
CCharacterized by its many iron foundries, 

from the beginning of the twentieth century 

until the 1960s the Kitakyushu region was 

known as the “Iron Town” which was the driv-

ing force behind Japan’s modernization and 

high economic growth. However, the flip side 

to this industrial prosperity was a history 

plagued with serious air pollution as well as 

water pollution caused by wastewater drainage. 

A citizen-based movement gained momentum 

in the late 1960s which eventually prompted the 

government and private companies to strength-

en antipollution measures and led to the devel-

opment of initiatives that brought together local 

residents, the government and private compa-

nies. The region has recovered in spectacular 

style, an accomplishment that has led to it being 

hailed as the “Miracle Town.”

In 1997, the Government approved the Kita-

kyushu Eco-Town Project, with a view to build-

ing a resource recycling-oriented society that 

reduces waste to zero by utilizing all waste 

products of one industry as the raw materials of 

another industry. In the Hibikinada area, Waka-

matsu, situated in the city’s north, for example, 

there are various recycling businesses engag-

ing in PET bottle recycling, electric appliance 

recycling and automated recycling, as well as 

research organizations such as universities.

In another initiative, the Kitakyushu Hydro-

gen Town project was newly launched in Janu-

ary 2011. The project marks a world-first at-

tempt to use a pipeline to supply the hydrogen 

generated in the iron manufacturing process at 

iron foundries to operate fuel cells. The Fuku-

oka Prefectural government and major city gas 

utilities are conducting demonstration testing 

on a joint basis. Spanning a total length of 1.2 

km, the pipeline connects hydrogen stations 

with Kitakyushu Hydrogen Town in the Hi-

gashida district of Yahatahigashi Ward. In the 

Higashida district, fourteen pure hydrogen fuel 

cells are installed in a housing complex (com-

Stepping Stones to “Smart”ness  
Kitakyushu in Fukuoka Prefecture is a city of a million people situated in the far north of the main 

island of Kyushu. The city is currently running a number of forward-thinking environmental projects 

aimed at achieving a low-carbon society, including a verification project for the Kitakyushu Smart 

Community Creation Project, launched last year. Masaki Yamada reports.

A fuel-cell car recharges at Kitakyushu Hydrogen Town. 
The hydrogen used is generated at Nippon Steel’s 
Yahata refinery nearby.
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prising seven households), museum, home im-

provement center and other locations. These 

fuel cells generate electricity by combining hy-

drogen and oxygen. By using this system, the 

locations being supplied the electricity have 

successfully covered between twenty and sixty 

percent of their electricity demands without 

producing CO2 at the time of generation through 

the use of cogeneration.

Citizen Participation
Kitakyushu City has also started the Kitakyushu 

Smart Community Creation Project. In re-

sponse, the Higashida district is investing 16.3 

billion yen over the five-year period from fiscal 

2010 to fiscal 2014 in the Project, which is 

founded on a basic plan to (1) adopt renewable 

energies such as solar power generation on a 

large scale; (2) establish a consumer-participa-

tory energy system by means of a smart grid; 

(3) reduce energy consumption in places such 

as homes and buildings; (4) introduce electric 

vehicles and fuel-cell cars on a large scale; and 

(5) engage in highly comfortable and conve-

nient town development through these activi-

ties. (Kitakyushu Hydrogen Town is also a part 

of the demonstration project.)

“One of the characteristics of this project is 

the participation of citizens in the use of ener-

gy. A system known as a smart grid has been 

extremely important in promoting participa-

tion on the part of citizens,” says Taihei Shiba-

ta, director of the Smart Community section at 

the Kitakyushu City Office for Environmental 

Future City Promotion. “A smart grid is a sys-

tem which optimizes the demand and supply 

of regional electricity by utilizing IT technolo-

gies that revolve around regional energy-sav-

ing stations.”

Regional energy-saving stations are the con-

trol centers responsible for operating the smart 

grid. In concrete terms, information such as 

electricity rates and energy-saving guidance 

based on the demand-supply situation for re-

gional energy flows from these energy-saving 

stations to homes and offices, and consumers 

pick up this information at display terminals 

through next-generation electric power meters 

known as smart meters. In reverse, information 

on electricity usage and the status of in-house 

solar power generation is consolidated from the 

consumer side to the regional energy-saving 

station. Through the efficient use of power 

based on the information sent from the regional 

energy-saving stations, consumers not only 

contribute to the stable usage of power across 

the entire region, but can also enjoy benefits for 

themselves, including reduced electricity rates 

by using power in a “smart” manner.

The Higashida district has already achieved 

a 30% reduction in CO2 emissions compared 

with regular districts in the city, and through 

the demonstration testing seeks to reduce emis-

sions by at least 20% more.

“The Smart Community Creation Project en-

visages four scenarios, namely smart life, smart 

offices, smart mobility and smart factories. We 

plan to use the demonstration results in 

 Higashida district as stepping-stones to expand-

ing the project to all areas of Kitakyushu. In ad-

dition, we are also thinking of translating the 

expertise and results gained through this expe-

rience to business-related areas, particularly in 

the Asia region,” explains Shibata.

Masaki Yamada is a freelance writer.
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