulties of citizen participation) 


There were many people who questioned the reasons why they should be involved in these activities when it is the government’s responsibility.  To obtain the understanding of the people, the government showed that “burning” equals “waste” but “recycling” is a “resource”.





(Outcomes of reducing garbage) 


Added to the reduction of garbage (from 10,000 tons to 8,000 tons), the life of landfills have been extended for about 15 years.  On the day that people bring the recycled garbage to the landfill once a month, the place becomes a place for communication and exchange.  People come from all over the country to observe Minamata so waste has become a sightseeing resource.  Citizens are more interested in the environment and are proud of recycling waste into 23 types.





Women’s group to reduce waste


(Proposal) 


Decrease waste and stop the overuse of food trays (65 items) and over wrapping in supermarkets.  In order to promote the use of bringing shopping bags of their own, they would deliver shopping bags to 12,000 households in the city.





(Activities) 


Minamata recognized the women’s activities to create an environmentally-friendly Eco-Shop that promotes energy conservation and recycling.











