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MY IMPRESSION OF TRAFFIC IN
TOKYO

Name :Gjermund Rendahl

Position : Secretary of Chancery
Have worked in the Royal Norwegian Embassy in Tokyo
since August 1988.

My first impression of Tokyo arriving from Narita was the bigness of the elevated
expressways. It was quite amazing to see how the large expressways went through
the city right outside the windows of people working in 4th floor of office buildings.
This still impresses me. Or as a Swedish girl who visited Tokyo commented to me,
looking at three layers of highways in Nishi Azabu. “This looks like Moon Base
Alpha!” To people from Scandinavia this way of building highways look like taken
from a science fiction movie. But the main thing is that it works-that it manages to
keep the traffic flowing.I have a car and experiences the traffic in Tokyo myself. 1
like getting onto the elevated highways and driving on usually uncongested expressways.
The view I get from there also helps me orientating myself where in Tokyo I am. Driving
down at street level T always get confused where I am. All buildings look alike to me, only
when I see Tokyo Tower or the Shinjuku skyscrapes I get an idea where I am.

What I dislike about the traffic in Tokyo is that there are no “Green Waves”, i.e. that the
traffic lights corresponds so that you can drive several blocks on a Green Wave. In
Norway all traffic lights are set up so that when you get one green light, the two-three
next traffic signals will soon become green so that you can drive for some minutes
without having to stop for red light. In Tokyo it always seems like I can’t drive longer than
to the next signal. This is very annoying, and make many drivers drive faster. just to reach
the next signal before it turns red.

A surprising number of narrow streets in Tokyo aren’t one way streets. Many streets
are so narrow that only one car can drive it, especially because so many cars in Tokyo are
illegally parked and thus hinders the traffic.

The cost of building roads and highways in Tokyo and Japan are enormous because of
the land prices. It seems odd to me that the government cannot expropriate land proper-
ties from the owners. In Norway the government can take private property and use it for

public use. The owner will of course get a fair amount of money as compensation, but
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probably not as much as the land is valued in the private market. An example is the
building of airports. Building the new lane at Narita has taken many years due to
resistance from the local rice farmers. It would have been impossible for some farmers in
Norway to have blocked the building of airports or new lanes. Such a suggestion is unthink-
able, and the row over the Narita airport is quite famous abroad. To foreigners it seems
that the Japanese government doesn’t use its power to get the farmers away. I think it’s
incredible that a handful of rice farmers can stop the much needed expanding of this coun-
try’s main airport. Another example which shows the tremendous cost of building public
facilities in Japan is the projected Shirokane Park in Minato-ku. The ward government
originally purchased the land for the park from the Highway Corporation for 55 million
yen in 1970, which was a very considerable sum then. Minato Ward also has had to pay big
amounts to various owners, including the national government, around the Expressway
Route #2. The total cost for building this park will be 333,326,000 yen... An unbelievable
high sum. If the national government and the Highway Corp. had given the Minato Ward
local government the land area free of charge the tax-payers of Minato-ku would have had
to fund a considerably less part of this park.

The public transportation network in Tokyo 1s excellent. The subways and trains are
easy to use and runs impeccable. That said, | have to say that I never use them during rush
hours so I have no experience of the crowds at e.g. Yamanote line. It seems to me that the
use of buses has not been favored in Tokyo, as there are no bus lanes in the city. Again
space is the problem I guess. If there were special lanes for public transportation that
buses, taxis and emergency vehicles could use, it would have been more tempting to take
the bus since it could have driven faster on lanes without ordinary traffic. T hear that it
has been suggestions to build elevated bus lanes in Tokyo and other cities, but that will of

cource be costly.

All in all, T like the traffic in Tokyo. Considering that there are as many inhabitants in
Tokyo as in the whole of Australia, the traffic runs surprisingly smooth-with exception of
the rush hours. The Metro is very efficient, and the car drivers of Tokyo are friendly and

calm.
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