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Autonomous Regional Organizations and

Community Development (1)

Hisao Arai

Since the late 1990s, local governments have
been undergoing major changes, namely De-
centralization Reform and the Heisei Great
Municipal Merger. The former was launched
with the aim to transfer the authority and fi-
nancial resources of the central government to
local governments, thereby giving them greater
autonomy. On the one hand, this reform em-
phasizes the need for municipal mergers and
has indeed facilitated them. On the other
hand, it has promoted the development of a le-
gal framework for autonomous regional
organizations as a measure to address residents’
concerns and anxieties about such mergers. In
concrete terms, the outcome was the formation
of local autonomous bodies and regional com-
mittees within them.

Many local governments, however, chose to
establish new small-scale regional organiza-
tions in accordance with relevant ordinances,
instead of adopting this legalized system of au-
tonomous regional organizations. To be
precise, the former organizations are commu-
nity development councils consisting of
neighborhood associations, various other local
organizations, non—profit organizations and
residents within areas equal to the size of
school districts.

098

An autonomous regional organization is a
mere advisory body of the head of any given lo-
cal government, whereas these new small-scale
regional organizations can actively take part in
the decision-making process of community de-
velopment plans prepared by the central
government and also cooperate with the gov-
ernment in developing and implementing
community development programs and public
services to solve local issues. This is the reason
why local governments have opted for the lat-
ter. Those organizations should be able to
present a new way of local public administra-
tion that has been called for amid the nation’s
declining birthrate, its aging population and fi-

nancial crisis.
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