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Pandemonium of Out-of-Prefecture Funding,

Bankruptcy, and Demise of a Private Railway
Case Study on the Saga Tramway Troubled by Shoichiro Tanaka and

Kisou Okumura

Isao Ogawa

Saga Tramway Co., Ltd. was the operator of
a short-distance unelectrified railway connect-
ing Saga Prefecture’s central city of Saga with
the suburbs. Amid planning for electrification
in the early Showa period (1930s), Saga Tram-
way jumped at an exceptionally favorable offer
from an investor group from Tokyo that called
itself the Yagi Syndicate: Put them fully in
charge of ordering the rolling stock and equip-
ment, in addition to performing the
electrification work, and they would contribute
1 million yen, the total amount of necessary
funds. Saga Tramway’s management revered
the representative, Shoichiro Tanaka, who
showed up for the site investigation. In reality,
however, the “investment” was a fraudulent
business scheme conceived out of desperation
by the Tanaka group, a small-medium manu-
facturer of railway vehicles from Osaka that
had gone bankrupt and was carrying a huge
debt.

The majority of Saga Tramway shares, which
the Tanaka group could not afford owing to its
financial difficulties, ended up in the hands of
Kisou Okumura, a rolling stock broker from
Tokyo, as payment for the railway vehicles pur-
chased. Against local objections, Okumura
became Saga Tramway’s president with the sole
objective of earning back the price of the roll-
ing stock. He manipulated a large number of
subordinates into carrying out aggressive, in-
cluding illegal, debt collection activities, and

Pandemonium of Out-of-Prefecture Funding, Bankruptcy,
and Demise of a Private Railway

finally relocated Saga Tramway headquarters to
his own office in Tokyo and continued to do as
he pleases, drawing the dissatisfaction of not
only the employees but also the passengers, the
public, and the wide region. This distrust of Sa-
ga Tramway led to the rise of a powerful rival:
the Saga City Bus.

The likes of Tanaka and Okumura commit-
ted a common pattern of fraudulent business
activities against private railways by which they
started out playing the role of a “savior of jus-
tice,” presenting sweet temptations and
imposing financial support on the target in or-
der to win orders, and then once they held the
management rights, they revealed their evil na-
ture and took to unjust plundering to get a
quick payback on their investment. Prior to
their activities in Saga, they had engaged regu-
larly in similar unfair business practices
throughout Japan. Saga Tramway’s manage-
ment neglected its duty to evaluate those “risk
loving” records and allowed itself to be
fooled—the management’s accountability
should not be ignored either.
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