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This paper looks at how the shinkansen has been used to help bring about various changes, particularly in the area of regional development, and how it reflects various changes that have occurred in Japanese society.

The shinkansen has become Japan’s modern day symbol with the image of Mount Fuji with a passing shinkansen being probably one of the most used images of Japan, and amongst the most well known. The shinkansen started in 1964 – the same year as Tokyo Summer Olympics, although its history dates back to the Pacific War. Following successful opening of the Tokaido Shinkansen, plans were put forward for further routes.

From Toshi-Keikaku to Machi-zukuri?

Watanabe Shun’ichi in his paper to the European Association for Japanese Studies conference in 2003 has described the building of the shinkansen network as being a core component, together with centralisation, of toshi-keikaku (city planning). Toshi-keikaku, as a consequence, made the development of the shinkansen network relatively easy, though there were some significant protests (most notably on for the southern section of the Tōhoku Shinkansen and the Narita Shinkansen). In the 1960s to 1980s, people believed that regional development was in the national, regional and personal interest. But the situation has changed. There is no longer the same degree of funding available for expanding the shinkansen network. The policy-making framework that supported toshi-keikaku has also been breaking down. There have been significant changes due to Japanese National Railways (JNR) being broken up and privatized in 1987. This has led to slower expansion of the network. One apparently positive effect is that regional governments are more involved than before and the JR companies and other shinkansen-construction-related organisations are being more responsive to local demands. This change appears to be reflecting the change in Japanese society that is seeing a greater emphasis being put on machi-zukuri (town making).

The role of the railway, and particularly the station, has often been overlooked in countries such as the UK when it comes to regional development and redevelopment. In Japan, the station is often the focal point of the city and is seen and used more than just as a mere transport interchange. It can be a location for civic meetings, shopping, and other commercial activities. It can also be the symbol of the city, it is after all the genkan
 of the city and so significant in the impression it makes. The designs of stations on the original shinkansen lines have been functional, but generally characterless. 

In the area of the shinkansen, changes came with the development of the Yamagata Shinkansen and Hokuriku Shinkansen – the first post JNR shinkansen lines. Changes have also occurred at existing stations – most notably Kyoto and Nagoya. New stations on the Kyushu Shinkansen are being given a more individual feel and attempt to reflect local characteristics (for example see photographs on www.hood-online.co.uk/shinkansen/kyushu/).

When one speaks of the shinkansen and regional development, it is not possible to avoid discussion of the so-called ‘Political Station’. The first station to be labelled as a ‘political station’ was Gifu-Hashima, though evidence of the facts would suggest that this accusation is misplaced. The next was Shin-Iwakuni and again it does not appear to be the case. The most infamous one is Urasa on the Jōetsu Shinkansen, though once again there appear to be overriding transportation, geographical or meteorological reasons for its construction. Question marks remain over design and need for parts of the Jōetsu & Tōhoku Shinkansen lines although both have come to prove their worth in recent years. It is now the Hokuriku Shinkansen and Kyushu Shinkansen that have begun to face accusations of their being inappropriate political interference.

Expanding the Network

When it comes to expanding the Shinkansen network, there are three types of expansion – mini-shinkansen, super tokkyu and full-shinkansen. Table 1 explains the differences.

Table 1

	
	Conventional
	Mini-Shinkansen
	Super Tokkyu
	Shinkansen

	Gauge
	1,067mm
	1,435mm
	1,067mm
	1,435mm

	Train width
	2,946mm
	2,946mm
	2,946mm
	3,380mm

	Crossings?
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	Top Speed
	95km/h
	130km/h
	160km/h
	300km/h

	Road equivalent
	Single carriage
	Dual carriage in places (with traffic lights, etc.)
	Dual carriage (no traffic lights, etc.)
	Motorway


To further illustrate the different ways that a line can be upgraded, let me use a hypothetical example. There are three major cities (A, B, and C – which is the capital), and three smaller towns (D, E, and F). Currently there is a conventional between A & B. This means there is a need to change at B to get to C on fast shinkansen line from there.
The first option is to upgrade the line from A to B to mini-shinkansen (the road equivalent of a basic dual carriageway) for the whole length. Doing this gets rid of need to change at B and marginally speeds up the overall journey to C. There is some disruption during construction as services have to be suspended totally (if the line is single track) or partly (if the line is partly or wholly dual track). Towns D, E and F also see benefits once the mini-shinkansen completed.
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The second option is the use of Super-Tokkyu. In this situation, a  tunnel (T1) is built and is used once completed between junctions J1 & J2. In other words, the conventional train service misses town D, which gets either a reduced service or no service at all. Following the opening of tunnel T1, tunnel T2 is built. This means that the conventional train service is now missing town F, which, like town D, gets a reduced service or no service at all (though it is possible that a new service by a third sector company, for example, may start between towns D and F. Finally, when extra funds have been secured, the whole line is converted to full shinkansen specifications, with the final section from around junction J1 to city A being built also. Like with the conversion from conventional line to mini-shinkansen in the previous option, there would be some disruption while the conversion work is done. This should only be minimal since the whole line would be dual-track. When completed, the junctions J1 and J2 would be dismantled, and conventional trains would probably begin operating again on the whole original line also between A and B via D, E, and F, though this would be run by at least one third sector company.

The final option is to build the full Shinkansen line at once. In other words junctions J1 and J2 would not be built. There would be no disruption to services. When completed, as in the previous option, the conventional line would be handed over to at least one third sector company. The disadvantage with this option is that revenue only comes in once the whole line has been completed, whereas both of the other options can benefit from additional income at the completion of each stage of construction.

The Hokkaido Shinkansen – to The Final Frontier
Let us now think about jone possible future line that has been proposed – the Hokkaido Shinkansen. A shinkansen could do the journey in about three and a half to four hours. Taking comparable distance journeys as a basis, it is likely that the shinkansen would take about 60% to 70% of the market. It is worth noting the environmental considerations in this respect. The CO2 emissions from modern shinkansen is about a tenth of that for aeroplanes. The Tokyo-Sapporo air route is the busiest in the world. Opening the Hokkaido Shinkansen would have significant benefits to the environment. Undoubtedly airlines would not be keen to see line built and it worth noting that so far the Japanese government has tended to support the airlines and not favoured the shinkansen on existing routes.
Changing Kyushu’s Tourism Industry
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The red line indicates the Kyushu Shinkansen. Blue lines are other significant JR Kyushu lines. The black line is a line that is expected to lose out following the changes. Green lines are conventional lines that are expected to benefit from the change. The purple airports and locations are those that will benefit (or not change). Red circled areas are those that are expected to benefit from the change.
With the opening of the Kyushu Shinkansen, there is expected to be a significant shift in the tourism environment on the island. In simple terms, this change is expected to be from an East-West route to a North-South route. In other words, rather than tourists flying in to Ōita, visiting Beppu, and then travelling via Mount Aso to Kumamoto and returning from the airport there, it is now expected that tourists will fly into Kumamoto, visit Aso then travel south and return from Kagoshima airport, for example. To help encourage tourists to travel around Kyushu by train – which in many respects is an area best suited to road travel – JR Kyushu has established rent-a-bike, rent-a-car and taxi support at many stations. If the shift does occur, then Beppu could be the big loser (though is still likely to gain visitors from western Honshū and abroad (since it figures so prominently in foreign guide books)), while Kagoshima and southern Kyushu (as well as other areas in the red circles on the map) is set to be the big winner. Nothing significant is expected in the way of the tourist industry for intermediate stations on shinkansen line, although the cities along the route were sold the idea that they would benefit from the construction of the line in attempt to gain their initial support. To reflect the change that is going on, the promotional slogan is “Wind of change from the South”. Ironically it should be remembered that the shinkansen line is actually measured from the North! (information based on interviews with JR Kyushu personnel in July/August 2003)

Changing Cultures

JNR was broken-up and privatized in 1987 by Prime Minister Nakasone. This process was a major battle – leading to kidnappings, bullying, suicides, and apparently even murders. Union problems within the JR companies are no longer such an issue – though there are variations from company to company. Although many JR employees have been in the industry since pre-1987, the cultures of the companies are significantly different. With the Shinkansen as the jewel in crown, it has played an important role in this respect – particularly in JR Tokai.
The process is not one-way. The shinkansen also reflects changes in society. The greater use of eki-ben (lunch boxes bought at stations) and PET bottles has led to withdrawal of buffet cars and water on trains – but increased rubbish and types of bins. Since 2000 there have also been women drivers on the shinkansen – though again there are variations from company to company. There has also been an increase in number of no-smoking carriages over time – though some will always remain as it helps some companies to compete with airlines. Recent years have also seen the inevitable greater use of IT – e.g. booking tickets by mobile phone (the Tōkaidō Shinkansen is the most mobile-friendly – with phones working in tunnels on the whole route, unlike on other lines), or getting info on trains.

Conclusions

The shinkansen has become a symbol of modern Japan. Although for the majority of people each journey passes uneventfully, its role in shaping various aspects of society should not be overlooked. As transport is such a key feature of life in Japan it is also not surprising that it reflects so many different aspects of Japanese society too. Studying the shinkansen gives some indication of what direction Japan will be going in the future.
This paper is based on a presentation given at the Japanese Politics Colloquium, held at the University of Sheffield, on 12 September 2003. I would like to thank the following organisations for their support of this research to date, in particular: JR Central, JR East, JR Kyushu, JR West, RTRI, Cardiff University and the Great Britain Sasakawa Foundation.

� Entrance of a Japanese building.


� Third sector companies are neither ‘public’ nor ‘private’ in the usual sense of the words – but gain subsidies from local government while attempting to operate on private sector principals. The fares charged tend to be significantly higher than those on JR or private lines.
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