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Researching nature-based solutions during the
pandemic in Japan
[ landed at Narita Airport to begin a two-year

JSPS International Fellowship in late November
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2019, anticipating a deep dive into cultural and
linguistic challenges, while exploring the role of
nature in making Japanese cities more resilient. [
could not possibly have known that within a few
days, a virus would be identified and quickly force
me to adjust my expectations and research plans as
home-office, hand sanitizers and masks entered our
daily routines. During this time, a kind of resilience
unfolded in front of my eyes. Maybe the perpetual
risk of disasters like typhoons, flooding, landslides,
earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions helped Japan
take the pandemic in stride.

While nature often manifests as a disaster threat
in Japan, [ was also glad to see sustainability
solutions appearing in some cities which, unlike the
concrete infrastructure that pervades the country,
rely on the properties of nature to provide
environmental, social and economic services. Parks
and road-side vegetation in densely-built Tokyo
reduce heat island effects and energy bills. Sunk
parks, permeable parking lots and retention ponds
reduce flood vulnerability and

Beach

vegetated embankments in Sendai can reduce

in  Kumamoto

management  COSts. nourishment  and
hazard exposure while strengthening ecosystem
Urban

Utsunomiya help mitigate heat waves, increase

services. gardens and satoyamas in

biodiversity and improve the quality of the
environment, while supporting economic activities
and social well-being.

nature-based

Despite the recognized value

solutions (NBS) can offer, knowledge related to their

emergence and governance is scarce and fragmented.

This knowledge gap slows the growth of NBS for

increasing urban resilience. Only by bringing

together these fragmented experiences and

knowledge will NBS expand in the world’s cities.

Consequently, assessing and better integrating

(2022 4 2 H 28 HFE1T)

Japanese NBS experiences into global scholarship
can benefit policy action and implementation, both
in Japan and elsewhere. Given this background, it is
critical to collaborate with stakeholders involved in
NBS development.

My fellowship was hosted by the Utsunomiya
University School of International Studies, well-
known for its close ties to local communities. My
research on NBS in Japanese cities was only possible
during the pandemic due to these local connections,
including the networks of my host, Prof. Takahashi.
[t allowed us to conduct mobile research labs, during
which interdisciplinary groups of professionals
investigated nature-based solutions through site
visits, interviews, and analytical discussions. It also
facilitated to disseminate and discuss the findings
with local stakeholders, students and academics alike.
These interactions have always seemed beneficial
and empowering for all parties involved. I myself
have learnt a lot about Japanese culture, norms and
beliefs, ways of thinking, governance dynamics, and
urban nature. And this is due to everyone I have
interacted with during my two years stay in Japan.
My deepest thanks to all!

In case of interest, please see some of the research
outputs here:

van der Jagt, APN, Kiss, B., Takahashi, W. &
Hirose, S. (2021). Nature-Based Solutions or

Debacles? The Politics of Reflexive Governance
for Sustainable and Just Cities. Frontiers in

Sustainable Cities, 2:583833.

Kiss, B., Sekulova, F., Hérschelmann, K., Salk, C,,
Takahashi, W. & Wamsler, C. (in press) Citizen
participation in the governance of nature-based
solutions. Environmental Policy and Governance.

Kiss, B. & Salk, C. F. (2021). Mobile research labs
to explore nature-based solutions in Japanese cities

- a way to bridge disciplinary divides? Annual Report
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13 of the Center for Multicultural Public Sphere,
School  of
University, Japan.

((Bernadett Kiss : Lund University, Lund, Sweden)

International ~ Studies, Utsunomiya
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