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Doctoral Dissertation Abstract

A Study on The Actual Situation of Regional Public Transport and The
support for Residents’ Outing in Local Cities

Japan underwent an economic boom after World War II. It was known as a period of high growth
and miraculous recovery from Japan’s defeat. However, this also gave rise to negative legacies such
as higher rates of environmental pollution. The economic upset that was caused by repeated
fluctuations in business later gave rise to a sense of stagnation and fatigue among the local
government, businesses, and the general public. In addition, Japan suffered a series of major
disasters that included the 1995 Great Hanshin/Awaji Earthquake, the Mid Niigata prefecture
Earthquake of 2004, and the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake and the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
disaster that followed it. This string of devastating events has had a dramatic influence on the values
built by the Japanese public post-war that has resulted in fundamental societal changes. In parallel to
these unprecedented circumstances, Japan has witnessed a dramatic population decline since the
beginning of the 21st century. Another contributing demographic issue is Japan’s ageing society and
its relation to the already shrinking population. Because of the interactions of these devastating
events and the changes in population, a large segment of the remaining population is migrating from
local city regions to three major metropolitan areas. These changes have given rise to new
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terminology for local cities such as “marginal hamlets” ” and “cities at risk of disappearing (because
of decreasing population).” However, in regions that have managed to retain at least 50% of their
population, there is clear evidence of a decline in infrastructure and public services, including
transportation, which must be urgently addressed and overcome.

At the beginning of the 21st century, the issues surrounding public transportation in local cities
became chaotic, which included the formulation and implementation of the Basic Act on Transport
Policy, a law that was under consideration since autumn 2002, but passed after 11 years in December
2013 because of the Great East Japan Earthquake. The Basic Act on Transport Policy, which became
Japan’s 41st Basic Law, lays out a framework for how Japan is to proceed as a nation with its
transportation policy. Previously in Japan, there was no such basic law or plan that provided for the
development or implementation of a unified transportation policy. Rather, in the past, each policy
was promoted individually based upon some related and relevant individual law. However, to
address and overcome the problems faced today, it has become necessary to construct a system that
promotes a more integrated process to develop and promote such policies using the basic principles
of traffic policy with a division of roles and cooperation between local and national agencies. The
Basic Act on Transport Policy lays out just such a system based upon more unified cooperation

between officials to formulate and implement more encompassing policies, and this is the principle
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behind the formulation of the Basic Act on Transport Policy. This law deems the development and
implementation of basic policy concerning traffic to be the responsibility of the national government
and local municipalities, working together with the goal of developing a basic plan for traffic policy
(the Basic Plan on Transport Policy). In the past, the national government and local municipalities
made efforts to establish various policies for the purpose of local regeneration, but it was decided
that the law would lay out a broader framework. To maintain and expand local public transportation
services that serve not only residents in general but also the mobility-handicapped, local cities are
expected to implement and seek effective policies even in the current severe financial situation, and
are currently restructuring and reviewing public transportation services such as the railways and bus
services.

When we look at public transportation in local city regions, one evident trend is the declining rate
of transit mode share, along with a rise in motorization. Regarding rail, few municipalities have the
financial resources to introduce new transportation systems or to even maintain the existing network
functions within metropolitan areas. In addition, the number of passengers utilizing bus services,
which were considered the primary mode of public transportation, peaked in 1965 and has been
declining ever since. Currently, bus ridership is only one-fifth of the number of passengers that used
the service when it was at its peak. After the Mubus was introduced in Tokyo’s Musashino
neighborhoods, the use of community buses spread rapidly. At the same time, the concept of demand
for responsive transport (DRT) was being introduced along with smaller-sized buses to more
effectively meet the demands of commuters. There were frantic efforts by the administration and
other agencies to provide operational support and maintenance, but the situation was not exactly
progressing smoothly. Also as of 2006, taxis were legally reclassified as public transportation under
the new barrier-free law that requires the construction of facilities that are easily accessible for the
elderly and disabled, and the new provision for a door-to-door transportation system for onerous
passenger transportation with private vehicles. These changes were implemented under the 2006
Road Transport Act. During the same period, the management of conventional bus services (bus
services, demand responsive transport, community buses, etc.) was not operating smoothly at all.

From this problematic background, a new system and measures are necessary to reinvigorate public
transportation in local cities that follow the basic principles laid out in the Basic Act on Transport
Policy, with the goal to achieve a balanced transportation system between large city regions and
local city regions, continue to provide a diverse variety of functions, and secure fair services for all
residents.

This study focusing on public transportation in local cities reveals the present-day problems and
challenges of public transportation in local cities, and proposes possible solutions to these problems.
More specifically, it explores methods by which public transportation can be valued both

comprehensively and objectively, using case studies on future public transportation systems in local

v



cities that are currently being implemented in municipalities.

To this end, this thesis is comprises eight chapters, which can be briefly summarized as follows.
Chapter 1, the Introduction, relates some background research as well as the direction and
framework of the study. Chapter 2 organizes the existing research and validates the purpose of the
present study. Chapter 3 evaluates the current state of public transportation in local cities, dividing it
into three categories; the legal system, business operations, and the users. Chapter 4 looks at the
current state of bus services in Gunma prefecture’s Numata, the challenges it faces, and methods for
restructuring it based on a population-based survey. Chapter 5 attempts to identify the state of DRT
in Gunma prefecture, the challenges it faces, and in particular, examines such issues in Kanra-machi
in Gunma prefecture. Chapter 6 addresses the transportation issues for onerous transportation in
depopulated areas, such as onerous passenger transportation with private vehicles as a form of
welfare fare-paying transport, in addition to the current state of the system and the challenges they
face according to office and user surveys. Chapter 7 discusses the precedent of the use of taxis in
Yamaguchi prefecture, describes a group social experiment on taxis that was conducted in the city of
Maebashi in Gunma, and the results of the experiment. In conclusion, Chapter 8 summarizes the
thesis and examines future challenges and measures that could be implemented to alleviate the

difficulties of providing more effective public transportation in local cities.
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