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Abstract 

In Japan, neighborhood organizations are expected to work during large-scale natural 
disasters, and municipalities have begun encouraging their activities. Some of their activities 
are related to shrines or temples. Therefore, the way in which the neighborhood 
organizations are used as a tool to create social capital by municipalities is an issue from the 
perspective of religious diversity. Moreover, the relation between neighborhood organizations 
and municipalities warrants examination. In this study, the issue is investigated and the 
results are reported.  

 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1 Background and objectives 

In addition to climate change, the number of natural disasters has been increasing and it has 

become difficult to predict where they will occur next. After Higashi-nihon Daishinsai (the 

Great East Japan Earthquake), the Japanese government began promoting mutual aid with 

neighbors. Numerous studies have highlighted the importance of social capital when huge 

disasters occur (Iwagaki, Tsujiuchi and Ogihara, 2017) (Yoshizawa, 2017).  

Traditionally, Japanese neighbors establish neighborhood organizations that are based on 
specific areas. Each neighborhood organization has its own separate area, which does not 
coincide with the area of another neighborhood organization. Therefore, there are differences 
in their operations, role sharing within the organization, and relationships with municipalities 

Recently, many reports and books have described neighborhood organizations’ issues, 
including a decline in the percentage of households that are organization members and, a 
shortage of members, who work for the organizations. Therefore, depending on the area, the 
municipalities have begun encouraging neighborhood organizations. Historically, Japanese 
neighborhood organizations fulfill functions such as providing mutual aids, accomplishing 
cooperative work with municipality, representing their area, and conveying the opinions of the 
community, this is one form of community participation in Japan. 

This study focuses on how the municipalities use the neighborhood organizations as a tool 
for creating social capital. The treatment of these organizations by the municipalities reveals 
the position on religious matters. 

 
1.2 Previous research 

There is considerable research on neighborhood communities and neighborhood 
organizations in the field of Sociology, and etc. These studies have examined and analyzed 
as a neighborhood organization as a local organization having historical or traditional 
meanings (Ajisaka and Komatsu, 2008). They have also analyzed the relations between 
municipalities and neighborhood organizations. Kamiya (2014) analyzed neighborhood 
organizations as a tool for encouraging social capital. Neighborhood organizations have also 
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been studied as representatives of community (Nakada, Yamazaki and Kogiso,2017) 
(Nakada, 2000) (Nawada, 2009). However, few studies have examined neighborhood 
organizations from the perspective of religious diversity (Susaki, 2016) (Susaki, 2017), and 
no study has analyzed the relationship between municipalities and neighborhood 
communities from the religious diversity perspective. 

  
1.3 Research method 

In this study, neighborhood organizations of two municipalities the Shinagawa ward, Tokyo, 
and Kyoto City were compared and analyzed. Both Kyoto City and Shinagawa ward have 
regulations that encourage local communities and neighborhood organizations, respectively. 
However, since their aims and contents substantially differ, these two municipalities and their 
neighborhood communities were compared. 

For comparison purposes, documents published by these municipalities were collected from 
websites or other sources. In addition, phone interviews were conducted with the persons 
concerned with this matter at both municipalities. Initially, the plan was to distribute 
questionnaire surveys to neighborhood organizations in both municipalities; however it could 
not be realized because of the Act on the Protection of Personal Information. 

 
2. General situation of neighborhood organizations 

 
2.1 Neighborhood organizations in Japan 

According to The Cabinet Office (2007), 93.6% of Japanese areas have a neighborhood 
organizations; moreover, the area size of 72.3% of these neighborhood organizations smaller 
than that of an elementary school. The average number of households that are members of 
neighborhood organizations is 600 and the membership percentage is 89.2%. 

The listed responsibilities of neighborhood organizations include delivering information of 
their events, distributing their newsletters, and establishing communication among their 
members; 90.8% of the neighborhood organizations fulfill these responsibilities. In addition , 
among these organizations, 78.5% inform the community about topics from the municipalities, 
71.2% organizing festivals and Bon dancing; notably these are the top three responsibilities 
of the organizations. The following fourth and fifth responsibilities are managements of street 
lamps, fulfilled by 66.3% of neighborhood organizations, and reporting requests of members 
to the municipalities, performed by 64.2% of neighborhood organizations.   

There are many areas with other active residents’ organizations or associations, such as 
women’s association, children’s association, and voluntary local fire brigades.  

A major characteristic of Japanese neighborhood organizations is that they historically 
provide mutual aid. In Japan, there is no period in which mutual aid and corporation with 
municipalities has not been  needed. Mutual aid and corporation with municipalities is the 
basic responsibility of Japanese neighborhood organizations; this primarily separates them 
from local communities in European countries. 

Even though, neighborhood organizations are responsible for mutual aid and corporation 
with municipalities, there are no legal ground for fulfilling them. This is the second 
characteristic of Japanese neighborhood organizations (Nawada, 2009).  

2.2 Neighborhood organization in the Shinagawa ward 

The Shinagawa ward, Tokyo, has 201 neighborhood organizations. The entire Shinagawa 
ward area is covered with neighborhood organizations without any over laps. Neighborhood 
organizations are divided into five groups, depending on their geographical area (Shinagawa, 
2016b).  
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The population of the Shinagawa ward is 392,213, with 379,478 Japanese and 12,735 
foreign residents (Shinagawa, 2016c). The average number of households in one 
neighborhood organization is 595 (Shinagawa, 2016a). Neighborhood organizations in which 
the number of households is less than 500 is 48.5%; more than half of the neighborhood 
organizations are constituted by more than 500 households. 

The histories of neighborhood organizations vary depending on the geographic location and 
other factors. The oldest neighborhood organization was established in 1903; 16 (14.3%) 
neighborhood organizations were formed before World War II. Most of the organizations 
were  established from 1946 to 1989 (after World War II).  

The most popular activity of neighborhood organizations is the conducting the “disaster 
emergency drill.” This activity is performed by 95.8% of the neighborhood organizations. The 
second most popular activity is “a fund-raising campaign for Red Cross,” which is carried out 
by 95.7% of the organizations; organizing “festivals” is the third most popular activity 
completed by 90.2% of the organizations. Considering the activity list of each neighborhood 
organization, “festivals” imply not only festivals of shrines but also events such as Hanami 
(watching cherry blossom and eating and drinking near the trees). The fourth and fifth 
activities are providing mutual aid for “ceremonial occasion,” performed by 87.1% of the 
organizations, and “cleaning up their neighborhood,” undertaken by 86.5%.  

According to the recognition of neighborhood organizations, the top two important activities 
are “disaster emergency drill” and “festivals,” as chose by 67.3% and 64.3% of neighborhood 
organizations, respectively (Shinagawa, 2016a).  

As mentioned above, “festivals” are of two types . One is related to shrines or temples and 
the other has no relation to shrines or temples (Shinagawa, 2016b); it is an event for the 
community. Festivals related to shrines or temples have religious meanings and there are 
some members who do not support and participate in them because of their faith (e.g. if they 
are Christians). According to Susaki (2017), they have less trouble in avoiding participation in 
these activities 

 

 

 

Figure 1:How do you deal with festivals of shrines or temples ? 

Reproduced from Susaki (2017) 
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Figure 1 presents the results of a questionnaire survey administered to the Christian 
members of neighborhood organizations in all 23 wards of Tokyo (Susaki, 2017).  

Some neighborhood organizations have their website on which they announce their activities 
(Figure 2) or they use the website of the Shinagawa ward municipality, on which there are 
information pages for all neighborhood organizations.  

 

 

Figure 2: An information of festival of shrine 

Reproduced from Shinagawa (2018) 

 

2.3 Neighborhood organizations in Kyoto City 

The inner areas of Kyoto City have a history that date back to 794 (beginning of Heian era) 
generations of emperors lived there until 1869. In those areas, the masses established very 
closely connected neighborhood organizations in the 14th century, which laid the foundation 
for the current neighborhood organizations. In other area of Kyoto City, organizations 
historically based on communities of shrines are common and some have strong connections 
(Ajisaka and Komatsu, 2008). 

Local communities in Kyoto City have specific feature called “Gakku,” which is based on   
“Cho-gumi,” a neighborhood organization from the Muromachi era (in 14th century), and 
“Bangumi-Shogakko (Numbered elementaly school)” from 1870 (the beginning of Meiji era). 

Although the “Gakku (or “Moto-Gakku”)” is different from the current elementary school 
district, they are kernels of local community in Kyoto City. Overall, Kyoto City has 222 
“Gakku” and each “Gakku” has neighborhood organizations; in some cases, other local 
organizations are also included in “Gakku” (Kyoto, 2016).  
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Kyoto City has 11 wards and each ward office has the most information about “Gakku,” 
however, the Kyoto City website does not clearly indicate whether one “Gakku” covers two 
wards or not. 

The total population of Kyoto City is 1,412,293, which includes more than 40,000 foreigners 
(Kyoto, 2018). 

 

 

Figure 3: Jizo-Bon 

 (Sakurai, 2015) 

 

The percentage of members in neighborhood organizations is approximately  69.8%. 
Furthermore, 42.5% and 75.4% of neighborhood organizations have less than 50 and less 
than 100 households, respectively. Each neighborhood organization performs two types of 
activities. One is their own activity and the other are activities associated with the Gakku. A 
total of 76.9% of neighborhood organizations consider “Jizo-Bon” as their own activity while 
72.6% and 46.5% of organizations list “providing mutual aid for ceremonial occasion” and 
“having dinner or undertaking a friendly “ as their own activity, respectively (Kyoto, 2012).  

“Jizo-Bon” is organized in two ways; one, as an event for children and the other as a religious 
event. For the latter, a Buddhism monk is invited to recite sutras and perform several rituals  
to pray for Jizo; on the other hand, the event for children is similar to a children’s festival 
(Maeda, 2015). There are members who do not participate in this type of event because of 
their faith. Susaki (2016) observed that it is difficult to avoid participating in these events.   

Figure 3 depicts a Buddhism monk sitting in front of an altar that is enshrined with Jizo; the 
monk is reciting a sutra. Children participate in this Buddhism ceremony and worship Jizo. 
This event is organized in the last week of August in most parts of Kyoto City by 
neighborhood organization. 
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Figure 4:  How do you deal with festivals of shrines or temples ? 

Reproduced from Susaki (2016) 

 

Figure 4 presents the results of a questionnaire survey administered to the Christian 
members of neighborhood organizations in Kyoto City (Susaki, 2016).    

The most popular “Gakku” associated activity is “A field day or sports events” and  it is 
performed by 71.4% of the “Gakkus,” the second most popular activity is the “disaster 
evacuation drill,” which is conducted by and 68.7% of the “Gakkus” (Kyoto, 2012).  

 

2.4 Comparison on neighborhood organization activities in the Shinagawa ward and 
Kyoto City 

In the Shinagawa ward, neighborhood organizations are more recent than those of Kyoto 
City; no neighborhood organization in this ward has a history that dates back the beginning 
of Meiji era. Furthermore, some neighborhood organizations in this area conduct festivals of 
shrines as their events. However, most members of the neighborhood organizations in the 
ward are not so earnest and members who do not participate can prevent others from 
participation (Susaki, 2016). 

In Kyoto City, neighborhood organizations have long history and, more importantly, they 
have inherited traditional events. In addition, some of the traditional events have religious 
meanings, and therefore there are members who participate in such kind of events, although 
reluctantly (Susaki, 2016). In Kyoto City, a single neighborhood organization has a small 
member of households., compared with that in the Shinagawa ward.  Moreover, the 
organizations in this city  have a specific feature called “Gakku,” which is lack in the 
Shinagawa ward.  

 

3. Relationship between neighborhood organization and municipality 

 
3.1 Shinagawa ward municipality 

In 2016, the Shinagawa ward municipality implemented a regulation that encourages 
neighborhood organizations. The regulation establishes legal position of neighborhood 
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organizations. According to the first interview with the responsible person in the office of the 
Shinagawa ward in 2016, they are aware that festivals, which have religious meanings, are in 
the activity list of some neighborhood organizations and that some members of the 
neighborhood organization want to prevent such kind of activities because of their faith.  

According to the second interview with the officer, the regulation was implemented as a 
result of committee meetings. The aim of the meetings was not to create regulations, but to 
find a way to promote cooperation between the neighborhood community and the Shinagawa 
ward municipality. Following the implementation of the regulation, residents of the 
Shinagawa ward can become a member of their living area’s neighborhood organization by 
simply posting a card without a stamp. One of the effects of the regulation, which the 
municipality officers had heard from leaders of neighborhood organizations, is that the 
explanation of neighborhood organization becomes easier than before, when they invite new 
residents to the organization, because the organizations now have a legal position. 

 

 

Figure 5: Neighborhood organizations are clearly assigned on the map 

Reproduced from Shinagawa (2017) 

 

In addition to the implementation of the regulation, the municipalities has increased the 
amount of supported money provided to neighborhood communities that fulfill tasks assigned 
by the municipality. This makes it easier to run the neighborhood organizations. Before the 
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implementation of the regulation, the Shinagawa ward municipality set a committee and 
conducted meetings. The records of the meetings are available for public viewing on the 
Shinagawa ward website (Shinagawa, 2014). There were many discussions in these meeting 
and on typical agenda was changing the boundaries of neighborhood organizations because 
of the situation of roads that have considerable traffic. 

In the Shinagawa ward, the relation between the municipality and neighborhood organization 
is very clear and visible, it can be easily understood by everyone. 

 
3.2 Kyoto City municipality 

The aims implementing regulations include the establishment of a local community in case of 
disasters, since, in Japan, the number of children is decreasing and the number of elderly 
people is increasing; moreover, the number of residents who do not become members of 
neighbourhood organizations was increasing (Kyoto, 2016). 

In Kyoto City, the relationship between the municipality and neighbourhood organizations is 
completely different from that of the Shinagawa ward. The regulation encourages local 
community activities; however, the neighbourhood organizations are the only actor. Moreover, 
the Kyoto City municipality and neighbourhood organizations do not have direct contact. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: An image of local community 

Created and translated in English by referring to Kyoto (2016). 

 

According to the regulation, the Kyoto City municipality developed a plan to encourage local 
communities, which comprise neighbourhood organizations, other area based organizations, 
and cooperative persons from Kyoto City municipality, who are part time officers. The 
regulation assigns a legal position to cooperative persons from the Kyoto City municipality; 
their responsibilities include delivering municipal documents, collecting information required 
by the municipality, and communicating the requirements of residents, who are in the 
assigned area, to the municipality. Cooperative persons are assigned depending on the 
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population of each area and all persons have their assigned area. They are assigned by the 
Mayor of Kyoto City and they attend the meeting assigned by “Gakku” to communicate with 
each other. The Kyoto City municipality connects with its residents via these persons. 

In the Kyoto City plan (Kyoto, 2016), local communities are organized by neighbourhood 
organizations, other organizations supported by residents in the area, companies, 
universities, non-profit organizations (NPO), other organizations supported by non-area 
based residents, temples, shrines. Figure 6 presents the organization of local communities.  

After trying for several years, the Kyoto City municipality is aware that it is difficult to 
reconstruct organizations in each area; the current position of Kyoto City is to maintain the 
current structure in each area. Furthermore, the Kyoto City municipality attaches importance 
to residents’ autonomy, which has a long history; the municipality is proud of this autonomy 
and considers the strength of the city. 

The plan precisely explains how a neighbourhood organization should be constructed. 
According to the interview responses, new neighbourhood organizations are sometimes 
constructed in newly developed residential areas or areas with newly built condominiums. 
However, whether it is better to establish a new neighbourhood organization is another 
matter. If residents do not establish neighbourhood organizations, there are no 
neighbourhood organizations in that area. From the beginning, coordinators, who are officers 
of the Kyoto City municipality, have participated in the discussion on how to do it. 

When neighbourhood organization wants to restructure and needs supports, these 
coordinators provide the necessary support in the process. 

According to the plan, the local community includes temples and shrines, which is an 
important point from perspective of religious diversity. The interview responses related to this 
point suggested that many neighbourhood organizations have strong connections with 
shrines or temples and some of them list the activities of shrines or temples as their main 
activity. Therefore, argument from the perspective of religious freedom, the regulation and 
plans state that the local organizations are independent of the Kyoto City municipality and 
that they are organized solely based on the agreement of the participating residents; this 
seems tricky, but it is legal. 

In Kyoto City, local communities, including neighbourhood organizations, are invisible and 
difficult to understand to individuals from other cities; apparently, it is not easy finding out 
how to become a member of a neighbourhood organization. 

  
3.3 Comparison between the municipalities of Shinagawa ward and Kyoto City 

The Shinagawa ward municipality directly supports neighbourhood organizations; the 
relationship is clear and visible for everyone. All neighbourhood organizations are introduced 
on the municipality’s website and the area where a neighbourhood organization is located is 
clearly indicated, as shown in Figure 5. Moreover, the activities of each neighbourhood 
organizations are announced both on the website and in the guides of each neighbourhood 
organization. The restrictions on members to participate in festivals with religious meaning 
are weak; they can select their place of residence after checking the activity lists of each 
organization. 

The Kyoto City municipality supports many kind of organizations in the local community and 
each has its own history and background. These organizations are independent and the 
municipality cannot reconstruct them. The boundaries of the Gakku or neighbourhood 
organization are sometimes ambiguous, and therefore the Kyoto City municipality is unable 
to create maps, such as Figure 5.  

There are many neighbourhood organizations, that have a strong relationship with shrines 
and temples. A member of such neighbourhood organizations is expected to support the 
festivals of shrines. 
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Unlike the Shinagawa ward, the activities of each neighbourhood organization are not open; 
moreover, a person who wants to live somewhere in Kyoto City cannot chose his or her best 
area to live from a religious perspective.  

 
4. Conclusion 

The use of neighborhood organizations as a ways to encourage social capital in the 
Shinagawa ward and Kyoto City differs significantly. The Shinagawa ward municipality uses 
neighborhood organization as a core of social capital, while the Kyoto City municipality uses 
these organizations as one actor of social capital. 

The Shinagawa ward municipality has begun cooperating with neighborhood organization. 
The Kyoto City municipality, on the other hand, first planned to cooperate with neighborhood 
organizations or Gakku, but the neighborhood organizations or Gakku in this area are too 
independent to be modified. Therefore, the Kyoto City municipality recognizes the value of 
self-governance of Gakku or neighborhood organizations; moreover, it does not have direct 
access to these organizations.  

From the perspective of religious diversity, everybody can know about the activities of the 
neighborhood organization and can select the most suited place for residing in the 
Shinagawa ward. It is presumed that the percentage of neighborhood organizations that 
have a relation with shrines or temples is higher in Kyoto City than in the Shinagawa ward. 
Furthermore, obtaining information of neighborhood communities is more difficult in Kyoto 
City than in the Shinagawa ward. Therefore, it is difficult to find a suitable place to keep their 
faith . 

Which way of encouraging social capital is more effective is another matter.  
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