
IMPACTS OF DAMS

Japanese dams have experienced huge cost overruns.
The Miyagase Dam, completed in 2000, cost 400 bil-
lion yen ($3.3 billion), roughly four times the original
estimate. Such enormously expensive public works
projects have helped fuel colossal budget deficits for
the national and prefectural governments, estimated
at approximately 800 trillion yen ($6.6 trillion). 

When a plan for a dam is proposed, residents may
spend as long as 40 years living with uncertainty
about their futures before actually being relocated.
Dam proponents have used methods such as pay-offs
to break down opposition movements and sow rifts
within affected communities, thus destroying the
cohesion of local societies.

Dams have caused considerable damage to the envi-
ronment in Japan. They have obstructed water and
sediment flow and impeded animal movement. They
have also degraded water quality and fragmented
riverine habitats. By trapping sediments that would
previously have been washed out to sea, they have
increased shoreline erosion.

Until recently, dam promoters rarely made project
data public. Even after the passage of a freedom of
information law in 1999, inadequate access to infor-
mation has hindered debate about the merits of proj-
ects. No systematic means have been provided for
affected residents to participate in the decision-mak-
ing processes regarding dam construction.

With the recent revision of the Rivers Law, watershed
committees have been established with public partici-
pation, and some debates have occurred over the con-
struction of dams. These committees, however, cover
only a very small fraction of all affected areas. The
public must be able to analyze and discuss dam plans
and alternatives before decisions are taken.

NO NEED FOR MORE DAMS

Many of the plans to build dams in Japan have been
based on meeting the rising demand for water that
accompanied Japan’s rapid postwar industrial growth.
Since the energy crises of the 1970s, the rate of
growth of industrial and municipal water demand has
dropped. Over the last decade, there has been almost
no growth in industrial and municipal water use. 
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Citizens march against the Tokuyama, Tomada and the Kawabegawa dams. Credit: Struggle Committee Against Tokuyama Dam

Japan is one of the most heavily dammed countries in the world. Over 3000 dams have

been built across the country, and there are virtually no rivers which have not been

dammed. Another 350 dams are planned or under construction. However, growing recogni-

tion of the problems with dams, declines in water and energy demands, and increasing

opposition to dams have made it difficult to build new projects. The cancellation of 80 pro-

posed dams in the past few years gives reason to believe that the era of dam building in

Japan is passing.

NO MORE DAM ILLUSIONS
THE GROWING SUCCESS OF DAM OPPONENTS IN JAPAN
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Industrial and municipal demand is now projected to remain
constant or decline. This is partly because Japan’s industrial
structure is shifting away from heavy industries that use large
amounts of water to less water-intensive service industries.
Increasing water-use efficiency in homes, offices and factories
has also helped reduce demand. Japan’s population is expect-
ed to decline starting in 2006 which should cause demand to
drop further. 

Demand for water from agriculture is also declining. The area
of rice paddies, which require lots of water, has fallen substan-
tially due to urbanization and subsidies to remove land from
production. 

Most of the sites suitable for production of hydroelectric power
have already been utilized. In addition, demand for electric
power has leveled off. 

Dam proponents have argued that dams are necessary to prevent
major losses of life and property damage from floods. These
claims are based on unrealistically high flood estimates. More
accurate predictions of extreme flood levels estimate flow rates
that could be accommodated by existing river channels.

Because a large proportion of river management expenses have
been poured into new dam construction, maintenance of levees
and other flood management measures has been neglected. Most
proposed dam sites are located in upper watersheds, far removed
from the areas downstream that need flood protection. In many
cases, new dams would not contribute to mitigating flood peak
levels downstream.

RESISTANCE TO DAM BUILDING

The status of dam building in Japan has changed dramatically in
recent years. Eighty projects have been cancelled since 1997
because of the growth of anti-dam movements and an increasing
recognition that dams are unnecessary. 

Opposition to the Nagara River Estuary Dam in the 1980s was a
pivotal campaign. It sparked citizens’ concerns about the treat-
ment of the nation’s rivers and raised awareness about the envi-
ronmental destruction of dams. As a result, dam opposition
movements spread like wildfire throughout Japan.

Opposition to the Yoshino River Estuary Dam led to the first
ever people’s referendum concerning dams in January 2000. The
referendum led to a de facto suspension of the project. After his
election, Yasuo Tanaka, governor of Nagano Prefecture, issued a
declaration opposing new dam plans in the prefecture. As a
result, plans were scrapped to build the Ohbotoke, Asakawa and
Shimosuwa dams.

MORE DAMS, BUT MORE HOPE

Despite the success of the dam opposition movement, 350 dams
are still planned nationwide. Still, there are many reasons for hope.
As outlined above, declines in water demand have reduced the jus-
tification for building water supply dams. There is also growing
recognition that effective flood control depends on maintaining
existing flood channels and levees, not on building more dams. 

The relationship between national and local governments in Japan
has changed in a way that was unthinkable just a decade ago.
Local authorities are now openly stating their needs and influenc-
ing national decision-making. The governor of Kumamoto
Prefecture, Shiotani Yoshiko, initiated a series of public debates
regarding the merits of the Kawabe River Dam, promoted by the
national government, prior to the start of construction. The decla-
ration against dams by the governor of Nagano Prefecture is
another example, and there are continuing examples of localities
giving up water-use rights that they no longer need and expressing
opposition to costly and unnecessary dams. 

Dams are no longer seen as unstoppable. The Asakawa Dam was
stopped by the governor of Nagano Prefecture even though con-
struction was underway and half the total budget of 400 million
yen ($3.3 million) had already been spent. Plans for dams on the
Yodogawa River system were cancelled by a committee set up
to advise on river management plans even though construction
was already underway. For the first time an operating dam in
Japan is slated for removal. The Arase Dam on the Kumagawa
River is to be dismantled in seven years. If the dam opposition
movement continues to strengthen there is a strong possibility of
stopping further dams. 
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IRN supports local communities working to protect their rivers and watersheds. We work to halt destructive river development projects 
and to encourage equitable and sustainable methods of meeting needs for water, energy and flood management. Published in 2003.




