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The mining town of Ashio, situated in the mountains of Tochigi Prefecture, has lent its
name to one of Japan’s first industrial pollution cases.! At the end of the nineteenth
century, technological modernisation and the intensive exploitation of its copper
deposits? caused serious damage to the environment in the north-east of the country:
forests were cut down, toxic fumes were released and rivers poisoned, eventually
leading to the contamination of agricultural land. At the height of the crisis, no less
than five prefectures were affected. From 1890 on, the population of the area began to
organise a protest movement which reached its peak at the turn of the century and
continued, to varying degrees of intensity, until just before 1910.> The protracted
duration of this struggle, its diverse character, the strategic importance of the Ashio
deposit - which had by that time become one of the country's leading copper suppliers
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- and the severity of the damage, the consequences of which still persist today, make it
a major ecological and social crisis of modern Japan.

While the existing historiography largely focuses on the protest movement, we choose
to focus on one of the other key actors in the conflict, namely the government. Indeed,
the role of the latter - especially during the years 1896 and 1897 when central
authorities decided to become more involved after a decade of laissez-faire* - has been
little studied. Our aim is to understand how the central authorities negotiated the
continuation of mining operations despite the high degree of contention that prevailed
after the disaster reached such alarming proportions that it became impossible to
ignore. In this regard, the establishment of a Commission of Inquiry on the Ashio Mining
Pollution (Table 1) in March 1897 marked a major milestone.

While the work of the 1897 Commission has been described by historians as marking
the beginning of government action - and even sometimes, more broadly speaking, as a
significant step forward in the history of environmental protection - it has
paradoxically been the subject of relatively few studies and generally discussed with
little nuance.® The provisions adopted by the government as a result of the
Commission's deliberations did not solve the problem: while they continue to be held
up as an instance of the government taking firm action against the operator,® they were
essentially a means of ensuring the continuation of mining operations and
simultaneously suppressing the protest movement.” We therefore consider it essential
to revisit this critical juncture between the end of 1896 and the middle of 1897, with a
closer reading of the discussions that took place among members of the Commission.
The Commission was a temporary inter-ministerial body limited to an advisory role.
However, a reading of its minutes?® reveals that its discussions were rife with tensions
and confrontations which point to much broader issues then confronting the brand
new centralised state, which was setting up its administrative structure and rapidly
industrialising the country at the expense of the environment and therefore of
agriculture. While environmental damage already existed before the Meiji period,’
pollution grew to an unprecedented scale with the development of industry and
became more publicised, in particular through the case which interests us here.
Incidents of this kind were not solely confined to Ashio,”® but analysing the
government's action in this particular case reveals both how industrial pollution was
addressed in modern times, and how a specific expertise in the management of
environmental issues emerged.

1896 — Escalation of the conflict: the state forced to
intervene

In 1896, a series of events forced the government to become more involved. On 21 July,
17 August and 8 September, severe flooding hit the Tochigi and Gunma prefectures.
Water contamination then amplified the damage, which spread to the Saitama, Ibaraki
and Chiba prefectures, as well as to the basin of the Edo River in the prefectural
territory of Tokyo. The population, which had already staged protests in 1890, began to
mobilise again. Faced with the inaction of local authorities, they organised "marches"
(oshidashi {1} L) to the capital in order to voice their demands directly to the central
authorities.
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In contrast with previous years, the government could ill afford to sit idly. On
November 11, 1896, the second cabinet of Matsukata Masayoshi 4% /7 1F 5% (1835-1924)
sent Sakano Hatsujird U #]/KHB (1867-1903),"* an agricultural engineer, to inspect
the contaminated areas of the Gunma and Tochigi prefectures as well as the mine itself.
In addition, the government asked the local authorities of the two prefectures for
inquiry reports. On the basis of the information they gathered, the first “Special
Commission of Inquiry on the Ashio Mining Pollution” (Ashio dozan kodoku tokubetsu
chosa iin-kai J& 8| L1 #7545 1) 3 &5 7% H £2) was established on December 22 under the
Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce.> On December 25, the Commission handed
minister Enomoto Takeaki 1 RF\HH (1836-1908) a report (tdshinsho ZrHiEE) which
outlined the spill of “toxic substances” (yiigai busshitsu 5 &4'H) into the Watarase
River as well as damage to agricultural lands. Until then, the measures adopted by the
mine operator, Furukawa Ichibe i) ri Lfi#r (1832-1903), had been limited to the
installation of ore dust extractors™ and precipitation ponds in 1893. Recognising the
inadequacy of these measures, the report called for improvements in the treatment of
mine wastewater and in the storage of waste rock, sand and tailings to prevent these
from being released into the surrounding waterways.

Interrupting mining operations was not, however, deemed necessary.’” The official
point of view was that doing so would have no impact on contamination, in particular
on the deposits at the bottom of the riverbed. The recommended solution was in
essence a technical one, and the claim that preventive works would avert further
damage was made on two occasions. The Special Commission suggested several
countermeasures, such as lime disinfection or the excavation of contaminated soil, in a
bid to recover arable land. In addition, it recommended reforestation and better river
management, thereby acknowledging a link between the mining-induced deforestation
and the floods. The report thus offered a comprehensive account of the situation.
What’s more, it not only addressed the main pollution-related concerns, but also raised
the issue of financial reparations: the operator, in addition to covering the construction
costs of the proposed prevention works, would also be required to compensate the
victims. Lastly, the Commission proposed that local authorities could act as
intermediaries between the population and Furukawa, especially to determine the
amount of compensation. The report demonstrates that, in 1896, the authorities were
aware of both the extent and the specifics of the problem.

Why then did the government show such reluctance to intervene? First, we must keep
in mind the importance of the mining sector. In the wake of the Meiji Revolution, when
many of Japan’s mines became state property, the mining sector became the focus of
special attention. Between 1870 and 1885, it was the second item on the list of ordinary
expenditures of the Ministry of Industry after railways (respectively 31.5% and 49.9%).'¢
The government did not stop at developing the mining sector: in addition, it imported
machinery, hired foreign engineers, encouraged training through vocational schools
and promoted technological renewal. In the subsequent decades, production increased
considerably: between 1874 and 1908, copper production multiplied by 20, silver
production by 45, gold production by 54 and coal production by 72." Starting in the
1880s, the government began to implement large-scale privatisation of mining sites,
with a view to reducing operating costs in particular. For instance, between 1882 and
1886, state-owned mines accounted for 47.2% of gold production, 30.9% of silver
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production, 21.1% of coal production but only 2.9% of copper production.’® Copper
mines were thus mainly run by private actors.

The Furukawa company quickly established itself as a heavyweight among the large
corporations that had built their wealth on the exploitation of high-demand mineral
resources. The Ashio mine, to which it had acquired the mining rights, was extremely
productive and stood out as one of the pillars of Japan's copper supply. In 1876, the
mine, which had been in operation since the seventeenth century, produced about 30
tons of copper and had an estimated annual deficit of 6,000 yen.! Just a year after it
changed operators, production had already gone up to 46 tons. However, the mine was
still operating at a loss. Full profitability was only achieved in 1883, when the quantity
of extracted ore slightly exceeded 645 tons. The discovery of rich mining veins between
1882 and 1884 marked the beginning of a new stage. In 1885, production grew to
around 4,090 tons, nearly 90 times the production of 1877. In 1891, it rose to 7,500 tons.
Subsequently, production stabilised at between 5,000 and 6,000 tons per year.? Thus,
from 1884 until around 1904, Furukawa alone accounted for between 35 and 40% of
national copper production, most of which was mined in Ashio (between 75% and 85%
for this period).” While copper was essential for the electrification of the country
(cables, telegraph wires) as well as for the manufacture of ammunitions,? it was mainly
meant for export: between 1877 and 1897, the share of exports was about 67.5% of
production. This share never dropped below 30%, both to maintain the trade balance
and obtain foreign exchange which could, in turn, be used to purchase Western
technologies.? Copper, the third leading export of Japan after raw silk and tea,
accounted for 5% of the total value of exports.?* As such, it acquired a strategic value in
the development of the modern state and Japanese capitalism.

Furukawa had never been directly questioned. However, in December 1896, he received
a “order” (meirei @7 43) from the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce, which ordered
him to carry out preventive works without explicitly setting a deadline for completion.
This order appears ultimately lenient in view of the many concerns raised in the report
of the Special Commission, but what were its effects? If Furukawa’s memoir is to be
believed, the mining industry immediately sprang into action,? rapidly building
additional sedimentation ponds and setting up designated areas for spoil tips. The
memoir does not, however, mention the completion date for these works. The actual
effectiveness of this first package of measures thus remains in question, and it is in
addition unclear whether the authorities followed up on the works, which does not
appear to have been the case. Several months later, the investigations of the second
Commission would reveal numerous instances of negligence on the part of the mine.
This first ministerial order therefore produced only extremely limited results.

A few weeks later, the Diet investigated the matter again. On 26 February, Tochigi
representative Tanaka Shozo H H 1115 (1841-1913)% spoke out against inaction, noting
that dust extractors were ineffective and that the pollution now affected five
prefectures as well as part of Tokyo's territory.” What did the government intend to
do? Tanaka, delivering the sort of scathing indictment that had become expected of
him, criticized local authorities and accused them of favouring Furukawa. He called for
further measures, putting forward the citizens’ right to “protection of life and
property” (seimei zaisan kenri 4= FEF# ). Once again, Tanaka invoked the defence
of private property, which was protected by the Constitution, to demand assistance for
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citizens deprived of their agricultural income. He concluded by referring to Article 19
of the “Law on Mining Activities” (kogyo jorei $i5£55f) of 1 June 1892:
When prospecting or mining operations are detrimental to the public good,
authorisations and concessions granted by the respective jurisdictions of the Chief
Inspector of Mining for prospection and of the Ministry of Agriculture and
Commerce for mining may be withdrawn.

B IRSEE RE  FERA=F 7V R fi =i AL R
BRI =7 NRB AR R =82 OVERa] BN T IO 2 2 b F15, 2
Despite the gravity of the situation, why did the government hesitate to take action in a
case where the business activities of an individual had become detrimental to the
public good (koeki /\fif)? Despite Tanaka raising this question twice, no answer was
forthcoming until March 18, 1897, when Enomoto and Home Minister Kabayama
Sukenori F|LEHC (1837-1922) responded through a joint letter. As previously
mentioned, amicable settlements had already been negotiated between Furukawa and
the pollution victims in 1892, which were valid for a period of four years. As per the
terms of this settlement, the victims had agreed to renounce all forms of protest in
exchange for financial compensation. As these were civil law agreements (minji X 5),
neither the government nor prefectural or district authorities had been involved. It is
worth noting that, in their response, the two ministers emphasised the private nature
of the conflict resolution process up to that point. They omitted to mention, however,
the limited duration of these amicable settlements, which had expired in 1896.
Moreover, the ministers claimed that pollution was a recurring phenomenon not
limited to the case of Ashio, and that therefore this nuisance could be expected to occur
elsewhere as well. They stressed the importance of developing the mining industry for
the country’s economy and concluded that “appropriate measures will have to be taken
to adopt policies that will take into account future conflicts between the mining
industry and agriculture.”® This remark in itself testifies to the government's
recognition of a divergence of interests between the two sectors. The Ashio issue was
thus played down by juxtaposing it against the broader goals of the country’s industrial
development.

In their letter, the two ministers also referred to the preventive works undertaken by
Furukawa following the December order. This allowed them to avoid commenting on
the possible violation of article 19 of the Law on Mining Activities, since they were
officially bound to wait for these installations to be commissioned in order to decide
whether they were effective. Thus, this “response” (toben %) was in keeping with the
government's previous reticence to become involved. The provisions made by the
government at the end of December 1896 hence enabled it to stall for time and
temporarily placate the victims and the general public. However, the situation was
beginning to change.

The 1897 Commission of Inquiry

The government instituted a new Commission of Inquiry on 24 March, just days after
its response to the Diet. The protests were now sufficiently organised to maintain
pressure on the authorities, in particular thanks to a “personal strategy”? consisting in
direct pleas to personalities with close ties to the leadership. Conservative politician
and former Minister of Agriculture Tani Tateki #+ X (1837-1911) visited the region,
encouraging Enomoto, then minister, to join him. Enomoto arrived there on March 23
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and was struck by the gravity and extent of the damage, which was much more serious
than described in the official reports. He immediately returned to the capital and
persuaded the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Okuma Shigenobu KFEH{Z (1838-1922),
that an intervention was needed. Events then started picking up momentum: on the
very same day, a second protest march was organised. Several thousand demonstrators
headed for Tokyo. This time, however, their intention was not to march to the Ministry
of Agriculture and Commerce but to the headquarters of the Ministry of the Imperial
Household.” While they failed to reach this destination, the prospect of the imperial
family becoming involved certainly contributed to the government’s decision to act. On
24 March 1897, a day after Enomoto’s visit, the Cabinet met in an extraordinary session
and, in keeping with its promise to the local population, established the Commission of
Inquiry. Enomoto resigned on 29 March of the same year and was succeeded by Okuma
as minister of Agriculture and Commerce, who thus came to hold two ministerial posts
concurrently.

The Commission, whose role remained an advisory one, was made up of experts and
directors of the offices concerned: it included Goto Shinpei,* head of the Office of
Hygiene of the Home Ministry, and Megata Tanetard, head of the Tax Office of the
Ministry of Finance, and was chaired by Komuchi Tomotsune, himself director of the
Legislative Office of the Cabinet.* Of the fourteen members appointed between 24 and
26 March, many were agronomy experts, such as Sakano Hatsujir, who had been
dispatched to the area in the winter of 1896, and Nagaoka Muneyoshi. On 12 April, the
Commission was expanded for the first time with the addition of Koizuka Ry, director
of the Mines Office. It was completed on 10 May by the arrival of one more expert,
Irisawa Tatsukichi,’ then assistant professor at the Faculty of Medicine of the Tokyo
Imperial University, and ultimately comprised sixteen members in total.’

Table 1. The inter-ministerial commission of 1897

INTER-MINISTERIAL COMMISSION (24 march-27 november 1897) Ashio dozan kodoku jiken chosa
iinkai ML i EFRELHES

Member of the | Date of .
L. . Position

Commission appointment

o Engineer-in-Chief of Public Works (Doboku gikan 7K
FURUICHI Koi/ Kimitake e
A2V EK (1854-1934) 24 March k)

- of the Home Ministry (Naimusho N%%)
GOTO Shinpei ZRAEHTF 24 March Hygiene Office Director (Eisei kyokucho {ii4=/55)
arc
(1857-1929) of the Home Ministry
Secretary (daijin hishokan KEFE F) of the
HAYAKAWA Tetsuji /1| o y ( ay,m ishokan K} _) R -
YETh (2-1041) 24 March Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce (Noshomusho
YA\ e P
REAE)
HOSOI Iwaya iF{& 55 24 March Engineer (gishi {%[ii) of the Ministry of Agriculture
arc

(1862-1937) and Commerce
IRISAWA Tatsukichi AR oM Assistant Professor (jokyoSjus BIEI%) of the
N a g w
B (1865-1938) Y Faculty of Medecine (lka daigaku [E £} k2%)
KODERA Fujisaro /\SFFE Engineer of the Ministry of Agriculture and
. 24 March
{KER (1870-1949) Commerce
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KOIZUKA Ryu HEIXHE 12 Aoril Director of the Mines Office (Ko< zan kyokucho s #fi (LI
ri

(1848-1920) P [&1 ) of the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce

KOMUCHI Tomotsune {Hl |24 March | Director of the Legislative Office of the Cabinet

WA E (1848-1905) (President) (Hosei-kyoku cho“kan 4l R B)

KOTO Bunjird /I\E ST Professor (kyo Sju %)

26 March of the Faculty of Natural Science (Rika daigaku FHf}
(1856-1935)
K5)
MEGATA Tanetaro H & 24 March Head of the Tax Office (Shuzei kyokuchos EFfif5E)
arc
FEiKER (1853-1926) of the Ministry of Finance (Okurasho K &)
NAGAOKA Muneyoshi £ 26 March Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Agronomy
arc ,
] 4F (1866-1907) (Noka daigaku ZRAK5)
ODA  Makoto  #ikH— 26 March Councillor (sanjikan ¥ E) of the Ministry of
arc
(1864-1914) Agriculture and Commerce

SAKANO Hatsujiro HXF7 4] 24 March Engineer of the experimental agricultural laboratory
\ arc —— . .= = n
{KER (1867-1903) (Noji jikenjo =i Eh1%)

TSUBOI Jiro +FHURER

26 March Professor of the Faculty of Medecine
(1863-1903)
WADA  Kunijirofll FH E/X Engineer of the Ministry of Agriculture and
FB (1866-1941) 24 March Commerce
WATANABE Wataru %] 26 March Affiliate engineer in the office Imperial Affairs
X arc g VA
1% (1857-1919) (Hishoku goryo kyoku FEHRfHIE} )

The issue at the heart of the debates: Should the mine
be closed?

After a number of inspections, the Commission began its deliberations on 13 April with
a view to submitting its recommendations to the government. President Komuchi
immediately suggested the possibility of partially or totally halting mining activities
and only resuming them when the preventive works were completed, stating that
copper was after all a “product of national importance”(taisetsu na kokusan “KtJ]5
J£).® His views were met with strong opposition. The proposed text read as follows: “a
temporary suspension of all or part of the activities of the Ashio mine [and] the study
of a means to guarantee the complete and lasting implementation of the preventive
works against pollution.”*® But should the operator be required to suspend operations
or implement these preventive measures at the outset? Support for the suspension, or
even the closure of the mine, was far from unanimous. A debate took place around the
Law on Mining Activities, and in particular article 59, which states:

In the event of a risk, or when damage to the general interest has been recognised,

the head of mining surveillance must order the operator to take action to avert

them or to stop mining activities.

$ISE b=fabk B L 7 ) XONATE T & A 2 GELIV b F A FTEESH LB R $

FEN=H THZ i & XNHIZET (Fil AN,
The article does not state which of the two outlined measures took priority, leaving
room for interpretation. Watanabe Wataru defended the first measure and suggested
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setting a deadline for the works; if the operator did not carry out the directive in time,
operations may be suspended.*! Since installations had already begun being put in place
after the December 1896 order, he considered that a suspension would be “punitive”
(chobatsuteki f#Zi] 7). He further stated that it was important to move past an agro-
centric view and start taking the needs of the mining industry into account like in
Europe: “Today, we can no longer say that agriculture is the foundation of the
nation.”* This criticism of agrarianism was clearly aimed at Komuchi, who was close to
this political current. Komuchi replied: “Japanese agriculture is probably quite
different from European agriculture. You claim that agriculture is no longer the
foundation of the nation, but in reality, this is still largely the case.”*> We can thus see
that a deep ideological divide existed within the Commission from the outset. During
the third session, on April 15, Nagaoka reminded the Commission of the concerns of the
population and proposed several technical interventions, in particular improvements
in ore washing, one of the main sources of pollution. These would have little effect on
the operations of the mine. Furuichi, for his part, was convinced that it was possible to
sufficiently protect the area against pollution without closing the mine.* Sakano
shared Nagaoka’s point of view, and stressed that:

[To] leave things in their current state until preventive works are carried out would

be an abdication of our sense of benevolence and justice [towards the people].

Especially if the poison continues to spill out, even in the event that there is no link

[between the toxic discharge and agricultural damage].*”
Nagaoka went further: “Watanabe only talks about the mine and does not show the
slightest consideration for agriculture.”*® However, when it came to a vote, the line
advocated by Watanabe with the support of Goto and Furuichi was accepted by the
majority (with eight votes out of the twelve members present that day). Even Koizuka,
Tanaka's fellow party member and co-signatory of the questions raised to the Diet on
26 February 1897, eventually rallied behind it. In the end, the passage under discussion
took the following form:

1. Determine a date for the study and implementation of means to guarantee the

comprehensive and lasting implementation of preventive works aimed at

protecting against mining pollution and toxic fumes. In addition, if necessary, order

direct inspections by the authorities at the cost of the mining operator, or

discontinue mining activities.

— WHZIREY 7 8EKIEE Bl 7 4= Hak A=tREFA~N "X HET#H

FeEMit > Lo b HES VE=hr B =T E =2 7 Fkes L]

FHEN =BHE Y XAENET (Fib s Lova b, »
By 15 April, the possibility of closing the mine as demanded by the protesters had
become considerably more remote. However, the debate over this fundamental issue
was soon to pick up again. On 12 May, during the penultimate session, Sakano and
Nagaoka put forward an “urgent motion” (kinkyix dogi EXT\#/j7%) on the basis of new
analyses that had brought them face to face with “a truth that could not remain
unsaid”.’® In additional analyses carried out on the site, the two members of the
Commission had found a number of complications: the water escaping from abandoned
mineshafts was scarce and only weakly acidic, unlike the water coming from active
mineshafts. The volume of the spoil tips far exceeded the estimates and they were
being dumped into the river in such quantities that they completely obscured the
bottom. Sandy mud was being disposed of onto the banks of the river and, when it
rained, this released toxic elements into the stream.’! River water downstream of the
Kodaki ]\ refining station was contaminated and contained high levels of copper.?
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All these issues had been concealed by mine operators: Nagaoka and Sakano claimed to
have encountered blatant signs of obstruction and cover-up while on location. When
they attempted to collect samples, “mine workers wilfully hid the water discharge
points and drastically reduced the flow.”s* Moreover, lime had not been added to the
wastewater as it was evacuated despite the procedure being recommended in the order
of 1896. Since the operator’s lack of rigor was now evident, Nagaoka and Sakano called
for the partial or complete suspension of mining activities until the completion of
preventive works.

Their motion was the subject of fierce attacks: Wada Kunijird accused Sakano of putting
forward exaggerated and ludicrous examples,® Koizuka continued to extol the
effectiveness of prevention works and Gotd declared that suspending mining activities
on the basis of mere assumptions could not be justified.* The debate became heated
but, in the final vote, Sakano and Nagaoka's resolution only obtained four votes out of
the twelve members present. Despite being backed by recent analyses, this last attempt
to stop mining operations failed. Nevertheless, it had some effect: on 13 May, the day
after the tumultuous meeting, a second order was sent to Furukawa. He was required to
undertake a series of measures pertaining to the removal of debris, the equipment for
automatic lime addition to the wastewater and the transfer and storage of waste rock
and sediments, with specific references to the sites concerned and the various
interventions required.> Since this order exactly reflected the concerns raised the day
before by Sakano and Nagaoka, one could be led to believe that the government was
finally adopting more stringent measures. However, the text was extremely short -
there were only four points - and, like the first order of December 1896, it was only
insufficiently binding. To fully understand the issues at play on 12 May, it is important
to keep in mind that the addition of professor Irisawa to the Commission two days
earlier owed little to chance. The last appointment before it - that of Koizuka - dated
back to the previous month, more exactly to 13 April. The Ministry of Agriculture and
Commerce, upon learning of Sakano and Nagaoka’s visit to the mine, manoeuvred to
prevent the Commission from resuming the discussion on the closure of the mine,
hurriedly appointing Irisawa. Supported by Goto, Irisawa played a decisive role in the
last session which endorsed the adoption of less stringent measures against Furukawa.

On 18 May, the three Commission members with medical training, Irisawa, Goto and
Tsuboi Jird, presented their research report, which stated that, in their view, pollution
had no direct effect on the human body. The same day, they sent the Cabinet a written
report (joshinsho | H1E) in which they proposed to find a way to prevent the pollution
of rivers, while expressing their reservations on the need for preventive works. Gotd,
who had on several occasions expressed his strong opposition to the suspension of
mining operations, re-affirmed his position in the session of 12 May. The report
(fukumeisho &) which he presented to the Cabinet a few months later, on 14
October 1897, partly reflected his presentation of 18 May.

We must bear in mind that members of the Commission were not independent experts
but, for the most part, civil servants. This makes reconstructing the arguments of those
defending the mine and examining the evidence they provided even more important.
For instance, let us look at the personal “investigative report” (chosa hokokusho 7 #t
15EF) that Gotd attached to his October report: the results he presented pose at least
two problems.’” The first issue was with the samples taken for analyses (urine and stool,
well water). These samples had already been called into question by an article
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published in the Yomiuri shinbun FHE AT in April. Titled "The Samples of Hygiene
Office Director Goto are Worthless", the article quotes a physician who had performed
studies on the contaminated land. According to him, the samples being debated were
collected from peasants of the upper strata who consumed foods produced elsewhere
and which could not therefore be considered representative of the state of health of the
larger local population. The same held true for well water, which would have been
filtered and purified before consumption. Gotd was likely aware of these issues, but did
not provide an answer, either in his briefing of 18 May or in the October report.

The second issue concerned the claim that pollution did not directly harm human
health. One piece of statistical data contradicted this statement - the percentage of
young men from Tochigi and Gunma prefectures failing the medical examination for
military service. The overall failure rates of the two prefectures were practically the
same as the national average, if not slightly lower than the rest of the country. Looking
at the data from a district and city standpoint, however, a clear difference was visible
in the disaster areas, which appeared to have a higher rejection rate. In the last session
held on 18 May, Goto announced that he was gathering material with a view to
explaining the reasons for these military examination failures but did not provide a
clear answer.

Gotd’s reports were based on research conducted by Irisawa, who was sent to the scene
following news of the inspections by Sakano and Nagaoka.* The results obtained by the
assistant professor therefore held considerable weight. It turned out, however, that
Irisawa had significant links to the Ashio mine. He was close to Konda Bunjird F2H SC/K
HE (1862-1927), a former legal advisor and vice-manager of the mine. Bunjird had held
the position since the beginning of 1897 and had been tasked with handling relations
with the political leadership.® By choosing Irisawa to conduct the analysis, the
Agriculture and Commerce Ministry already knew they were unlikely to receive a
scathing report against the mine.

The ministry was also active at other levels of governance. On April 26, a Select
Committee comprising six civil servants was set up® with vice-minister Oishi Masami
as the president. He was joined by Takahashi Takuya and Fujita Shird, respectively
directors of the Forestry and Agricultural Affairs Offices, and by three members of the
Inter-ministerial Commission (Koizuka, Oda Makoto and Hayakawa Tetsuji).®> On the
same day, the ministry appointed one of its officials, Hotta Rentard it FHH A (1857-
1915), to draw up a draft of the projected measures against the mine. This text became
the third order of 27 May 1897. While members of the Commission had been aware of
the existence of a Select Committee since 28 April,%* they did not seem to know of
anyone else working on a draft for the future order. Hotta attended the last session of
the Commission on 18 May, during which members asked him whether his version took
their recommendations into account. Hotta defended himself by stating that his text
“was composed on the basis of recent Commission decisions, complies with its basic
framework and was prepared following its template; and that, ultimately, the detailed
provisions were now within the authority of the Minister”.% By this, he indicated to
Commission members that the drafting of the order was not (or no longer) within their
purview. At any rate, President Komuchi did not seem to appreciate this change: “if the
draft did not have to go through a Cabinet meeting or if it had not reached my hands, I
could have been unaware of its existence”,* he remarked, adding that he thought it
desirable to hold an urgent meeting of Commission members.
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Table 2. The select committee of april 1897

SELECT COMMITTEE (26 APRIL 1897) Ko doku cho:sa iinkai #i#E L4
. Date of .
Committee member . Position Notes
appointment
Director of the Agricultural Affairs
FUJITA Shiro FEH . Office (Nomu kyokucho> %)
! 26 April o ;
PUER (1861-1934) of the Ministry of Agriculture and
Commerce

Member of the

HAYAKAWA Tetsuji | 24 March See table 1 Inter-ministerial
Commission
Member of the

KOIZUKA Ryu 12 April See table 1 Inter-ministerial
Commission
Member of the

ODA Makoto 26 March See table 1 Inter-ministerial
Commission

OISHI Masami K3 26 April Vice-minister (jikan {XE), Ministry of | Chair of the Select

ri

1EE (1855-1935) P Agriculture and Commerce Committee

TAKAHASHI Director of the Forest Office (Sanrin

Takuya [=iEFAH | 26 April kyokuchos 11IfAf5$) of the Ministry

(1848-1935) of Agriculture and Commerce

Ultimately, then, the government order was not drafted by the Inter-ministerial
Commission. The members of the Commission only had the chance to read it because
Komuchi received the draft as director of the Legislative Office and, above all, because
he took it upon himself to bring it up during the session. One can only be surprised that
the specially established Commission not only had no role to play in the drafting of the
document but had no say whatsoever in it. Not content with merely creating a Select
Committee which overlapped with the Inter-ministerial Commission, the Ministry of
Agriculture and Commerce also relieved the latter of its power to act and kept it
ignorant of its final provisions.

Compensation at the expense of the State

In addition to the possible closure of the mine, the other major issue discussed by the
Commission was that of compensation. From 26 April onwards, this became a key focus
of the sessions.* A few days earlier, on 21 April, some of the protesters had gathered
and expressed their determination to seek justice. They stated to Tochigi's Journal
(Tochigi shinbun #i A1) that “if the discussions of the Commission of Inquiry should
in any way, as rumours claim, not lead to the closure of the mine, then all the victims
will try to make their way to the capital, determined to die.”s” According to the
newspaper, volunteers from Ora &% district (Gunma) had already formed a “dare-to-
die commando force” (kesshitai JL[%)of more than fifty people. Around the same
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time, similar movements were taking shape in Ashikaga /& f] and Aso %fif (Tochigi).
Under the pressure of these movements, Commission members had to discuss possible
means of compensation. Soon enough, they began considering “tax exemptions” (menso
shobun 5effliL7}) for this purpose, an option made possible by the “legislation on
property tax” (chiso jorei HiLFH 5 {jl]).e®

Megata, the director of the Tax Office, reminded other members that the Ministry of
Finance could provide tax relief when agricultural land became either “uncultivable
land” (arechi 37Hh) following a natural disaster, or unfit for agriculture and/or barren.*
For a landowner to benefit from these exemptions, his land had to be officially
designated as belonging to these categories. Article 20 of the Property Tax, which
stated that “from the year of occurrence of damage and for a duration of ten years,
uncultivable land is exempt from tax. At the end of this period, the original value of the
land will be restored”,” could then be applied. The debate focussed on how the land
should be reclassified. According to Megata's explanation, “land is considered
unsuitable for cultivation when it has been altered by a natural disaster, for example
when its surface area has been reduced or covered by stones and sand.””*

Komuchi summed up the two prerequisites for downgrading the classification of a piece
of land as follows: “The damage must be caused by a natural disaster and the
configuration of the land must have been altered.””? However, according to Megata,
these criteria were not met in the present case.” Since the law on property tax only
provided exemptions in the case of damage brought about by natural causes, which was
not the case with the pollution under discussion, several members aligned themselves
with Megata’s position.

During the next session on 28 April, Oda proposed to expand the scope of the law: since
tax exemptions were granted where stones had been deposited in rice fields, why not
do the same when pollution from mining had prevented the harvest from taking place?
74 In this passage, Oda’s position is ambiguous: is he arguing that pollution from mining
should be considered a natural disaster - which would turn the question of the origin of
the disaster into a moot point - or is he simply asking for the contaminated land to be
reclassified in order to benefit from a tax exemption? Later, he expressly calls for
changes to the Land Tax Law,” once more orienting the debate towards this possibility
that Megata had brushed aside.” On 3 May, the possibility of an amendment was put
back on the agenda, this time by Nagaoka. His argument was very simple: since the
Land Tax Law had been promulgated before the appearance of pollution of this
magnitude, it could not have foreseen its consequences.”” Nagaoka even proposed to go
further and adopt, given the exceptional circumstances, an "urgent imperial decree"
(kinkyii chokurei EXT¥/143), through which rapid relief could be provided to
contaminated areas while the procedure for amending the property tax law could
proceed at its own pace and be put before the Diet in the November session.” Oda
agreed with this proposal, but Megata continued to consider the case under discussion
to be outside the scope of the law.” Koizuka, for his part, also opposed the idea of an
amendment and specified:

As to whether this is an inevitable consequence of human action, according to the
explanations of experts, pollution from mining is distinct from spontaneous
[phenomena] which trace their origins in valleys or mountains. Pollution from
mining operations is man-made. As such, and as the progress of the investigation
has confirmed in recent days, it should be possible to prevent it.
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Megata, returning to the point regarding the source of the pollution, suggested a
different way of proceeding: “If the damage caused to nature has a point of origin, then
the only solution is to identify this source and file a complaint.”® In other words, if it
was possible to ascertain that the damage to agricultural lands could be traced to
pollution from the mine, the issue was a matter of civil law and the dispute should be
settled through legal proceedings.

It is certainly curious that the responsibility of the mining industry was hardly
discussed. In fact, it had already been set aside. On 14 April, the Commission discussed
the origin of the damage and pollution: was it the whole site (old, abandoned galleries
included) and could the responsibility therefore be ascribed to the previous operators?
Or did the issue only begin once Furukawa took over the mine’s operations? Was the
Ashio mine the only site potentially responsible, or could there perhaps be other
sources, such as the effluents from the textile industry of the Kirya #il4:district?
Nagaoka's analyses had demonstrated that no other potential source of the pollution
contained copper, yet a majority of the Commission members agreed not to impute the
damage to the mine alone.

The minutes reflect an extremely cautious - if not complacent - approach to the
responsible party. The name of the mining company remains carefully omitted, in what
appears to be an attempt at qualifying, if not contesting, Furukawa's liability in the
matter. This tendency to minimise the mine's involvement is noticeable from the start,
with Goto’s responses being indicative. When questioned on 4 April, after returning
from an inspection of the contaminated areas, he said that attributing the distressing
spectacle he witnessed solely to mining would be extremely premature.? When Megata
refused to change the Land Tax Law to relieve the owners of contaminated land (and
indirectly compensate them), he argued that they should find the responsible parties
and file a civil complaint. There was certainly more than a little hypocrisy in him
taking this line, since the majority of the Commission had, by that time, already come
out in favour of a text which minimised the operator's liability.

This aspect of the issue warrants further investigation. It is not clear to us why
opponents of the mine did not opt for legal action. The most likely explanation is that
they were dissuaded by the difficulty of firmly establishing the direct responsibility of
the Furukawa mine despite the multiple scientific analyses conducted. Moreover, even
if one were to assume that the Civil Code provided a sufficient legal basis for such
action, it had only just been introduced at the beginning of 1896 and did not come into
force until July 16, 1898.

Nagaoka reacted strongly against what he saw as the authorities’ abdication of its
responsibility to the population: “To merely state that there is no legislation, relegate
the problem to civil law, leave them to fend for themselves and thus dispose of the
problem would require a complete lack of regard.” he said, continuing: “Would this not
amount to deserting an entire part of the population?”s3

While this view was shared by Komuchi, Oda's proposal to grant tax exemptions for
contaminated land failed to win a majority and was finally rejected on 3 May. However,
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this point was re-examined at the session held on 7 May, when a “special draft
resolution” (tokubetsu shobun hoan 1§ l| /WL 734 %€) was adopted by a majority of five out
of the eight members present, identifying three different types of land affected by
pollution:

1. Land impacted by dike collapse due to flooding;

2. Land that had been flooded;

3. Land impacted by irrigation water.

The first and second among these were classified as "uncultivable land" and exempted
of taxes under Article 20 of the Land Tax Law. For the third type, a solution would have
to be found through a civil procedure. The minutes specify, however, that opinions
differed on this last point: some Commission members believed that a similar solution
should be found, but through the tax legislation.*

The majority of the Commission thus preferred adopting a special resolution over
making more substantial changes to bridge the evident gaps in the existing legislation.
In the power struggle between those defending the mine and those advocating strict
measures against it, one could thus say that the latter emerged semi-victorious.
Compared to the debate on the possible closure of the mine, the issue of compensation
does not seem to have divided members as strongly. In the end, Oda’s proposal made it
possible to reclassify some of the contaminated land as “uncultivable land”. However,
this solution was a compromise that could not be regarded as a real step forward for
pollution victims. Since tax exemptions do not amount to financial compensation, this
proposal would in fact go on to have dramatic consequences. After 18 May, the last day
of the Commission’s deliberations, the government announced that it would not
participate in any negotiations between the mining industry and the population.

The order of 27 May 1897

As the Commission’s work came to an end, the government began to take action: on 27
May 1897, the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce sent an "administrative directive"
(kunrei El|43) to the Forestry Office, a second directive to the Tochigi and Gunma
prefectures and an order to the mine operator, the third after those sent in December
1896 and on 13 May 1897. With no less than 38 points, this last document specified the
works to be undertaken in detail. These included creating sedimentation and filtration
ponds for wastewater, installing emission control equipment for the refinery (sulphide)
and designating secure storage spaces for ore debris and waste rock to prevent
landslides and contamination of the water network. The deadline imposed on Furukawa
was strict: works would have to begin within seven days and be completed within a
range of 30 to 150 days, or else the mine would be closed down. This order is generally
considered quite drastic, especially in light of the tight deadlines enforced and the
imminent threat of closure.® It remains, however, perplexing to us, especially in light
of the discussions outlined above. Could the government have intended to exercise
greater stringency than recommended by the members of the Commission? A closer
comparative reading by Konishi of the initial draft of the order and the final text signed
by the Cabinet allows us to cast a reasonable doubt on this possibility. Through
multiple versions, the complex works envisaged at the outset were watered down into
much simpler interventions. The text itself was made sufficiently vague so as not to
constitute a real constraint on Furukawa, incidentally giving him ample room for
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manoeuvre. Point 32, which concerned the deadlines, was indeed quite tough,
especially with the added threat of immediate suspension, but the overall impression of
firmness given off by the text was ultimately misleading. Furukawa spent considerable
sums - almost half of the total value of the mine’s annual copper production - on these
works, which incidentally led to substantial technological innovations.® However, the
authorities did not monitor the implementation or effectiveness of these measures, nor
did they even track compliance with deadlines.®” The scale of the programme and the
size of the investments were impressive, but more or less ineffective in helping fight
the pollution problem, which remained unresolved.

On 27 May, the Ministry of Finance also sent directives regarding tax exemptions for
some of the contaminated land to “tax officials” (zeimu kanri Fif% & 97). However, since
the damage surveys took a considerable amount of time, the provision turned out to be
extremely complex to apply in practice. Owners and officials disagreed on the
reclassification of their plots, communication was fraught between the prefectural and
the central authorities, as well as between the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce
and the Ministry of Finance. The first exemptions were only granted on 2 May 1898%
and brought up an additional problem: in a tax-based electoral system, these
exemptions deprived beneficiaries of their voting rights, and therefore of the
opportunity to elect their representatives, who alone could plead their case. Local taxes
were also tied with national tax. As such, these exemptions also dried up regional tax
revenues (for towns, villages, hamlets) and reduced the resources available for
communities to support their citizens in need. Moreover, the absence of financial
compensation (despite the solution being suggested in the December 1896 report,
which remained under debate)® left the population destitute.

The government’s measures only briefly quelled the protesters’ anger before unrest
flared up again. On 26 September 1898, a new march was organised. A fourth protest
followed on 13 February 1900, giving rise to violent clashes with the police in the
locality of Kawamata JI[{% and resulting in a hundred arrests and several legal
proceedings. The consequences of the decisions taken by the government in 1897 went
on to fuel the conflict for many years.

Conclusion

Studying the 1896-1897 period in detail provides us with a better understanding of the
position of central authorities through the Ashio affair. They were non-interventionist
during the first decade of the conflict but were put under pressure by growing
resistance and ended up becoming gradually more and more involved. The
establishment of an Inter-ministerial Commission of Inquiry and especially its decision
to take regulatory measures are tangible signs of this latter development. A day-by-day
study of the debates between the members of the Commission reveals the different
forces at play and the interaction between the different political currents of the time.
Above all, this analysis serves to highlight the much broader issues surrounding the
crisis: the clash of interests between agriculture and industry, a sector which was
developing rapidly without adequate safeguards; the emergence of a centralised state
and a modern legal system only beginning to take its first steps in dealing with
questions of civil liability; and the role of scientific expertise in political decision-
making. Indeed, the arguments put forth by Gotd, who was convinced that mining

Cipango - French Journal of Japanese Studies, 7 | 2023

15



42

43

The 1897 Commission of Inquiry on the Ashio Mining Pollution: from Laissez-Fa...

pollution was not a danger to health, are especially instructive in light of the central
role he played in public health policy and the establishment of industrial hygiene.® To
safeguard the interests of an extractive sector seen as vital for the development of the
country, the plight of the people affected by the contaminated lands was relegated to
second place. Goto thus actively played the role of the technocrat in the management
of this issue in which State power and scientific expertise came together in complex
ways.

As we have seen, state intervention in the Ashio case did not have the same
implications for all actors. In the end, the implementation of the required works did
not come with any significant disadvantages for Furukawa. While the investments
needed were admittedly huge, Furukawa managed to secure his mine and was relieved
from having to pay any damages to the victims. The State was tasked with this latter
responsibility, compensating for part of the damage to arable land through tax
exemptions. The order of 27 May 1897 thus sealed a kind of tacit agreement between
Furukawa and members of the authorities who were committed to industrialisation -
they regulated it to some extent, but certainly did not question its necessity, despite
the human and environmental cost. On the other hand, the measures announced by the
central authorities had very serious consequences for the inhabitants of the
contaminated areas: pollution persisted, tax exemptions deprived beneficiaries of
voting rights and impoverished the very communities that could have supported them.
These impacts partly explain why the struggle continued after 1897. Growing state
intervention resulted rather in greater repression of the protest movement than in
further regulation of the industry, especially after the Kawamata incident. In addition,
the authorities began resorting to radical measures. In a bid to counter public anger,
the government set up a new Commission of Inquiry in 1902. The following year, the
Commission proposed a comprehensive land use plan that included the canalisation of
the Watarase and Tone rivers and the demolition of the village of Yanaka to make room
for a sedimentation pond.”* Tensions intensified, but the government did not hesitate
to use coercive measures such as forced evictions. Instead of further taking action
against the mine, it treated the water network as the primary source of the damage and
proceeded with its canalisation. By doing so, they moved to a higher level of action,
even going so far as to actually reshape the landscape.

Ultimately, the government ended up playing a prominent role in the Ashio affair,
unlike in similar cases of the same period where negotiations took place directly
between the protesters and the operators, sometimes leading to agreements more
favourable for the former. The conflict that began in the 1890s around the mining
activities of the Sumitomo company in Shikoku is often held up as an example:*? a
refinery, first set up near Niihama, then moved to Shisakajima (Ehime Prefecture) in
the Inland Sea of Japan was opposed by the inhabitants of the area. In this case, the
company agreed to adjust its production process and pay compensation to the victims
as early as 1910. Whether or not they were widely reported, other environmental
conflicts did take place in the archipelago throughout the modern period before the
debate was to once again come to the fore in the 1950s and 1960s.” Sporadic protests
continued to erupt in Ashio, including in the 1910s, 1920s and during the Asia-Pacific
War, as opposition to pollution became more widespread across the country. In 1942,
for instance, Japan’s internal and external situation did not prevent Taiji fishermen
from filing a complaint against an Ajinomoto factory belonging to the Suzuki company
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in Kawasaki.”* We can thus see that environmental issues were deeply interlinked with
the industrial development of the archipelago and that their regulation - successful or
otherwise - helped define the contours of the modern state. Carol Gluck, in her
reflection on “modernity” and the various forms it took across the world, used the
Ashio affair to illustrate the “cumulative changes in context” which caused a certain
type of political and technological modernity to emerge from the Japanese experience.
% By studying this episode of Meiji history and its various implications, we hope to have
provided additional elements for the analysis of the role of the Japanese state with
respect to the industrial, ecological and social issues of the last decades of the
nineteenth century, with the dual purpose of integrating this case into the global
history of industrial pollution during the modern era® and of comparing the response
of the Japanese government to that of other industrialised powers of the time.
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NOTES

1. The “Ashio copper mine pollution affair” (Ashio dozan kadoku jiken &3l L| iz 5
fF), or “Ashio mine pollution affair” (Ashio kodoku jiken /&€ iz f), which we have
chosen to shorten to “Ashio affair”, has been extensively studied since the 1970s. As far
as Japanese works are concerned, we shall draw mainly on Kano, 1974; suOj & SUGAI,
2014 [1984]. Some articles in English, while dated, still provide a useful summary, in
particular Notehelfer, 1975. Lastly, we have at our disposal rich compilations of
sources, including ucHimMizU, 1971 and Tochigi-kenshi hensan iinkai, 1980.
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2. About the mine, see among others MUurAkaMI, 2006. Concerning the aspects of the
Ashio affair pertaining to labour disputes, see NIMURA, 1988. His work has been partially
translated into English: NIMURA, 1997.

3. The mobilisation, which started as a local protest, eventually reached the capital and
came to involve people from a wide variety of socio-cultural backgrounds.

4. This observation led Konishi Tokud to produce three seminal articles on this period
between 1989 and 1990: KONISHI, 1989, 1990a & 1990b.

5. There has been little innovation in the research on this subject since Konishi's work,
although other editions of the source material were published from 2000 onwards:
Kodokushi hensan iinkai, 2006-2013; ANZAI et al., 2009.

6. The latest example to date is MIURA, 2017. While his book is carefully documented,
and while the author briefly evokes the differences between members of the
Commission, he focuses mainly on the decree issued following the deliberations of the
Commission - mainly in order to stress its severity.

7. This point of view, to which we subscribe, is upheld by researchers like Shoji and
Sugai. However, Konishi’s articles demonstrate it most convincingly.

8. The minutes have been published in “Ashio dozan kodoku jiken chosa iinkai
sokkiroku (sho)” & 12 8l 1] $ii3 SF fHF i 7% B S1HEC8+(F) [Minutes of the Commission
of Inquiry on the Ashio Mining Pollution (Extracts)], hereafter “Ashio chdsa sokkiroku”, in
Tochigi-kenshi hensan iinkai, 1980, 641-813. Although slightly abbreviated in places,
this version has the advantage of providing a transcript. The complete handwritten
minutes are freely available on the website of the National Archives of Japan: https://
www.digital.archives.go.jp/.

9. ANDO, 1992.

10. See for instance sHIMIZU, 1995. The literature available in English on other incidents
of pollution is scarce. For an introduction, see MORRIS-SUZUKI, 1998.

11. A graduate of the Imperial University (Tokyo), Sakano had obtained a degree in
Agricultural Chemistry from the Faculty of Agronomy in 1890. In 1891 and 1892, the
Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce tasked him with improving the technology of
the sugar industry in Kagoshima Prefecture. Later, he was deputed to the experimental
agricultural laboratory of the same ministry to carry out analyses in connection with
the Ashio affair. For Commission members, see Table 1.

12. MURAKAMI, 2006, p. 201; SHOJI & SUGAI, 2014 [1984], p. 56.

13. Furukawa had some success in trading raw silk for the Ono Group (Onogumi /J\H7#H).
In 1871, after his daughter married the second son of Mutsu Munemitsu PEELTEY
(1844-1897), Furukawa made him his legal heir. During the course of his career, Mutsu
held the positions of governor of Hyogo and Kanagawa and became the Minister of
Agriculture and Commerce in 1890. Furukawa, backed by the support of many, quickly
made a fortune in the mining sector. He bought several deposits which he skilfully
developed and exploited, for instance at Innai /¢ and Ani fif{". By the turn of the
century, he was ruling a veritable empire, mainly in the east and north-east of the
country. By 1897 he was the owner of twelve copper mines (accounting for about 40% of
domestic production), eight silver mines, one gold mine, and many more enterprises. In
the following decades, the group became a true conglomerate (zaibatsu Hf &), operating
in heavy industry, chemicals and machinery, among others.
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14. In the “amicable settlements” (jidan keiyaku 7<ixk2247) that he concluded with some
of the residents as early as 1892, Furukawa presented these facilities as a means of
fighting pollution. In exchange for the payment of a small sum and Furukawa’s promise
to reduce damage through the use of dust extractors, the signatories agreed not to raise
new complaints for a four-year trial period. In reality, the term “dust extractors” (funto
saishitki ¥} #iIK§:45) included various sorting and disposal facilities for sludge, tailings
and sand whose main goal was ensuring more effective production. According to
historian Nimura Kazuo, documents from 1897 clearly show that these devices barely
improved the recovery rates. This measure had little connection with the reduction of
toxic discharge. NIMURA, 1988, p. 214-215.

15. “Ashio dozan kodoku tokubetsu chosa iin-kai toshin-sho” & & i1l & 55 5l i
TEEHE (Report of the of the Special Commission of Inquiry on the Ashio Mining
Pollution), in Tochigi-kenshi hensan iinkai, 1980, p. 629.

16. SIPPEL, 2006, 16.

17. Ibid., 10.

18. TAKAGI, 1974, 10.

19. Itsuka-kai, 1926, 99.

20. These figures are drawn from Sogyo hyakunenshi hensan iinkai, 1976, 82.
21. SHOJI & SUGALI, 2014 [1984], 1315.

22. We should keep in mind that the Ashio affair took place between two military
conflicts which were crucial to Japan’s trajectory: the first Sino-Japanese War of 1894-
1895 and the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905.

23. This estimation is based on figures provided by TAKAGI, 1974, 7.

24. Between 1886 and 1895. Coal accounted for 6% of export during the same period.
SIPPEL, 2006, 10-12.

25. Itsuka-kai, 1926, 232.

26. A local dignitary, he was elected to the very first Diet (1890) and then again six
successive times till the year 1901. He spent most of his parliamentary efforts around
the fate of the population affected by pollution. Studies about the Ashio affair, of which
he was a major figure, generally give him pride of place. See koMATSU, 2001. In French,
he is mentioned by souyri, 2016, 343-363.

27. This speech is titled “Koeki ni yiigai no kogyo o teishi sezaru gi ni tsuki shitsumon-
sho” Nm=HF / K 7 (FiL VNV E=(THZE (Question on the need to stop
mining activities prejudicial to public good), in Tanaka, 1989, 53-58.

28. The text is quoted in SHOJI & SUGAT 2014 [1984], 50.
29. ENOMOTO & KABAYAMA, 1971 [1938].
30. Ibid., 178.

31. Otherwise known as the “First Commission of Inquiry on Mining Pollution” (Daiichiji
kodoku chosa iinkai &, — K375 H). However, we have mentioned above the
existence of a previous Special Commission, which lasted only three days (it was
established on December 22 1896 and submitted its report on the 25th). While the
Special Commission of 1896 was internal to the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce,
the 1897 Commission was inter-ministerial.

32. The phrase was coined by NOTEHELFER, 1975, 372.
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33. The Kunaishd = J &, established in 1869 to administer the affairs of the imperial
household and the aristocracy.

34. A medical doctor by training, head of the Hygiene Office since 1892, he then became
the head of the Civil Administration Office of the Governorate-General of Taiwan (1898)
and later held several ministerial posts.

35. The Hoseikyoku %:iill/5), which reported directly to the Prime Minister, wrote
reports on government deliberations, projects and investigations concerning officials
and administrative bodies. It had an advisory role in the drafting of laws and decrees,
as well as in their implementation, application, repeal and revision. Under the 1889
Constitution, the office director was part of the Cabinet staff along with the chief
secretary and played a prominent role as the senior official in legal matters.

36. Irisawa specialised in internal medicine and was also a historian of the discipline.
After graduating from the Imperial University (Tokyo) in 1889, he studied in Strasbourg
and Berlin from 1890 to 1894. Upon his return to Japan, he opened his own clinic. In
1895, he first became assistant professor at the Faculty of Medicine of his alma mater,
then a full professor in 1901. He was the appointed physician of the Ministry of the
Imperial Household several times before becoming its chief physician in 1924.

37. The total differs according to the sources. Nineteen is the maximum number given,
which includes Shiga Shigetaka B H 5 (1863-1927), Shiga Taizan A E Z3 (1] (1854~
1934) and Shirasawa Yasumi H{fR T (1868-1947). All three were appointed on
October 13, 1897. See KONISHI, 1989.

38. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 656.
39. Ibid., 692.

40. Quoted by sHOJI & suGAl, 2014 [1984], 50.
41. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 693.
42. Ibid., 694

43. Ibid., 694-695.

44. Ibid., 695.

45, Ibid., 696.

46. Ibid., 705.

47.1bid., 711.

48. Ibid., 713.

49, Ibid., 717.

50. Ibid., 758.

51. Several substances (arsenic, chlorine, copper sulphate, sulphur) and heavy metals
(cadmium, lead, mercury, zinc) are used to process the ore.

52. Komatsu gives an account of all these observations; we have mentioned the most
salient. KOMATSU, 2001, 346.

53. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 779.

54. Ibid., 784.

55. Ibid., 778.

56. Sogyo hyakunenshi hensan iinkai, 1976, 167.
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57. These contradictions are highlighted by Konishi, who demonstrates how the
medical issue is used to prevent the closure of the mine. konisHI, 1989, 773-776.

58. Yomiuri shinbun, April 14, 1897.

59. Even before his appointment, Irisawa had been approached around the end of April
and dispatched to the contaminated lands, where he carried out analyses from May 3 to
5. Ibid., 777.

60. Ibid.

61. Kodoku chosa iinkai $l\#5:ii 75 7% H 2> (“Committee of Inquiry on Mining Pollution ”,
hereafter “Select Committee”). See Table 2.

62. KONISHI, 1989, 785-786. The fact that the three members belonging to both groups
were all in favour of the mine says a great deal about the actual role played by the
Select Committee. Konishi elaborates on this point in koNisHI, 1990b.

63. Koizuka made it known on 28 April. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 729.
64. Ibid., 810.
65. Ibid., 810.

66. This issue occupied a good part of the fourth to seventh sessions on 26, 28 April and
3, 7 May. The subject has been tackled somewhat rarely in the secondary literature,
except by Komatsu, who provides some information on the matter. KoMATSU, 2001, 344~
345.

67. From the 25 April edition: “kodoku chosa iin no kekka ni shite mangaichi uwasa no
gotoku hiteishi to keshitaran ni wa higaimin ichido shukkyo shite kesshi no daiundo o

kokoroshimuru koto” T#liddl &7 E ORHEIC L TH—ohl IEFEIEEHRL 726 A
I ER R L THLoKiE# 2 G 295 |, quoted by ibid., 344.

68. The 1884 “Land Tax Law” (chiso jorei Hifl5%fjl) had replaced the 1873 law (chiso
kaisei HIFLCIE), sometimes also known as chiso kaisei jorei HFL U 1E 547l

69. In other contexts, the word arechi can also mean “fallow land”.

70. “Arechi wa sono higai no toshi yori junen inai menso nenki o sadame nenkigatsu ni itari

genchika o fukusu” TFHINHAEE 2 F3 U HELINOHEN 7 E XA FIHH = 2V 5
Hifff = 2 , quoted by AkaIsHi, 2009, 11.

71. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 718.
72. Ibid., 733.

73. Ibid., 720.

74. Ibid., 732.

75. Ibid., 732-733.

76. Ibid., 723.

77. Ibid., 737.

78. Ibid., p. 737-738. The similarities between Nagaoka’s point of view and the position
defended by Tanaka in the Diet are quite astonishing: according to Komatsu, Tanaka
took inspiration from Nagaoka. KOMATSU, 2001, 345.

79. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 740.
80. Ibid., 748.
81. Ibid., 720.
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82. Mainichi newspaper (Mainichi shinbun i H 7 [#) of 7 April 1897, quoted by KoNisH,
1989, 770.

83. “Ashio chosa sokkiroku”, 1980, 750.
84. Ibid., 635-636.

85. Konishi lists the different interpretations of this point proposed in the 1970s and
1980s. KONISHI, 1989, 747-754.

86. On these issues, see MURAKAMI, 2006, 210-216.
87. On the implementation of preventive works and on deadlines, see KONIsHI, 1990a.
88. SHOJI & SUGAI 2014 [1984], 76-81.

89. Members of the Diet called on the government to arbitrate negotiations for
compensation between Furukawa and the population, but to no avail. Ibid., 77-78.

90. On this issue, see THOMANN, 2015.

91. This phase has been more thoroughly studied than the 1896-1897 period. In
particular, see MIURA, 2017, 184-226.

92. MORRIS-SUZUKI, 1998, 764-768; WATANABE, 2013.

93. Four major diseases gave rise to legal actions during this period: the so-called
Minamata disease (mercury poisoning), which broke out in the city of the same name as
well as in Niigata Prefecture (Minamata disease in Niigata), a disease called itai itai
(“ouch ouch”, cadmium infection), and asthma linked to air pollution in the city of
Yokkaichi.

94. MORRIS-SUZUKI, 1998, 768-771.

95. Whether at the micro level (the specific situation of the Tochigi countryside, the
modification of the local administrative and tax collection system) or macro (the
industrialisation of the country, the strategic role of copper production, the adoption
of a constitution). GLUCK, 2011.

96. On the French case, see (among others) LE ROUX, 2011.

ABSTRACTS

The Ashio copper mine case was one of the most important ecological and social crisis of modern
Japan. Due to the scale of the environmental issues and of the protest movement, in 1896, the
central authorities were forced to get involved, after a decade of laissez-faire. On March 24, 1897,
an Ashio pollution investigation Commission was established by the Ministry of Agriculture and
Commerce, in charge of this matter. If the measures taken by the Government represented a step
towards the supervision of mining activities, the initial purpose was to protect this industry. The
analysis of the minutes of the Commission and of the governmental decisions tells us a great deal
about how the authorities back then handled an environmental crisis, as well as what was at
stake in the exploitation of a natural resource.
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L’affaire d’Ashio constitua I'une des crises écologiques et sociales majeures du Japon moderne. A
partir de 1896, les problemes environnementaux et la contestation avaient pris une ampleur telle
que les autorités centrales furent obligées de s’impliquer, apres une décennie de laissez-faire. Le
24 mars 1897 une Commission d’enquéte sur la pollution miniere d’Ashio fut instituée par le
ministere de I’Agriculture et du Commerce, en charge du dossier. Si les mesures prises par le
gouvernement représenterent une étape dans 'encadrement des activités minieres, elles avaient
surtout pour but la protection de cette industrie. L’analyse des proces-verbaux de cette
Commission ainsi que des décisions gouvernementales nous renseigne sur la fagon dont les
autorités de I'époque entendent gérer une crise environnementale, de meéme que sur les enjeux

de I'exploitation d’une ressource naturelle.
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