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Aya Kubota stands out in studies of community development projects ranging from small historical Historical Environment;

towns to major metropolitan areas, covering topics on urban planning, townscape preservation, and Preservation and Regeneration;
environmental improvement and conservation, etc. In this interview, she shares thoughts on historical Urbanization;

environment preservation and regeneration, taking her practices in Japan for example. From her Localization;

point of view, local subjectivity is essential. The dynamism of localization supports the preservation Local Subjectivity;

and regeneration practices, presenting an alternative way of urbanization. There might be conflicts Japan;

between the local and non-local subjects in such practices, but the conflicts are healthy. Regarding Cultural Landscape

the preservation and utilization of the “Legacy of Catastrophe,” she holds that city planning taking
historical environments into consideration is an important progress. It is vital to engage local residents

in the planning process and weigh up what should be preserved, how should they be conveyed, and INTERVIEWED DATE
to whom. For the regeneration of urban historical resources, the most challenging aspect is the need
to examine the current situations, where our lives and ways of life have been completely influenced by 2023-07-15

external forces, and reevaluate our values. Although there are always risks associated with professional
involvement, it is necessary to take some measures to preserve or repair the historical environments, in
which process the ability to think as own self as the local residents is an important ability.
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Introduction of Aya Kubota

After working for a private urban design consultancy from 1993 to
1995, Aya Kubota held a master’s degree in historical preservation
at Colombia University and the doctoral degree in urban design

at the University of Tokyo. She was associate professor in the

Urban Design Laboratory and professor in Regional Design
Laboratory of the University of Tokyo. Her interest ranges from
community development projects in small historical towns to major
metropolitan areas, with particular interest in creating sustainable
living environments. She is the member of numerous municipal and
administrative committees that cover topics as diverse as urban
planning, townscape preservation, environmental improvement,
conservation, urban development, and housing.

The conservation and revitalization of historical towns and
cities is always a big concern for most countries and regions
worldwide. How do you consider the significance of localization
against the global urbanization? And what is the role of
landscape architecture, as well as landscape-based approaches,
in related research and practices?

Aya KUBOTA (KUBOTA hereafter): Why do numerous countries
and regions show keen interest in preserving and regenerating their
historical environments? It deserves our attention. Localization is
the dynamism created by local autonomy and self-government of a
community. Within that dynamism, the practice of preserving and
regenerating historical environments has emerged and continues.
Because it preserves the environment and supports our lives as

a whole, rather than a single building, which is nothing less than
trying to inherit the traditional life that is directly linked to such
physical spaces. It presents an alternative way of life in global
urbanization, or as the result of global urbanization.

However, local people’s interests and methods of historical
environment preservation and regeneration may differ from those
of non-local subjects, such as countries and regions. Even, there
may be conflicts between them, which to me are not negative, but
rather healthy. In the midst of conflicts, the logic and intentions of
each subject may become clearer and stronger, which is conducive
to their self-correction and optimization or “aufheben.” In the
process led by the local subjectivity, the locals do not exist from
the beginning. Through this process, a network is built between
residents in the given area. Although the nature of that network
may be constantly changing, the locals become a living network,
including the process of change. The problem is that the local
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people’s efforts are usually one-sided and isolated, resulting in
their failure in the conflict. On the contrary, the non-local sides
are administrators and professionals affiliated to institutions or
programs, with subsidies.

A more serious problem is that such conflicts are becoming
increasingly less visible. If conflicts arise, administrators and
professionals who question the reasons behind start to intervene,
and then the situation begins to change. When a non-local subject
repairs a building claiming the preservation or regeneration of the
historical environment, it looks ostensibly like a local conservation
effort, even if it has nothing to do with local autonomy.

In preserving and regenerating historical environments,
landscape architecture expertise and specialists cannot become
the subject. Landscape design is inherently local because of its
inseparable nature to the context. I understand that the concept
of architecture was combined with landscape after Frederick
Law Olmsted, but that was the beginning of the conflict between
landscapes, which are inevitably local, and architecture, which
tries to universalize land as space. The accumulation of knowledge
through such conflicts will be beneficial, and [ would like to
request that media like Landscape Architecture Frontiers journal
present it to related fields to encourage more readers to share their
experience.

How do you understand the dynamics and trends of heritage
protection over time? Nowadays, are there any new ideas,
methods, approaches or modes being employed for the
conservation and rejuvenation of historical areas?

KUBOTA: My own interest lies in the preservation and utilization
of the “Legacy of Catastrophe.” As you know, the Genbaku Dome is
all the remains of the Hiroshima Prefectural Industrial Promotional
Hall, which was damaged and transformed into a skeleton by the
atomic bombing of Hiroshima. In the draft plan for the Hiroshima
Peace Memorial Park, Kenzo Tange came up with the idea of
connecting the park and the Genbaku Dome with an axis to make
it a place of prayer and hope for peace. Since then, citizens, the
Hiroshima City, and Hiroshima Prefecture have moved to preserve
the dome and continued to send messages of hope for peace. Due to
its special value, Genbaku Dome was designated as a World Heritage
Site in 1996—Rather than the aesthetic or architectural value, it
was recognized for its value as a symbol of both the tremendous
destructive power that humans can use and the precious wish for
peace afterwards.

In recent years, large-scale engineering technology has been



applied everywhere in our lives. One of such technologies is the
nuclear power plant. In the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011,
more than 160,000 people (covering 1,150 km?) were instructed
to evacuate'” and a vast area was affected, due to the hydrogen
explosion at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. The plant,
where there were broken nuclear reactors, was scheduled to be
decommissioned due to no future in sight. It is an interim storage
facility where vast amounts of diffused radioactive materials,
contaminated soil, house materials, etc. have been brought in. We
are facing the landscape or land use peculiar to the post-nuclear
accident. Living was prohibited there because the area was too
polluted for human habitation. Contaminant storage is supposed to
be temporary, as indicated by the “interim” term. However, it has
not been decided where the final disposal site will be. Due to the
high concentration of contamination, a permit is required to enter
the interim storage facility. On this site, there is an entire town
where people used to live, with an elementary school, shrines, a
community hall, and public facilities. Due to the high concentration
of contamination, it is impossible to dismantle them. Buildings

are deteriorating over time. It is a “legacy of catastrophe,” not as a
single building, but as an area or a habitat.

Under these circumstances, the local town of Okuma in
Fukushima begins to formulate a Regional Plan for the Preservation
and Utilization of Cultural Properties and preserve them in some
way (Fig. 1). I am participating in this planning process as a
member of the committee, with many local residents who lived in
Okuma before the disaster but cannot return their hometown yet.

The Regional Plan for the Preservation and Utilization of Cultural
Properties was newly established with the 2018 revision of the Law
for the Protection of Cultural Properties of Japan. It is both a static

1. The front of
Ohno Station
in Okuma,
taken in March
2020. All
buildings are
left inside the
difficult-to-
return zone.
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plan and an action plan. As of July 2023, plans have been approved
by the Agency for Cultural Affairs in 119 municipalities of Japan.
Although it is too early to judge how this plan and method will work
yet, considering that the master plan in conventional city planning
had very little consideration for the historical environment, we
should make it an important progress.

The attempt in Okuma is an unknown challenge of selecting,
preserving, and utilizing cultural assets related to the nuclear
accident by making use of new institutions in recent years. It is
often treated as a catastrophic heritage, but we need to always
consider the fact that there are also happy memories there
especially for local residents. What should be preserved among
a huge amount of remains, how should they be conveyed, and to
whom?

According to your research and practice experience, what are
the major obstacles for the regeneration of urban historical
resources? And do you think there are misunderstandings
when addressing the conservation and development of urban
cultural heritages including historical landscapes?

KUBOTA: In the background of urbanization, there was, and
still is, the idea that traditional lifestyle is a thing of the past and
of low value. Urbanization is directly linked to modernization.
Global urbanization is the progress of formation and construction
of spaces based on such values, so these values are recursively
internalized and become decisive among people who live there.
Money is involved in the process. Values that evaluate new things
are favored by capital because new things can be bought. The
values of old things and preserving them are the exact opposite
of urbanization. The act of buying is instantaneous, but the act of
preserving the historical environment is continuous and possibly
only when there is a subject who wants to protect it.

Furthermore, engineering technology is for creating new things.
[t is completely different from traditional techniques that are
accumulated through experience rather than any academic system.
Whether it is architecture, landscape, or urban engineering, the
specialists are only from one certain engineering area. So even if
they think that preservation is important conceptually, they do not
have the knowledge to realize preservation in their daily life. In
other words, the most challenging aspect is the need to examine
the current situation, where our lives and ways of life have been
completely influenced by external forces, and reevaluate our values.

More concretely, some citizens might argue that the catastrophic
legacies of the nuclear accident mentioned earlier should be
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regarded as negative and be locked away and preserved for lesson.
However, this is a one-sided view for those who lived there before
the disaster, which can be a new kind of damage as their past seems
to be denied. Those citizens who make such claims may have been
using electricity produced by nuclear power plants; he or she could
have been one of the “perpetrators.” But meanwhile, they may still
say that the disaster-stricken area has value (for instance, for public
projects) and the new development may repeat another aggression.

However, it is true that today’s landscape is where the nuclear
accident has happened, which is a fact that humankind should not
forget, even if the residents refuse to preserve the houses on their
land. In the sense that their hometown has already been converted
into such a different value, it can be said that the local former
residents have certainly suffered new damages. What should we
protect in such situations? This is my ongoing question. The lack
of ways to avoid urbanization is probably the biggest obstacle
to preserving the historical environment. Of the elderly people
[ interviewed, many thought it would be impossible for them to
continue farming, so they encouraged their children to migrate to
cities. This will also promote urbanization in turn.

“Cultural landscape” was newly proposed in the 2005 revision
of the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties in Japan.
According to the definition, cultural landscapes are formed by
the climate of a given region where people live or work, and are
indispensable for understanding the livelihood and work of the
Japanese people'”. This category is focusing on the “livelihood” that
is carried out in relation to the natural environment. It goes without
saying that it is necessary to evaluate the cultural landscape, but
simply because it is designated as a cultural property, which does
not mean that the relationship itself will continue. No way has yet
been found to avoid urbanization under the globalization. However,
the historical environment itself tells us at least what the state of
non-urbanization looks like. This is meaningful in preserving and
inheriting the historical environment.

To your knowledge, what matters for the improvement of
sustainable living environments in historical communities?
And how residents can truly get engaged with and into the
future development of their communities?

KUBOTA: Tsumago is a great example of what Japanese residents
are doing to protect their communities and historical environment.
[t is a post town in Nagano Prefecture, located along the historic
road “Nakasendo” in a mountainous area. Nowadays, it is no longer
an administrative division, but a traditional unit called “aza”® with
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less than 700 residents. Transportation networks and industrial
structures changed dramatically during the period of rapid
economic growth, the decline of small non-urban villages from all
aspects, including population and industry, was particularly severe.
Although there was also a tourism boom, the tourism development
by external capital also hit the community. In 1968, as a result of
the heated discussion among local residents (including the local
municipality), the Association of Tsumago Lovers was established,
which later became the Public Interest Incorporated Foundation,
and clarified three principles of “don’t sell, don’t rent, don’t destroy’
for their wooden houses as a Residents’ Charter (Fig. 2). At a time
when the concept of townscape preservation had yet to emerge,
the residents took pride in their townhouses and were very aware
that they were the ones to protect them (Fig. 3). Tourism is just a
means to continue living in Tsumago, but the goal is not to make
money from tourism. Half a century later, these principles are still
practiced. The key is in-depth discussion among residents. Every
time a problem arises, such as whether it is okay to serve coffee

at small restaurants, which is not traditional in Japan, or where to
locate parking lots that tourists can use, a huge amount of time will

(D “Aza” represents an area similar to the administrative division “town.” Sometimes
such areas are called “town” in Japanese, but in the Japanese addressing system,
people prefer using “aza.”

2. This sign says “don’t sell, don’t rent, don’t destroy.” These are the words of the
Residents’ Charter enacted in 1971 to preserve the townscape of Tsumago.
3. The unchanged townscape of Tsumago, which has been preserved for a long time.
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be spent discussing them in a committee of residents. If necessary,
they will use the institutions (local government and universities)
and apply for subsidized projects. Here, the subject of historical
environment preservation and regeneration is the local community.
A distinctive feature of the Tsumago community is their
familiarity with the environment in which they live, including the
mountains. Not only are they knowledgeable about history, but
also they know, for example, which slopes are vulnerable to recent
heavy rainfall trends. They live a life that feels the blessings of
nature, such as extremely abundant water and wild vegetables, but
at the same time they perceive that the mountainous area they live
in is in danger. For example, when learning that there would be
construction of a maglev Shinkansen line deep underground in their
neighborhood, the committee of residents immediately held a study
session to deepen their understanding of what was in danger. After
their judgement, they began to deliver the necessary information
to each household and the local government, and clarify their
intentions. Due to the collaboration with other civic groups actively
across the country, this community must be sustainable. Another
characteristic is that they enjoy their daily life. They enjoy holding
festivals where they dress up in old costumes and talk to overseas
tourists. I believe that these are key to realizing the preservation of
the historical environment.

As an educator, what abilities and capacities should students
learn and comprehend through the classes or studios related
with urban heritage conservation and regeneration?

KUBOTA: There are always risks associated with professional
involvement in the preservation and regeneration of historical
environments. [ have already mentioned that local subjectivity

is essential. However, if we wait until local independence arises,
physical historic fabrics will deteriorate. So it might be sometimes
suitable or necessary for professionals to take some measures to
preserve or repair them. However, it is still important to understand
what non-locals such as experts cannot and should not do. At the
conceptual level, we can discuss this in the classroom, and I believe
that it is very important.

However, the most important thing is to let students go to the site
and experience the wonderful abilities of the local subjects while
immersing themselves in the historical environment. Especially
for students who grew up in urban areas, how to live locally is
unknown. While directly interacting with the people involved in
such situations, even if you are not a party concerned, you can
share the sense of ownership, and live as a person concerned, and
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seriously think about another way of life as own self. It can be said
that the ability to think as own self is important when engaging in
historical environment preservation.

[t can be said that the destruction of the historical environment
did not come naturally, but was a by-product of urbanization.
Therefore, how to reexamine and achieve an alternative
urbanization is an prominent issue. If we do not envision another
form of “city” that is not so urbanized, we will not be able to escape
from the current dilemma of preserving and regenerating the
historical environment. Preserving and regenerating the historical
environment cannot be done by oneself alone. Understanding this
and being able to unite with comrades is a skill that I would like my
students and myself to acquire.
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