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This case study has been developed as part of 
Urban Ocean, one of Resilient Cities Network’s 
multi-city programs, co-designed and delivered 
with our partners Ocean Conservancy and The 
Circulate Initiative. Urban Ocean supports cities 
in assessing their risks and vulnerabilities as well 
as gaps in their waste management systems 
that lead to plastic leakage into the environment 
and the ocean. It helps cities to identify actions, 
design better projects and innovative solutions, 
leverage partnerships, and finally connects cities 
and their projects to potential funding sources. 

Urban Ocean is currently being implemented in 
six cities in Asia and Latin America and supported 
by five cities in Europe and Asia Pacific that help 
their peers to develop projects that allow them 
to address current and future challenges. The 
program has a strong emphasis on peer-to-peer 
learning and knowledge exchange.

The case study series aims to highlight good 
examples in resilient urban waste management 
from across the world, and were selected with the 
following guiding criteria in mind:

•	 The initiative addresses multiple 
shocks and stresses

•	 The initiative exhibits multiple 
qualities of resilience

•	 The initiative yields multiple benefits, as 
it contributes to the overall resilience 
of both the waste management 
system and the city as a whole
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Recognizing the importance of strong community 
ties and the involvement of citizens in waste 
management, Toyama City has promoted a 
holistic approach to innovation in the waste 
sector that brings along its people. Focused on 
involving stakeholders from school children to local 
businesses, the city demonstrates how there is no 
one silver bullet to resilient waste management, but 
instead requires an integrated plan and vision that 
bridges sectors.

Shocks and stresses 

Qualities of resilience 

INTEGRATEDREFLECTIVE REDUNDANT

PREVENTING 
ENVIRONMENTAL 

DEGRADATION

INSUFFICIENT 
OPPORTUNITY FOR CITIZEN 

SELF-REALIZATION 
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Extending from the Sea of Japan to the crest of the 

Northern Japan Alps, Toyama is a thriving high-

tech city on the main island of Japan, surrounded 

by and infused with nature, with a population over 

just over 400,000 people.1 

Toyama citizens take pride in their attention to waste and recycling, reflect-

ed in the Japanese proverb mottainai: “don’t waste”, rooted in the Buddhist 

spirit of regret concerning waste. While environmental standards are high 

and the environment is remarkably clean, Toyama does also face the chal-

lenge of preserving the quality of its natural and human made assets – to 

which strong ownership and awareness of citizens is key. And while the foun-

dation of community cohesion is strong, social bonds fade without targeted 

efforts to maintain them.2 

This deeply motivates the city to continue to develop integrated waste- and 

environmental projects that not only leverage the cutting-edge technology 

the country is known for, but also focus on involving citizens in the environ-

ment surrounding them. The best waste management technologies and 

processes will not be sustainable without citizen involvement, and will not be 

sustainable in the long term without citizen education. 

1	 Toyama City, not dated
2	Toyama City, 2017

CONTEXT
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Toyama has developed a comprehensive and con-

tinuous approach regarding waste management, 

which applies and embeds the “3R” principles 

(reduce, reuse, and recycle) and seeks to foster a 

recycling-based society through extensive educa-

tion and cooperation, as outlined in key city docu-

ments such as the Toyama City Basic Environmental Plan and the Toyama 

City Basic Plan for General Waste Disposal. There are a number of projects 

which together strive to make the city’s people and assets more resilient and 

integrate waste management and education. Key project examples include:

1.	Eco-Town: Partnering with the National Government and Business 

With the support of the national government, Toyama developed the 

18-hectare Eco-Town, an industrial park that includes seven waste-to-

useable private companies. The Eco-Town program is a national govern-

ment initiative to help create a more recycling-oriented society and show-

case new recycling technologies. The Toyama City Eco-Town has yielded 

multiple benefits including increased recycling rates, reduction in CO2 

emissions, facilitation of private sector partnerships (seven companies 

turn waste into usable projects), and stronger community engagement. 

 

A key component of the Eco-Town is the waste recycling education 

center dedicated to increasing citizen awareness of the methods and 

importance of recycling and fostering collaboration among citizens, 

business, and the government. Since 2002, the center has brought to-

gether these stakeholders through learning activities and promotion of 

the Eco-Town Plan. The objective is for all elementary school pupils to 

make at least one visit to Eco-Town. In a typical year about 8,000 visitors 

attend the education center, including about 550 groups of elementary 

and junior high students. 

APPROACH
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Figure 1. Toyama City Eco-Town Industrial Park

Education Center

2.	Change for the Blue: Partnering with NGOs

In March 2019, Toyama City was the first municipal government in Japan 

to sign a cooperation agreement with the Nippon Foundation. The 

‘Change for the Blue’ project aims to develop a model for stopping the 

outflow of waste to the ocean.

All elementary schools cover waste and waste sorting in their standard 

school curriculum. But with the Change for the Blue project, plastic pollu-

tion and marine debris have been added to the syllabus, as well as three 

beach cleaning activities per year.

3.		International Outreach: Partnering with the National Government and 

international cities

Toyama is committed to share knowledge and best practices in waste 

management education through collaboration with international 

partners, such as with its sister city of Mogi das Cruzes in Brazil. Struggling 

Figure 2. Change for the Blue flags throughout Toyama City
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Figure 3. Beach cleaning activities

with waste separation and low recycling rates, most recycling in the city 

was undertaken by catadores – informal waste pickers.  From 2012-

2014, with the support of the Japan International Cooperation Agency, 

Toyama City provided peer support on waste treatment techniques and 

awareness raising initiatives to reduce the amount of waste going to 

landfill to foster a more recycling-oriented society.  

The support included assistance on environmental education to improve 

the awareness of citizens regarding waste separation, and an organized 

system for recycling that built on the catadores efforts. In two years, the 

recycling rate increased around sevenfold, from 0.6% in 2012 to 4% in 2014, 

with a steady upwards trajectory. The environmental education program 

is now embedded in 60% of schools in the city.3  

Toyama currently has cooperation agreements with six other cities in 

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Chile. 

In each case, as Toyama’s own experience and the Mogi das Cruzes  

example show, the long-term sustainability of waste management ef-

forts depends on developing robust civic waste management educa-

tion, at multiple scales (from the individual and community level to the 

international scale) and with multiple stakeholders. Comprehensive ed-

ucation programs are complex and time consuming to implement, but 

Toyama recognizes that they are the key to reaching future generations 

for resilient waste management systems.

3	World Bank, 2017
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Expanding beyond the Eco-Town education center, 

successful examples of environmental education 

programs are indicated in Figure 4 below and il-

lustrates the comprehensiveness of Toyama City’s 

approach.  Between 2017 and 2019, the total num-

ber of projects more than doubled, from 22 to 45.

Figure 4. Overview of Toyama City’s Environmental Education Programs

Project Stakeholders Details

Cleanup Activities Children and 
local citizens

By conducting joint cleanup activities, 
children develop a stronger awareness 
of their environment and form part 
of their local community.

3R School Projects Kindergarteners 
and elementary 
school students

City officials visit kindergartens and schools 
to give extracurricular lessons on 3R 
(reduce, reuse, recycle) and marine debris, 
showing recycled products and garbage 
trucks. This aims to encourage resource 
recovery and waste reduction at home 
and at school. The project reaches 4,600 
students a year from over 80 kindergartens 
and elementary schools (see Figure 7).

Green Curtains Kindergarteners Children install and grow green curtains 
(living shades of plants) over their school 
building windows. As they shade the 
walls and windows of buildings, they 
lower room temperatures, providing an 
example of holistic energy efficiency.

Eco-kids 
Environmental 
Classes in Summer

Elementary school 
students and 
their parents

Hands-on classes with various themes 
related to the environment are organized 
with the aim of fostering environmental 
awareness in the next generations.

Survey on 
Marine Debris

Elementary 
school students

Elementary school children collect and 
catalogue marine debris to understand which 
materials end up in the ocean and improve 
their environmental conservation knowledge.

Visit to Renewable 
Energy Facilities

Elementary school 
students and 
their parents

Together with their parents, elementary school 
students visit energy facilities which have 
introduced renewables, to learn about energy 
and the transition to a zero-carbon society.

IMPACT
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In view of their commitment to resilient waste and environmental manage-

ment, Toyama has been designated a national ‘Environment Model City’ and 

a national ‘SDGs Future City’. It is the only Japanese city selected for the UN 

Sustainable Energy for All (SEforALL) Program, was selected to host the G7 

Environmental Minister’s Meetings in Japan, and was the first city chosen for 

the World Bank City Partnership Program. 

The World Bank Development Report on Toyama captures the essence of the 

city’s approach to waste management: “Toyama City’s citizens have had a 

longstanding, strong connection and respect for its unique and extensive 

natural environment. To protect the environment, it is essential for officials 

to promote effective waste management and recycling with environmental 

education to further improve citizen’s awareness of environmental issues.” 

Figure 5. 3R Schools Project Figure 6. Green Curtains project
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Figure 7. Results of the 3R School Project
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Further 
Reading

Reading by iconixar from the Noun Project

DISCLAIMER: THIS CASE STUDY IS INTENDED FOR KNOWLEDGE-SHARING PURPOSES 
ONLY, AND SHOULD NOT BE RELIED UPON BY ANY THIRD PARTY.
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