High expectations placed on revival of streetcars in Kyoto

Kyoto citizens are embroiled in controversy over moves to revive streetcars in the ancient Japanese capital with some of them saying 'Why tramcars now after having come this far?' without them while others insist 'They are absolutely necessary for revitalizing the tourist industry.' The Kyoto Chamber of Commerce and Industry (Kyoto CCI) sparked the debate when it proposed to the municipal government last autumn that the city introduce Light Rail Transit (LRT) streetcars. Officials reacted by indicating that they would study it positively. 
Japan's streetcars originated in Kyoto and acted as an important means of transportation in the city until 1978 when they were abolished for such reasons as declining profitability and the traffic congestion they caused in the wake of the growing numbers of automobiles. Thus, citizens carried out a wide-ranging campaign against their demise. In addition, many people felt nostalgia for sight of streetcars in action. 

Not only in Kyoto

Kyoto is not alone in having high popularity for streetcars. Hiroshima City still keeps them active, and it is known that some of the streetcars that used to be in Kyoto continue to transport passengers in Hiroshima. Discussions on the revival of streetcars have become conspicuous of late in the face of developments, including a restart of the Manyo Line in Takaoka City in Toyama Prefecture in the form of a joint public-private sector operation, the inauguration of LRT on the Iyo Railway route in Matsuyama City in Ehime Prefecture, the introduction of LRT by the municipal railway of Kagoshima City in Kagoshima Prefecture, a plan by Kumamoto City to extend its municipal railway line, the access of Tosa Electric Railway streetcars to JR Kochi Station in Kochi Prefecture, Nara City's idea of adopting LRT and a proposal to revive streetcars in Nagoya City in Aichi Prefecture.
Unlike streetcars in the past, the LRT system features computer-controlled low floor streetcars whose selling points are low vibration and high speed. They are easy for children and old people to get on and off. They are widespread in various parts of Europe and highly popular. It was for this reason that then-Kyoto CCI Chairman Kazuo Inamori and others made an inspection of streetcars in Strasbourg, France in 2000. Then, Kyoto CCI proposed that Kyoto City adopt 'barrier-free and a new type of streetcars.' A study panel established by Kyoto CCI studied concrete measures for the introduction of streetcars, sending its members to Germany and Italy to study the operation of tramcars. 

Kyoto's proposal

Last fall, Kyoto CCI called for construction of loop metropolis routes, including a belt line linking Shijokawaramachi with Horikawa, Higashiyama tourist routes that include a line between Kyoto Station and Ginkakuji Temple and routes that embrace a line between Kinkakuji Temple and Demachiyanagi. The municipal government spelled out its intention to study the introduction of LRT in its 'Master Plan for City Planning' that was compiled in the spring. On a budget of 6 million yen, it started in the fiscal year beginning April a survey to explore the possibility of introducing LRT.
The construction cost of streetcar routes is 3 billion yen per kilometer or one tenth that of subway lines. Citizens are holding symposiums and voicing loud support for the revival of streetcars. Kyoto CCI is pinning its hopes on the reemergence of streetcars with an official saying that 'citizens' support and desire are indispensable for the realization (of tramcars).' He also said the chamber has prepared promotional pamphlets. 
On the other hand, there are many citizens who are against the move to restore the streetcar system. There will be twists and turns such as the question of setting up an organization to take charge of construction and the private sector participation in management before streetcars actually come back to the city. (K)
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Anmerkung:

Es scheint, als komme Bewegung in den japanischen Markt für Straßen- und Stadtbahnen. Die Firma Siemens hat hier schon erste Schritte getan: 1998 erhielt die Siemens K.K. in Tokio eine Bestellung über vier Niederflur-Straßenbahnwagen von Hiroshima Electric Railway Co., Ltd. Die Wägen sind seit Juni 1999 in Hiroshima in Betrieb. 

Einen Teil der Investition hatte die Development Bank of Japan (DBJ) im Rahmen ihrer Regionalförderung finanziert. 
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