PAGE  

Japan - The Safe Country?

Dr Christopher P. Hood
The Japanese tell us that their country is safe.  We come back from Japan telling everyone else how safe Japan is.  But how safe is Japan?

Of course there are many different levels at which you can look at this question.  The chance of Japan being involved in an apocalyptic war are negligible... aren’t they?  Well, that largely depends on North Korea.  They claim that they are trying to send satellites into space.  However, a rocket this summer, whatever it was carrying and will be designed to do in the future, broke up and landed in the Pacific having flown across Honshû.  What would happen if such a rocket landed on a major populated area?  What would be the retaliation (and who by) if it was found to be a weapon (and remember North Korea has supposedly been attempting to develop a nuclear weapon, let alone its conventional ballistics)?  What about the danger to those on planes that are potentially in the flightpath of a misdirected or malfunctioning missile... sorry... rocket?

OK, so ignoring this slight hitch.  Japan is basically safe... I mean it’s not as though you have to worry about terrorists.  But then again, who needs terrorists when you have religious cults like Aum?  The Tokyo underground gassing incident seemed to burst the Japanese bubble, and break their confidence in Japan being a safe country.  It followed another attack by the cult in Matsumoto the previous year, and also came soon after the Great Hanshin Earthquake.  Suddenly Japan was not such a safe country.  This year, further attacks by individuals have been made by putting poisons in curry at a matsuri in Wakayama, a tea-pot in a office at a company in Niigata, and bottles of drink in Tokyo.  These acts of random terrorism hardly fill one will confidence.

However, statistically speaking you are very unlikely to be affected by these sort of crimes, although they are also harder to avoid and protect yourself against compared to other potential crimes.  Most days you don’t even have to worry about earthquakes - most are minor, and many areas of Japan hardly ever experience devastating earthquakes.  Mind you, they said that about Kobe... as for Tokyo - well, its “big one” is several years overdue now.

When it comes to other crimes - you can look at the statistics and convince yourself that Japan is a safe country (at least compared to some other countries).  However, even these don’t reveal the true picture as many crimes go unreported in Japan, and those which get reported in the press are usually only covered if there has been major media coverage from the beginning or when the media has been tipped off that an arrest is imminent.  Most days you can avoid the sort of headlines that we are often faced with in the West - where the emphasis is on “such-and-such a crime happened... police are looking for people who can help with their inquiries” instead of Japan’s “X has been arrested and has confessed to Z” (where you’ve probably never even heard of the incident “Z” occurring - though you will get to hear a lot about it/them over the ensuing days and weeks and they go into great detail about the whole case, discussing why the person did as he did, and talking about what this says about the continuing deterioration of Japanese society and social values).

The problems with car accidents is well known - especially in Hokkaidô (as a result of “hey there’s an open road - let’s see how fast this thing goes... oh dear... I didn’t realise I needed so long for the breaks to work” syndrome) and Aichi (which helps explain why Toyota tries to build such strong cars these days).  Again, compared to other countries, Japan, statistically, doesn’t appear to be that bad.

The most interesting statistics to look at & think about are those relating to other accidents.  Although the shinkansen boasts a safety record second to none in the world - around 400 people die on Japanese railways every year - on average that’s roughly one a day - although this rate is about half what it was twenty-five years ago.  Every year another 300 or so drown while fishing - out of a total of nearly 1,500 deaths by drowning each year, and another 200 die in maritime accidents.  Another 1,800 die each year (about 4 per day) in fires.  Now all of these may be less than the 11,000 or so who die on the roads in Japan each year, but the figures still sound shockingly high - especially compared to what you would expect of Japan (I leave it to you to find out how the figures compare to the situation in the UK).

Do you still think Japan is safe?  We haven’t even got on to the environmental disasters yet!  Even ignoring the natural problems of earthquakes, volcanoes, tsunami, typhoons, landslides, floods, etc., there are the man-made environmental problems to be worried about.  Of course, most people know about the problems in Minamata, about itai-itai-byô, and the knock-on effects from the pollution spewing out of factories in cities like Yokkaichi and Kawasaki.  Then there are Japan’s nuclear power stations - blessed with a safety record similar to the UK (interpret that as you will)... but let’s just hope that they are right when they say that the reactors are built in areas where devastating earthquake or tsunami damage is highly unlikely...

This is an article I wrote in late 1998 about the issue of whether Japan is really a safe country or not. This was published in the JET Alumin Association of UK's journal, JetLag, in Winter 1998/99.
© Christopher P. Hood 1998


