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In the 1960s, when the inner-city motorway was introduced as a new urban infrastructure, major 
cities worldwide faced a severe shortage of urban space for installation. Yokohama was gifted, 
as it could utilize its disused canals, but faced many difficulties in changing its route and structure 
into undergrounding. In 1968, the mayor of Yokohama invited urban planner Akira Tamura to 
set up the Planning and Coordination Office (PCO). Since the route and structure of the inner-
city motorway in the central part of Yokohama had been authorized by the national ministry, a 
year of coordinative task led by the PCO seemed impossible, considering the highly centralized 
Japanese administrative system. The success of this case marked a paradigm shift in the 
initiatives led by local governments. The theme of this study is to clarify how the newly born 
agency tackled the task that evolved into the "coordinative mechanism" within the municipal 
administration. 
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1. Objectives of research on the general coordination function of local authorities 

In the 1960s, when inner-city motorway networks were introduced as a new urban infrastructure in highly 
urbanised regions (Fig.1/2), major cities worldwide faced a severe shortage of urban space for installation. 
Yokohama (Fig.3) was gifted, as it could utilize its disused canals (Fig.4), but faced many difficulties when 
changing its route and structure underground.  

In 1968, the mayor of Yokohama, Ichio Asukata1 (1915/1990, mayoralty 1963/1978), invited the urban planner 
Akira Tamura2 (1926/2010) to work for the city and set up the Planning and Coordination Office (hereafter “PCO”) 
as the coordinative mechanism (Fig.5) within the municipal administration. Since the route (Fig.6) and structure 
of the inner-city motorway had been authorized by the national ministry3, a year of coordinative task led by the 
PCO seemed impossible, considering the highly centralized Japanese administrative system. Finally, the 
motorways were rerouted and laid underground. The success of this case marked a paradigm shift in local 
governments’ initiatives.  

      

              

                                                                  

 

Fig.1  The Tokyo Metropolitan Region in 
Japan    Source: own elaboration. 

Fig.2  Yokohama City in the Tokyo 
Metropolitan Region    Source: own 
elaboration 
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This case is well-known among Japanese administrative officials and scholars in the field of town planning. 
However, the detailed process of its coordination was not clear, although it has been mentioned in some books4 
by Akira Tamura, who was involved in the undergrounding project. Apart from prior research conducted by the 
author of this study,5 there are no academic studies which attempt to scientifically and objectively verify this 
project.  

The author of this study, who became a city officer after Tamura relinquished his executive post in 1978, is now a 
board member of a non-profit organisation that has been set up to examine the history of Yokohama City’s town 
development. This study aims to scientifically and objectively verify the planning facts of this case, such as the 
motorway undergrounding that has become legendary. This study is not intended to glorify Tamura's achievements. 
As for the undergrounding case, the number of people who know about it has decreased over the last 50 years, and 
those who responded to our historical questionaires were partially involved in the case and have not given us a full 
picture. The author of this study attempts to weave a full picture by drawing analogies from historical 
questionnaires, newspaper reports, and other related documents. During this study, the author discovered a record 
memorandum6 of the coordination process compiled by the PCO, which was the coordinator of this case. The 
discovery of this 'record memorandum' revealed the details of the entire coordination process for the first time. 
Therefore, this study is based on the previous research conducted by the author of this study and the new findings 
of the 'record memorandum'. 

 

2. The history of inner-city motorway planning in Yokohama 

In 1964, Akira Tamura, who was then working at the Environment Development Centre, proposed to Mayor 
Asukata a plan for the future of Yokohama City (named “Six Spine Projects”) 7 that included inner-city motorway 
networks planned since 19638. In 1965, the City of Yokohama set up the Motorway Planning Section for the 
planning of the motorway networks (hereafter “MPS,” which became the Motorway Division9 of the Road Bureau 
in 1968). In March 1966, the Town Planning Bureau, together with the Ministry of Construction (hereafter “MoC”) 
and the Metropolitan Motorway Authority (hereafter “MMA”), proposed several routes for the extension of the 
Metropolitan Motorway from the Tokyo Haneda Airport to Kannai and inland districts of the city centre. Contrary 
to the Yokohama Canal Usage Council’s recommendation, the MPS regarded the idea of using the Haohka (Fig.7) 
and Yoshida (Fig.8) canals for the motorway as the most feasible option, rather than for the municipal subways.  

In July 1966, the Yokohama sub-committee of the National Urban Transport Council submitted its 
recommendation to the Ministry of Transport (MoT) that considering the urgent requirement caused by severely 
congested public transport, municipal subway line No.1 between Kamiohka (southern Yokohama) and Kannai and 
line No.3 between Yamashita-cho (port area) and Yokohama Station be built without delay10. In March 1967, the 
MoT granted a project license for subways. 

In December 1967, the city assembly approved the reclamation project of the Haohka canal but suggested that the 
subway should be undergrounded and the motorway should be elevated. The MPS proposed a north-south line 
along the Yoshida canal connecting the inner-city networks with the inter-city Tomei motorway by planning 
elevated interchange behind the Kannai railway station. The City Beautification Council 11, which had been 
considering how to guide the redevelopment of the areas along Odori Linear Park12 on the reclaimed Yoshida 
canal, feared that if the elevated motorway cut through the Linear Park, the redevelopment project would be 
meaningless13. Despite these conditions, Mayor Asukata was still hopeful that undergrounding the motorway 
would be made possible by any means14. 

At the city assembly in February 1968, Mayor Asukata expressed his sense of crisis15: "We are preparing to start 
construction of the subway at the end of April this year, but we cannot start until when the MoC authorized the 
route of subway according to the Town Planning Law, in due course the MoT officially approves the construction 
work, and the MoC finally gives us a permission to use the roads." Subsequently, the Kanagawa Town Planning 
Local Council16 approved the motorway under the Town Planning Law for the route along the Haohka canal only, 
apart from the structural type, and allowed the MoC to extend the metropolitan motorway to Yokohama (Fig.9). 
The route runs through the Haohka canal and then the Hori River to the port area. The north-south line along the 
Yoshida canal was not included because it still had to be coordinated with Odori Park and the subways. On learning 
of this decision, the shop owners of shopping streets in the city center petitioned Mayor Asukata and the chairman 
of the city assembly to change the motorway route17. They argued that the construction of the elevated motorway 
would divide Kannai and inland district and that the huge structure would create a nuisance for the future landscape . 
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Fig.3   Kannai district, central part of Yokohama, at its early period of the port opening with river and 
canal networks in 1859.   Courtesy of Yokohama Archives of History. 

 

 

Fig.4   River and canal networks in the centre of Yokohama prior to the urban motorway planning.  Source: 
own elaboration. 
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Fig.5   The concept of the PCO (PCD expanded in later years) by Akira Tamura.  Source: redrawn by the 
author consulting with Tamura’s Ph.D. dissertation.                    

 

Fig.6   The initially planned motorway route from Tokyo to Yokohama City.   Source: drawn by the author 
consulting with relevant documents of the city and MMA.                                                                            

 

3. The Planning and Coordination Office  

In later years, the PCO recruited a diverse range of personnel from outside, but at the time of its establishment, 
these were staff members transferred from other bureaus. While the coordination section and deputy director group 
of the PCO were all clerical staff, the Planning Section had only one clerical staff member and all the others were 
technical staff (five in civil engineering and one in architecture). At that time, coordinative departments in 
municipalities all over Japan were mainly clerical, and it was rare to find one, such as Yokohama, which was 
mainly technical18. These technical staff members used their expertise and experience to critically analyze and 
coordinate the ideas and plans of the other specialized bureaus involved in the work. One of those staff members 
was Yoshio Tashiro, who was an able motorway engineer and worked at the city’s MPS before moving to the PCO. 
It is assumed that Tashiro formulated the ‘record memorandum’, since its handwriting was similar to his. 

In May 1968, the City General Affairs Bureau issued a notice19 to all concerned Bureaus requesting the necessary 
collaboration with the PCO. The purpose of the establishment of the PCO was "to facilitate the planning, 
coordination and progress management of important planning projects of the city," and specifically stated that 
‘important project plans, including the six spine projects, should be coordinated with the PCO as early as possible 
at each point of progress’. Tamura attended executive meetings (mayor, assistant mayors, head of the PCO, head 
of the General Affairs Bureau, and head of the Finance Bureau), and the PCO acted as the secretariat for the 
meetings. Tamura was a director of the PCO at the initial stage until 1971, then  he became the head of the PCO. 

 

4. The negotiation process of undergrounding motorways 

The record memorandum20 detailed the chronology of the negotiation processes from 13 June 1968 to 23 April 
1969 in a brief and concise manner, which includes when and where meetings were held, who attended the 
meetings, and the topics that were discussed. Therefore, this document is the most important part of this research. 
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In March 1968, Urban Bureau of the MoC told in the city executives that they could not pass the concerned town 
planning decision on the subway route alone until the city had decided on its policy towards the north-south line. 
If the undergrounding of the motorway along the two canals was agreed upon and the interchange was also 
undergrounded (Fig.11), the subway had to cross under the underground interchange and go deeper, which was 
unacceptable in terms of cost and construction timeline. The limited space left above the ground next to the open-
cut trench is unsuitable for Odori Linear Park. Mayor Asukata, who could not remain ambiguous about the 
undergrounding policy, expressed that elevated motorway would be a permanent scar on the city's future, and that 
it was time to scrap the whole idea and start again21. In June, the city started to contact MoC officials who had 
previously made decisions. Negotiation on the undergrounding of the motorway and its rerouting (Fig.12) began 
with the city trying to get the MoC back to the table, which was angry at the city’s reiteration.  

In August, the Director General of the Town Planning Bureau was asked by a MoC official whether the city would 
bear the increased cost of the undergrounding project and whether it would be responsible for any problems caused 
by the Nakamura River locals who would suffer from the rerouted motorway. On the other hand, the MoT accepted 
the change in the subway route. They replied that it would be possible to acknowledge a "slight change in route" 
if the Haohka Canal was given over to the underground motorway. When the mayor and Tamura met with the 
governor of Kanagawa Prefecture, he mentioned that the city's proposal was fine and that he would cooperate, but 
the prefectural government's actions stopped there. 

In September, the director general of the Urban Bureau of the MoC expressed that he wished to cooperate with the 
city's plan and he did not mind the increased project costs. In October, a meeting was held with the MoC, MMA, 
and the city to review the city's proposal. The MoC’s policy was to evaluate the project’s profitability in the MMA. 
In November, the MMA replied that it would be difficult to repay the construction investment in the required 30 
years through toll revenues22. In November, the MoC asked the city for a response, stating that: (1) the MMA 
could only be instructed to build an elevated motorway along the Haohka and Yoshida canals; (2) if the city was 
to replace the 6 billion yen increase in the cost of the project, the Haohka and Yoshida canals could be open-trench 
structures; and (3) if the Yoshida canal section (north-south line) was cancelled, the Haohka canal could be open-
trench without the city’s investment. The city announced that it would accept a prior investment of 4 billion yen 
for motorway undergrounding along the Yoshida canal. 

In December, the MoC laid the following conditions for undergrounding of the Haohka and Yoshida canals: the 
city pay the land cost, and concerned organizations bear the common cost such as reclamation equally. Yoshiro 
Watanabe23 was an influential MoC official who tried to become an intermediary between the PCO and MoC. On 
the other hand, the city's Transport Bureau expressed that it was impossible for the subway and motorway to 
coexist (Fig.13) at the Yoshida canal and requested to separate them. At the end of January, the Director General 
of the City Transport Bureau informed the MoT that even if the subway was changed to a wide national highway 
running alongside Odori Linear Park a few blocks away, it would not be possible for the subway to turn around at 
the intersection in the centre of the Kannai district and thus would not be able to run directly to Yokohama Station. 
The MoT hardened its stance since the city’s intention was contrary to the preconditions approved by the National 
Transport Council that approved the Yokohama subways project. 

In February, the MoT commented that if direct service was impossible, the National Transport Council would 
cancel the license and cut off the national subsidies. The negotiations had reached an impasse. Therefore, the 
deputy mayor, head of the PCO, and Tamura requested Saburo Oka, a Socialist Party Member of Parliament (MP), 
to mediate with the MoC and the MoT. Oka was the chairman of the Construction Committee of the House of 
Representatives that had jurisdiction over the MoC; he was also a close friend of Mayor Asukata. Oka presented 
the MoC with a conciliation proposal: "Motorway’s construction as soon as possible until the Yamashita Bridge 
and subways as soon as possible along the Yoshida canal". In other words, there would be no coexistence of 
motorway and subway in the Yoshida Canal. In the meantime, the MoC informed the city that it would discuss 
matters with the MoT directly, but this was indefinitely postponed. According to Hisao Hasegawa24, a town 
planning bureau transport engineer who was seconded to the PCO at that time, Tamura accompanied him and 
visited the MoC almost every day. 

On February 22, the mayor, the director of the PCO, and Tamura met with the Director of the Urban Bureau of the 
MoC to inform him that (1) there was no coexistence of motorway and subway, (2) the subway was to be built in 
Yoshida canal, and (3) the motorway was to be temporarily extended to the ramp in the middle of the route but the 
extension would be considered without delay.  

On February 27, a day of heavy snowfall, Yukio Onouchi, the vice-minister of the MoC, and Tamura attended a 
meeting between the two parties sitting with Oka25. The vice-minister began by saying that he wanted to hear their 
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conclusions. Tamura opined that coexistence was difficult, and the subway and motorway should be built as soon 
as possible. The vice-minister said that he understood what the city was saying. Afterward, a bureau meeting 
attended by all the officials concerned lasted until midnight, and the opposing comments led to a big controversy. 
In response to this situation, the project policy was reconfirmed at the city executive meeting on March 326, as 
follows: (1) Subway No.1 along the Yoshida canal, subway No.3 along the artery of Kannai district, and the 
motorway along the Haohka canal as an open-cut trench and constructed tentatively until the Hanazono-bashi 
bridge, (2) the motorway would not be branched off into the Yoshida canal, (3) the Yoshida canal would be used 
as Odori Linear Park, and (4) the north-south line would be considered positively. With this policy, the mayor and 
the director of the PCO met the vice-minister27. The vice-minister replied that what had been decided had to be 
done. On April 23, Kanagawa Town Planning Local Council 28  approved the project (Fig.12), as originally 
proposed by the city.  

  

 
Fig.9   The initially decided plan of elevated motorway routes by MoC in 1968.   Source: own elaboration.            

Fig.7  Haohka canal viewing Kannai district on the 
right.  Photo courtesy of the City of Yokohama. 

Fig.8  Yoshida canal viewing inland areas 
towards the south-west.   Photo courtesy of 
the City of Yokohama. 
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Fig.10  The finally agreed part of underground motorway (dotted line) and its connecting elevated 
motorways above Nakamura river.   Source: own elaboration. 

 

5. Conclusions: the role of coordinative mechanism in municipal administration 

Yokohama's PCO, directed by Tamura, remained active until 1978, when Asukata left the city to become the 
chairman of the Japan Socialist Party (even after the change of administration in 1978, and it remained until June 
1982 when it was dissolved). The success of the first task concerning this case was then used as a springboard for 
the PCO gradually establish its status within its administration. However, at the initial time of the case in question, 
it was unclear whether the coordination activities would be successful. First, it was (and still is) unthinkable that 
the city administration would be opposed to the national government that was seen as a superior authority. Second, 
it was necessary to remove the mental barrier to do so. The following are some of the key points of the coordinative 
mechanism that is visible from the detailed process of undergrounding negotiations. 

1 When the city administration began contacting the MoC, it reaffirmed its undergrounding policy: the 
executive meeting demonstrated that the city's policy was consistent and unchanged. 

2 By ordering the city road bureau that was dissatisfied with the mayor’s policy change and the role of luring 
the MoC to the negotiations, they were expected to view the matter from the opposite standpoint, rather than 
the MoC’s default policy, and induced them to act in accordance with the city policy. 

3 As official negotiations with the MoC and MoT began and proceeded, various important decisions in terms 
of policy formulation became necessary. The PCO then took the lead in bringing the relevant departments 
together while maintaining close communication with the mayor. 

4 Engineers from relevant institutions examined the feasibility of going underground from a technical point of 
view. By sharing the results with relevant bodies, they attempted to find an agreeable direction according to 
technical theories. In his testimony, Takashi Tatsugami29, a former member of the city motorway section, 
said that an underground interchange would require loose alignment for visibility that would result in an 
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excessive amount of area for its construction. In addition, if the underground motorway and subway could 
not be constructed simultaneously, it would be technically difficult to bury the motorway tunnel above the 
subway30. When looking for a place where the subway line could turn around, the only result was to go 
straight from the Yoshida canal towards Kannai district and use the space at the side of the City Hall. 

5 In terms of cost, the city facilitated the negotiations by announcing that it would accept an upfront investment 
of 4 billion yen for undergrounding the motorway. Although the MMA expressed the extension of the 
motorway to Yokohama unprofitable, the "upfront investment" by the city could become beneficial in cost 
for the MMA. As the MMA was a public corporation set up and supported by the national and local 
governments in the Metropolitan region, Yokohama City was one of investors of the MMA. It can be seen 
that Yokohama City's amount of investment into the MMA stock was 4,177.5 million yen from 196931, the 
year after the negotiations were concluded, to 1977, the year before the partial opening of the motorway. It 
was acknowledged that the subway construction would be severely affected by the undergrounding process. 
The City Transport Bureau and the MoT did not expect deep-depth construction32 that would result in a longer 
period of construction and an increase in cost. 

6 In the end, the MoT, angered by the inability to direct the subway operations due to the change in route, 
suggested that the subway license be abolished33. The MoC agreed to a political settlement through the 
intermediary of a M.P. to save face for each ministry, since both ministries had no other choice but to maintain 
their original project assignments. 

7 Both Asukata and Tamura came to the brink of accepting the incomplete coexistence of motorway and 
subway along the Yoshida canal34, even if the Odori linear park was left as a patch of small space, so far as 
the MoC and the MoT were satisfied. Subsequently, the situation took a major turn when the MoT pointed 
out a discrepancy with the original plan for the subway and opposed it. This act of coordination began the 
evolution of the PCO as the cornerstone of the coordinative mechanism, which at this stage was still only in 
its infancy. Finally, the coordination results imply the importance of technical work and cost issues. Political 
mediation has its place, but only after the preconditions for the concerned bodies are established. 

 

Fig.11   Image of the planned interchange behind the Kannai railway station to connect Haohka canal route 
with Yoshida canal route assumed by the author consulting with reference of MMA35 documents.    Source: 
own elaboration.                         

 

Fig.12   Completed open-cut motorway near Yoshida canal.  Source: own elaboration. 
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Fig.13   Image of coexisting plan of subway and underground motorway along Yoshida canal assumed by 
the author by consulting with references of MMA 36  and Municipal Transport Bureau 37  documents.   
Source: own elaboration 
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