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Abstract 
An urban code is an agreement of any local concerns by local landowners and/or residents 

participate during the planning process. Until early Meiji Period, local urban codes have been 
used as a major regulation tool among landlords in Kyoto. The urban codes included a variety 
of local issues from residents' lifestyle to building codes. Under the current laws, there are 
several systems to support the landlords to enter into an agreement about the architecture and 
planning, which, however, is very limited compared to the traditional styles. The paper will 
introduce the traditional urban codes, the current urban codes under Japan's planning system, 
and a few contemporary attempts in the last decade in Kyoto. First, the paper will review the 
urban codes of the contemporary planning system, such as “building agreement” and “district 
planning,” in which local people are encouraged to participate. Second, the value of the 
traditional planning style will be reviewed to identify what has been lost in the contemporary 
system. Third, the recent challenges by the local people, supported by the city council and 
other organisations, to mix the contemporary systems with traditional styles to make the city 
better, will be introduced. 

Introduction 
In the planning history in Europe and Japan, cities have from time to time been reformed 

largely by the ruler, such as Napoleon III in Paris, Charles IV in Prague, or Toyotomi in 
Kyoto, or more recently by the socialist states in East Europe. However, although these 
redevelopment largely affected the urban structure of these cities, the duration of such 
situation is relatively smaller than the city's overall life. And indeed, many of the architectural 
styles, e.g. Baroque or Romanesque in Europe, Georgian in Britain, machiya in Japan, had 
been continuously refined in details during more peaceful periods to provide the aesthetic 
ground to the city. 
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Then, what mechanism has maintained these historic cities so attractive even after 
centuries or millenniums of birth? We can find the force behind such mechanism in the 
discussion of Christopher Wren's London plan. When the Great Fire hit the city in 1666, 
Wren attempted to implement his idea to modernise the entire city in European style, i.e. a 
grid plan with continental piazzas and avenues. However, the progress of the fire might have 
been stopped, but for the conduct of the Lord Mayor, who refused to give orders for pulling 
down some houses, without the consent of the owners. The landowners also refused Wren's 
plan. A city with a number of land/building owners seems to have a certain mechanism which 
affects the urban design and other urban matters. 

Another example can be found in a country with relatively shorter history. Jacobs (1961) 
saw a phenomenon that only one in four almost identical areas developed successfully despite 
it, as the city planners see, being a slum. What is discussed in this paper is such “development 
by community” or “development with community.” Here, the term “development” is used in a 
wider sense than merely an operational development. It also refers to activities rather called 
as change of use or management. 

 
In the first section of the paper, the previous researches of urban code are reviewed. In the 

following sections will see the urban codes and community in Kyoto, the former capital of 
Japan. First, a history of community-led planning in Kyoto since the 15th century is briefly 
reviewed. Next will see the urban codes under the modern planning system, i.e. building 
agreement and district plan, and their possibility and limitations under the current planning 
system of Japan. Third, the community issues in central Kyoto will be discussed. Two areas 
are studied in which the traditional urban code was re-evaluated in combination with the 
current planning tools. 

Urban Code and Community 
Urban code is, in this paper, either governmental standards or agreements of any local 

concerns entered into by local landowners and/or residents. Ben-Joseph (2005) identifies five 
types of codes: conventional zones and districts (Euclidean), planned development, 
performance standards, incentive-based codes and guidelines, and form-based codes or 
design-oriented codes and districts. The first two types of code are usually considered as city 
plan. The latter three are standards and guidelines, which are the urban codes discussed in 
this paper. 

There is also another type of code: unwritten rule. This varies from tacit approval to 
neighbourhood-oriented development which Jacobs attempted to tell the young planners. 
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Although her masterpieces has been referred hundreds of times in planning books and articles, 
there seems little contribution has been made to the planning system in Japan. 

One might argue that neighbourhood-oriented development is not new, or has been one of 
the main concepts in urban design. Since C. A. Perry advocated the Neighbourhood Unit plan, 
or C. Alexander used Design Pattern, the neighbourhood was the main target. More recently, 
the current discussions of sustainability, such as Compact City, New Urbanism or Urban 
Villages, which rather focuses on transit-oriented suburb developments, are also concerned 
with the neighbourhoods and inner issues (e.g. Duany et al. 2002). These discussions of 
neighbourhoods have, however, been “development for community” provided largely by 
planning/design professionals. 

A Brief History of Urban Communities and Codes in Kyoto 

Rise of Urban Communities in Kyoto (1467 - 1603) 
Kyoto was planned and developed as the capital city in 794, which consists of a perfect 

gridiron pattern. In Kyoto, the current tradition of the neighbourhood management dates back 
to as early as the Muromachi Period (Nitschke 2003). During the Civil War (Onin no Ran, 
1467 - 1477), in which the city was the main battle field, the local residents started forming 
neighbourhood association to protect themselves. These communities were gated: landlords 
inside the gates developed their lands under their own urban codes, called cho shikimoku, 
which set the rules for the building standards, lifestyles and many other urban issues. The 
neighbourhood associations have maintained the towns and the traditions such as the Gion 
Festival, one of the nation's three festivals, or statute of Jizo (Ksitigarbha Bodhisattva), a 
guardian deity of children for the NA, originally from India. 

Just like Paris was reformed by the Bourgeoisie and was restructured later by the powered 
emperor, Kyoto had faced a significant reform in urban form during and after the civil war in 
15th and 16th centuries. The major difference from European experiences is the resulting 
communities which formed class-independent and geography-based neighbourhood 
communities. 

Development of Urban Codes in Kyoto (1603 - 1868) 

3 



Submitted Paper 

During Pax Tokugawa (1603 - 1868), the Shogunate had moved the political centre 
unofficially from Kyoto to Edo. The Tokugawa Shogunate gave weak, but still important, 
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Figure 1: Cho and Gakku in Kyoto (Urbanised Area in Meiji Period) 
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right of autonomy to the local communities, but they mainly served as an enforcement 
organisation of Tokugawa government (Takahashi and Nakagawa 2003). Although 
flamboyant design and the floors more than two were restricted, they developed the de-facto 
standards of affordable houses, which are now known for their modularisation (Kyomachiya 
Sakuji Gumi 2002). 

Birth of Gakku (1868 - 1945) 
The Meiji Restoration affected the structure of urban communities in Kyoto. Until then, 

each town had belonged to a group by profession. The group had been characterised largely 
be the profession. However, the new prefectural government reformed the groups to 
geography-based: the birth of the 64 districts, now known as Gakku (school district). The 
districts served as administrative organisation, until the city and ward councils took over the 
role. 

Since the birth of Gakku, the city area has expanded, resulting in more than 200 districts 
which are still used at statistics unit, such as in Census. In this paper, 59 districts which cover 
the urbanised area at the beginning of Meiji Period are considered as the city centre. 

Urban Community in Inner Kyoto 

Cho and Gakku – the Basic Neighbourhood Units in Kyoto 
As discussed in the previous section, there has been the notion of neighbourhood in Koto. 

However, it should be emphasised that its size is different between practices in Kyoto and in 
theoretical discussions in the West and that Gakku and Cho are not in hierarchical relation. 

Currently, the City of Kyoto has 11 wards, among which Kamigyo, Nakagyo, Shimogyo 
and Higashiyama are considered the historic centre. In the case of Nakagyo Ward, 23 gakku's 
and more than 500 cho's exist. Although some cho has disappeared from road widening 
scheme, each and every existing cho forms its own neighbourhood association. In some cho 
with small population, the neighbouring associations have consolidated, hence, the number of 
neighbourhood associations have decreased. However, as will be seen in the latter section, 
there is a new type of neighbourhood association. 

It is possible to see, and is assumed in this paper, that gakku is equivalent to district and 
cho to neighbourhood. However, the sizes are largely different. For neighbourhoods, a 
neighbourhood unit is assumed to have a population of 10,000 in Perry's theory. On the other 
hand, cho in Kyoto was planned to have 50 to 100 households, and thus less than 1,000 in 
population. The neighbourhood in theory is more than ten times larger than practice. Gakku 
consists of 26 to 27 cho's. A gakku has 4,000 population on average in 1889. The population 
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of gakku now varies from 700 to 11,000 in 2005 Census. Whichever number is used, the 
neighbourhood is much smaller in Kyoto. 

Should gakku be considered as neighbourhood in Perry's Neighbourhood unit? Jacobs 
(1966) considers neighbourhoods in three levels: street, district and city. Although she 
discusses the district as the most important size as neighbourhood association, people in 
Kyoto consider the street-level neighbourhood association as the basic organisation to make 
decisions on local matters, as will be seen in the case studies, cho seems the suitable size. 

It is to be emphasised that the relation of gakku and cho is non-hierarchical: decentralised. 
It is not networked, or semi lattice in Alexander's (1966) term, but rather gakku plays as glue 
to the cho's despite that the boundary of cho is very clear. For example, if an unwanted event, 
such as building construction, is planned in a cho, the neighbourhood association will handle 
it. The adjacent neighbourhoods do not directly cause dispute, even if some houses are 
geographically closer. 

Kyoto has been modernised in a unique way because of the community structure. It seems 
Giddens' (1991) “disembedding” and “reembedding” of the social system do not, or did not at 
least until 1990s, need to occur in Kyoto. However, the growing number of newer residents 
finally brought the chance of disembedding. 

Mansion as New Housing Style 
Although there were several attempts of “flat-above-shop” type mid-rise buildings, such as 

in Horikawa Dori, most houses in Kyoto had still been two-story wooden house known as 
machiya (townhouse) until the new building standards disallowed machiya for its low 
resistance to fire and earthquake. The newly built have not been mid to high-rise buildings as 
you might expect. The result is that it has become common to build a ten-story commercial or 
residential building adjacent to two-story machiya. 

After the bubble economy in the late 1980s, during which many business have started to 
separate the traditional housing and workplace lifestyle, the former industrial premises have 
been replaced by mid to high rise-residential housing called mansion. The result is a 
declining number of the remaining residents and an increasing number of mansion residents. 
In Kyoto, of particular interests to the remaining local residents, is how to form a 
neighbourhood with the new residents in mansion. 

Building mid to high-rise buildings, mansion in particular, often causes construction 
dispute between the developers and the local residents (Yamaguchi 2000). Many academics 
see these troubles as design issues such as townscape and height or “the right of sunlight” 
(see Kubota 2003, Uchida 2004 for example). The residents may concern deign, especially in 
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terms of sunlight and radio disturbance, but this reason can not explain the case of two 
buildings constructed closely, one of which is strongly opposed by the local community while 
the other not. Uoya et al. (2005) commented on one of such cases as “it seems 
communication with the community will give an agreeable impression to them. As I see the 
two buildings, there is no noticeable difference in terms of design” (p. 132, translated). 

 Then, a question naturally comes out. What kind of “communication” did they have? Are 
the local community really contended with the result? If not, what do they really want from 
the “communication”? A possible answer to the last question is to solve some local issues. 

Survey in Nakagyo 
 A survey was conducted in Nakagyo Ward by Kyoto Center for Community 

Collaboration to identify the current situations of local communities and their issues. There 
are 23 districts in the ward. On average, 26 to 27 neighbourhood associations (NAs) belong 
to a district. A distinctive hierarchy of urban communities (Ku – Gakku - Cho) seem to exist, 
but the district leaders consider cho as the most important unit of local communities. 

Among the 23 districts, 14 district leaders think communication with people in mansion is 
difficult and 10 leaders consider the mansions as a local issue. All the districts answer that 
mansion and constructing it is by nature an issue of neighbourhood, but six districts support 
the neighbourhood in certain ways, among which one district has set a district-wide policy 
about association in mansions. 

The traditional neighbourhoods have been geography-based. However, in 13 districts, 
there are several mansion-based associations independent from the geography-based 
association in the neighbourhood. These newly established associations usually play the same 
role as the traditional neighbourhood associations, but consist only of the mansion residents. 
Six districts have mansion-based quasi-associations, in which the residents pay the 
neighbourhood/district association membership fees but do not enjoy full responsibility/rights 
as the neighbourhood associations. 

Urban Code in Japan's Modern Planning System 

Hasegawa (2003), in his doctoral thesis, discusses Building Agreement and District Plan 
as the basic planning tool for the communities. At the earliest stages of city planning system 
in Japan, the “development by/with local community” is only supported by local municipal 
by-laws (Sorensen 2004). Sorensen (2004, p.312) identifies them in three types: District Plan, 
Land Use Control and Historical Protection. Among them, Land Use Control is of little use in 
central Kyoto, as the city centre with already mixed use should be designated either as 
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industrial or commercial use, which virtually allow any reasonable development. In the 
beginning, at least in Kyoto, much of District Plan was used to allow schools and religious 
organisations to develop their buildings which would otherwise have been disallowed. 

Building Agreement and District Plan as Urban Code 
Building Agreement is a system to allow the landowners (and renters) to enter into an 

agreement on the design issues identified in Building Standard Law, such as height, use and 
colour. District Plan was later introduced in 1980 as an amendment to City Planning Law. 
This is because Building Agreement required all the participants to approve, while District 
Plan requires an approval of a great majority. Another important difference is that Building 
Agreement requires a local organisation to determine building plans, but in District Plan, the 
council's enforcement section does this task. There is a new tool called Landscape Agreement, 
which will not be discussed here because it is relatively new and has no application in Kyoto 
as of writing. 

 
As of November 2004, in central Kyoto are building agreements with 14 regions, where 

the areas of building agreements are for part of one or several neighbourhood(s) (relatively 
smaller than a district). In many, but not all, cases, the neighbourhood association(s) is the 
determining organisation for building agreement. It is remarkable that, among the 14 building 
agreements, 13 have a rule on the size of collective housing. 

The size of area is relatively small. Among the 14 agreements, 13 consist of one to four 
cho's. The exception is Aneyakouji, which will be detailed in the next section. 

 
As of August 2006, Kyoto City has adopted 44 District Plans. For the first twenty years, the 
district plans have been used for development and redevelopment, and thus the majority of 
them are for development in suburban areas or redevelopment in brown fields. In the city 
centre, there are three district plans prepared collaboratively with local community: Shutoku, 
Honnoh and Meirin. Others in the city centre include Shijo Dori, Shinmonzen Nishino-cho 
and Gionmachi Minamigawa. 

The area of the three district plans are all Gakku in scale, consisting of 23 to 39 cho's. 
Some district plans, Shinmonzen Nishino-cho in particular, are smaller. However, it can be 
said that district plan targets larger area than building agreement, at least in Kyoto at 
gakku-level neighbourhood. This is because, as mentioned above, district plan does not 
require 100% agreement, although the city council usually attempts to modify the plan until 
no objection is made. 
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left) Fukunaga Cho, Source: Maruyama (2003, p 79) Original: Fukunagacho Bunsho 

middle) Aneyakouji, Source: KCCC (2003) 

right) Gionmachi Minamigawa, Source: MLIT (website) 
Case Studies: Cho Shikimoku in the Past and Today 
The research of urban code in Edo period will be briefly reviewed, followed by two recent 

adoption of cho shikimoku, which are the results of discussions on “the community rule for 
the sustainable environment” with professionals, city planners, and the people in the area at 
the same table (Koura 2002 p 12). There are two areas in which the landowners have recently 
entered into re-evaluated cho shikimoku, in combination with planning tools. 

Cho Shikimoku in History 
Maruyama (2003) surveyed in details a number of Cho Shikimoku (see Figure 2 left for 

one of them), also called as Machi Okite or Cho Gijo from three points: townhouses and 
townscape; fire disaster; and safety. 

The Shogunate ordered its own building codes. The governmental building codes vary: 
building with more than two stories was prohibited; Use of clay for wall and tile for roofing 
was encouraged. However, in commercial towns like Kyoto, application for building 
permission was exempted. In the city, instead of applying for permission, the landowners had 
checked the design. Under the restrictions by the central government, the landowners 
competed for the design of their buildings. 

Fire resistance was an important issue, as is often the case in medieval cities with wooden 
architecture. Although a great fire had seldom hit, fire had burnt tens or hundreds of houses 
once every ten years. In the urban codes, the residents were encouraged to prevent from fire, 
and once it occurred, forced to be involved in fire extinction. 

Safety was also an issue. You might have heard that Japan is, and probably has been, one 
of the safest countries. You might even have heard that the cities in Japan were not covered 
by city wall. These are generally true in many parts of Japan, so has been in most times in the 
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city of Kyoto. However, during the Period of Warring States and Pax Tokugawa, it had been 
ordered that every cho built gate and closed in the night, until early Meiji Period when the 
new government allowed removing the gates. This does not necessarily mean that the city 
had been in an unsafe state, especially in the late Edo Period, as crossing the gates in the 
night was a common practice. It is suffice to say here that these activities strengthened the 
sense of community by the gates. 

Building Agreement and Cho Shikimoku – A case in Aneyakouji 
Aneyakouji (Aneyakouji wo Kangaeru Kai website, KCCC 1999, 2000, 2004, 2005b) – 

Building agreement (Building Standard Law) and Machizukuri agreement (Machinami 
Kankyo Seibi Jigyo). Aneyakouji is a street in the historic centre of Kyoto. The west-east 
street in the city centre had, at that time, faced the significant redevelopment demands. 

Aneyakouji is a group of cho's with 160 households. It started as a dispute body to a 
mansion plan in the area in 1995. The members entered into cho shikimoku in 2000 and two 
architectural agreements (Aneyakouji and Matsunaga-cho) in 2002. As in Figure 2 (middle), 
the code is built in the street for public viewing. The cho shikimoku itself it a visionary 
statement for the street, and the details are in the two building agreements. In the Aneyakouji 
agreement participate 13 cho's while in the Matsunaga-cho agreement are three cho's: 
Matsushita-cho, Fukunaga-cho and Kikuya-cho. The associations of Matsushita-cho and 
Fukunaga-cho have consolidated. Indeed, the name Matsunaga was generated from 
Matsu-shita and Fuku-naga (see Figure 2 left). 

In 2003, the city reviewed the plans in the city centre including Aneyakouji. This is not a 
direct result from the practices in Aneyakouji. In 2004 and 2005, the organisation was 
subsidised by the city by 7 million yen each year to refurbish four traditional houses in total. 

District Plan, City Ordinances and Cho Shikimoku – A case in Gionmachi Minamigawa 
Gionmachi Minamigawa (Hiratake 2002, KCCC 1999, 2004, MLIT website, Figure 2 

right) – designated as Aesthetic District (Scenic District), Historical Landscape Preservation 
and Adjustment District and Community Landscape Development District (all under Kyoto 
City Urban Area Landscape Development Ordinances). The district plan (City Planning Law) 
covers 3.3ha, 294 plots. 
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It is to be emphasised that much area is owned by a single organisation: Yasaka Nyokouba 
Gakuen school, hence the small number of ownership. This is one of the reasons that the 
district has preserved the atmosphere from Meiji Period. Approximately 200 
households/shops/restaurants live and/or run business. The area did not suffer from 
immediate redevelopment, but the number of traditional teahouses, in which you can enjoy 
dances and music played by Geisha, were declining. The renters are allowed to refurbish his 
house, but must sign the agreement to conserve the townscape with the organisation. 

In the area has been designated as a special district. As Historical Landscape Preservation 
and Adjustment District, it now is allowed to build/refurbish the traditional wooden style of 
architecture, if and only if the fire prevention and extinction system are considered to be 
effective in the area. In the case of Gionmachi Minamigawa, the regular training, the 
equipments such as fire hydrant and alarm, and earthquake resistant building by the local 
communities were so considered. The area is also designated as Community Landscape 
Development District, with a system for subsidising the repair and landscaping. 

Discussion 
In the previous chapters, we saw the strength of the traditional urban code and the 

opportunities and weakness of the current attempts of using building agreement and district 
plan as urban code. Here, the issues in the current practices of code-led development are 
discussed. 

Urban Code - A Complementary Tool to Planning System? 
The urban development has been led by plans and planning since the birth of modern 

planning system, or “conventional zones and districts” and “planned development” in 
Ben-Joseph's (2005) terms. Unplanned approaches have not been considered as a mainstream 

 

Subjective Conditions Objective (Structural  ) Basic Principle 

Social Role Expertise Organizations Rule 

System Complementar
ity 

Executor Expert Administration Positive Law

Community Reciprocity Neighborhoo
d 

Layman Neighborhood 
Association 

Social Norm 

Table 1: Basic Principles of System and Community, Subjective and Objective Conditions

 

Figure 3: Effective Development Tools 
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in urban development and planning. Hasegawa (2003, see Table 1) discusses the 
“community” approaches against “system” rather as a discussion of civil law rather than of 
city planning. Of importance is that the community-led approaches are generally based on 
social norm rather than positive law. 

These approaches are, indeed, effective in central area where strong community exists. 
The size of the neighbourhood is, however, smaller than theoretically discussed, although this 
may be a cultural characteristics of Kyoto, where much decision are made by mutual consents, 
rather than by polling. A cho with average 50 to 100 members seems a suitable size for such 
system. 

Standardisation = Affordability + High Quality? 
Then, what type of urban code is the most suitable for the city centre in historic cities like 

Kyoto? At first, the other three types of urban code in Ben-Joseph (2003) do not seem to 
answer to this question. Performance standards and incentive-based codes and guidelines 
have both been introduced in these cities. Form-based codes or design-oriented codes and 
districts are more suitable for new development such as Urban Village or Transit Oriented 
Development. The strength of the traditional urban code proves that a well elaborated mixture 
of these urban codes could foster standardisation which will bring affordability and high 
quality simultaneously (Figure 3). 

 
The current approaches, building agreement and district plan, also, only set the minimum 

standards for buildings. In the building agreement system, there is a system for the 
organisation of agreement members determine the appropriateness of building plans in the 
area. However, when they judged inappropriate but the developer did not agree, the 
organisation would have to take the case to court. 

Own, Rent, Comparted? 
Historically, during the time the urban code had developed and been effectively used, most, 

if not all, the people in the area belonged to the community which defined the code. They 
lived and worked in the area, some of who owned the land and building in the area, the others 
rented. The owners had stronger rights and responsibilities, but they share much of the 
concerns with the renters. 

 
Today, people who live in the inner city do not necessarily work in the area. Indeed, the 

inner city is convenient for commuting to Osaka and other cities and thus has attracted, and 
still is, a growing number of commuters. On the other hand, much of the business in the area 
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is run by people who live in the suburb of Kyoto. 
Another issue is the ownership of condominiums (or mansions in Japan), which is 

compartedly owned by more than one owners under the Law for Comparted-ownership, etc. 
of Building. Based on the legal interpretation that the land of such buildings is co-owned by 
the owners, they are given one vote right when making a decision in the neighbourhood. The 
structure of the new communities, and its urban code which allow the renters to participate in 
decision making process, should be revised. 

Conclusion 
In Japan, the suburbs or large cities have been developed effectively by Land 

Readjustment and Railway company-led developments, while inner cities have been 
neglected. This may not be true. The planning tools, such as city plan roadway or allocated 
land, were also introduced in the central area, but not as effective in the area with a number of 
plots and landlords as in the former countryside. Instead of these tools, urban code seems to 
effectively foster development. 

Urban code had been an effective approach to solve, and prevent from, a variety of urban 
issues until the modern planning system was introduced in Kyoto. It seems still effective in 
city centre with strong local community of landowners. The planning tools, e.g. Building 
Agreement and District Plan and local policies, e.g. City Ordinances, have adopted the 
strengths of these urban code experiences as a complement to planning system. 

There still remain several issues. The current approaches of community and code-based 
development are constrained within the planning system which merely defines the minimum 
standards. Another issue is that they do not reflect the modernised society and complicated 
land ownership issues. These approaches are based on social norms, and thus need to be 
modified to fit in law-abiding society.
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