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Rural 
depopulation 
in Japan 
An unstoppable development? 



Shrinking populations in almost 
all Japanese communities 



Japan’s demographic time bomb (?)



Within the next 12 years, 
Japan’s rural population will 
decline by 17%
=> Speed of decline to 
increase, with annual 
population losses of 2% in 
rural areas in the 2030s



Population 
change 
1990-2010

Between 1990 and 2010, populations 
outside of Honshu, in Tohoku, and 
around the Japan Sea declined. 
All prefectural capitals were growing.



Population change 
2010-2030 
(projected)

Between 2010 and 2030, all but 
1 prefecture will experience a 
population decline – most losing 
over 10%.  
Nearly all prefectural capitals will 
lose population. 



Population decline 
in Niigata 
Prefecture, 2010-30

Between 2010 and 2030, around 
half areas in Niigata Prefecture 
will experience a population 
decline of 20 percent and more.. 



Rural population ageing



By 2045, in several regions, people 
over 65 will pose 70-80% of the 
population (focus: Hokkaido, Akita, 
Shikoku, Mie)



Population aging in the countryside 15 years 
ahead of aging in cities 



Japan’s TWO ECONOMIES 

Japan A: urban-industrial 
corridor between Tokyo and 
Osaka/Kobe

• About half of Japan’s 
citizens live there (on 
14% of landmass) 

• cutting-edge businesses
• often high wealth 

Japan B: regions outside Japan 
A (small cities and towns) 

=> Stark contrast between 
Japan A and B 



Rural population decline & the 
emergence of genkai shūraku

(community at the edge) 

• Between 2010 and 
2015, 39 out of Japan’s 
47 prefectures 
experienced a 
population decline

• 896 municipalities will 
become extinct by 
2040 due to the loss of 
young female 
residents, and 
thousands on the 
verge of collapse 
(Masuda, 2014)



Depopulation, decline in public 
services & vacant houses

• Between 2015 and 2033, the number of 
abandoned dwellings is expected to double, 
reaching over 22 million properties (approx. 1/3 
of all units) (Nomura Research Institute)

• Due to internal migration to urban areas, schools 
and public services will close:

• 2002-2017: more than 7,000 public schools closed 
(majority in rural areas)

⇒ Vicious cycle! Younger families moving to cities due 
to lack of schools 



How to save (or at least 
support) rural communities? 



Possible solutions, mid- and long-term 

1) Increase number residents (new 
internal migration, reduction of 
outmigration, higher fertility) 

2) Managing population decline, 
sustaining a life in dignity of all 
residents, e.g. through modern 
technology



Increasing the number of residents



Through internal migration (I-turn, U-turn)
Is there interest among city dwellers to move to the countryside? 

Survey on the intention among Tokyo Metropolitan Area residents  to move to rural areas (2014, 12,000 respondents 
aged 18 to 69). About half of the population not born in Tokyo might consider relocating to the countryside  



Reasons for a possible relocation

Most commonly expressed reason for considering to move: relocation due to retirement or for elderly care of family 
members (28% and 15%) => relatively low motivation to move to countryside during working age, for lifestyle reasons 



Reasons for not considering migration to rural 
areas
• (Fear of) lack of work

=> Necessity create jobs, to increase awareness of availability of jobs, 
to foster entrepreneurship etc. 



Sasayama’s efforts to revive their community
Study and evaluation 



Sasayama’s 
strategy 

1) Attract internal migrants (focus on 
young people, families, entrepreneurs)

2) Raise entrepreneurs among local 
residents 

3) Increase marriages & fertility

4) Attract tourists to increase revenue, 
popularity and employment  



#4) Increase in tourism: 
Sasayama’s positioning as tourist destination



Tourism in Sasayama 

• Large-scale investment in new 
tourist accommodation, e.g. by 
NOTE (hotel company 
originating in Sasayama), who 
bought (and is renovating) 
several of Sasayama’s kominka
with over 400 years history 



Increase (+6%) of number hotel stays (domestic 
& foreign tourists), 2012-17



Tourists in Sasayama 



Rising number of foreign tourists in Sasayama

Number of total foreign visitors to Hyogo Prefecture, 2017: 447,000 



Offers targeting 
foreign tourists 



#1: efforts to increase the population 



Attracting new workers by introducing local 
companies and their working conditions



Portal of job openings, with explanations by 
current workers in companies 



Attracting new workers through internships in 
Sasayama’s companies



Raising awareness about Sasayama among 
other regions  



#2: Nurturing entrepreneurs in Sasayama



Sasayama I.school



Local Business School, in collaboration with 
Kobe University, to raise entrepreneurs



#3: Increasing marriage & fertility among residents 



Assessing Sasayama’s attempts, 
from a foreigner’s perspective 



In general 

• Outstanding efforts in trying to attract city 
dwellers to move to Sasayama 

• Outstanding efforts in increasing 
entrepreneurship 

• Outstanding websites and PR material 
• Highly interesting collaboration with academia 

(Kobe University)
• Effective focus on kominka and culture to 

increase number of tourists (introduction of 
tours) 



Ideas on how to improve: Tourism 

• Tourism: 
• Improving accessibility of sights (shuttle bus, bike rental etc.) 
• Counteracting the ‘spread of attractions’: creation of 1-2 highlight areas for 

tourists
• Higher focus on ‘experience tourism’ & active holidays: hiking, pottery, 

BBQ, farming etc. 
• Focus on something not covered by other regions: e.g. bike region Tamba: 

special bike riding courses, maps, bike hotels etc. 
• Possible collaboration with Asian tour providers to increase number of foreign 

tourists (like in Iya Valley, Shikoku)
• Attracting more school classes (countryside experience)



Ideas on how to improve: increase residents 

• Increase number of residents (new in-migration, stop of out-
migration): 

• Higher focus on stopping out-migration of Sasayama residents 
(packages for young Sasayama residents if they stay in Sasayama or 
come back after university, e.g. provision of housing, reduced costs for 
childcare etc.) 

• Focus on ‘community building’ and joint ownership of the city: e.g. 
new Sasayama Ryokan renovated, owned & run by a large group of 
Sasayama residents? 

• More information to imagine a possible future life in Sasayama 
(information on cafes, shops, nurseries, schools etc.) 



Ideas on how to improve: increase labour force 

• Increase number of residents and labour force through introduction 
of new forms of work (remote work, work-sharing, special work for 
the elderly & women with children, flexible work, ’team 
entrepreneurship’ etc. 

• Attracting satellite offices of companies based in Keihanshin



Ideas on how to improve: entrepreneurship 

• Increasing entrepreneurship: ‘joint entrepreneurship’ / ‘trial 
entrepreneurship’, supported by Sasayama city (e.g. city’s buildings 
provided for group of citizens  to run shops and cafes etc. without 
much initial investment) 



Ideas on how to improve: increase fertility 

• Increasing the number of marriages & childbirths among residents: 
creating an environment supportive of children (e.g. multi-generation 
dwellings, ‘rental granny’, remote work etc.) 



Ideas on how to improve: focus 
on everyday life in Sasayama

In order for a community to 
become more attractive it 
needs to provide the little 
things that people enjoy: 
company, a feeling of 
belonging, a nice residence, 
comfortable places to spend 
time (e.g. cafes and shops), 
(free) activities for children 
and adults to participate 
=> Focus on offers for 
everyday life (cubs, NGOs, 
cafes, shops,  nurseries, 
schools etc.) 



For the future: increased focus on 
sustainability & managing 

‘degrowth’? 

• Current focus is 
growth strategy; 
however, necessity to 
also deal with 
managing population 
decline. Focus on 
‘new topics’ such as 
‘Smart Village’ 
strategies, ‘smart 
communities’ 
sustainable energy & 
transport might be 
helpful 



Some examples of rural development & revitalization 
in Germany 



Life & employment outside 
metropolitan regions 

• Nearly 70% of Germans live in 
communities under 100,000 inhabitants 
(15% in villages under 5,000; 27% in 
villages between 5-20,000 people, 27% in 
towns with 20-10,000 inhabitants, and 
31% in cities with over 100,000 people) 

• About 60% of all SMEs in rural and town 
areas 



Population 
development 
in Germany:

Population 
decline in 
eastern 
Germany, 
especially in 
rural areas 



How is Germany 
trying to secure 
healthcare 
provision in the 
countryside?



What is this?

• Medibus: a bus providing 
medical care of people in 5 
villages around Kassel (around 
30 patients per day)

• Pilot project by German 
Railways (2 years), supported by 
German government (budget: 
300,000 Euro p.a.) 



• Other attempts: Providing access to medical degrees to students with 
lower A-level exam grades under the condition they promise to work 
as GP in the countryside after graduation 



How do German 
rural 
communities try 
to supply 
grocery 
shopping 
opportunities? 



Community supermarkets with shared 
ownership (Genossenschaftsmärkte)

Citizens buy shares of 
the supermarket and 
run it themselves



How do German communities try 
to guarantee the mobility of their 
residents? 



Carsharing 



Ruf-Taxi  

Service to call 
‘public’ taxi by phone 
or APP in regions 
with low public 
transport (low costs 
of taxi ride)



Mitfahrerbaenke

Designated benches 
where residents can 
wait for other people 
to give them a free lift 
in their private car  



How are German cities trying to 
support old people?



Medical support 

• Test stage: sensors in old people’s houses to alarm if someone falls



How do villages and small town in 
increase their attractiveness?



Regional cooperation to increase 
tourism & quality of life

• Ideas: concerted marketing, name 
recognition as region 

• Attractions for whole family 

• Case studies: Remstal (area east 
of Stuttgart) & Allgaeu



The REMS 
region 
(east of 
Stuttgart) 



Remstalgartenschau (flower exhibition in 16 
communities along the River Rems)





Allgaeu: PR as region (not individual villages)







Questions to the audience



What do you think are the most urgent issues 
your locality is facing? 

Discuss in groups of 3-4 people

Where has your locality been making progress
(solving some urgent issues etc.)? 

How could your locality/region deal with population 
decline? What are YOUR concrete ideas?

Which examples from Germany might Japan 
be able to copy successfully? 



Q&A 
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