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Miyamae-cho bath house: justification for continued support
Leslie Mabon, School of Engineering and Innovation, The Open University

The Miyamae-cho bath house, located in the Shimizusawa area of Yubari City, is an important
piece of cultural heritage related to coal mining in Yubari and Hokkaido more widely.

Although coal mining activities ended three decades ago in Yubari, the city continues to be
affected by the legacy of mining. Factors such as ongoing financial reconstruction, an ageing
and declining population, and the need to manage buildings and infrastructure designed for a
much larger population all create challenges for the local government and local society to
continue to thrive.

Other coal-producing regions globally have faced similar challenges. It is for these reasons that
the idea of a just transition has developed. A just transition is about ensuring that people and
places who have previously relied on coal mining for employment and economic benefit are not
left behind as old industries are shut down; and that appropriate support is provided to develop
a sustainable society.

Studies carried out in Japan and internationally have found that it is especially important to
protect a sense of local identity and pride as part of a just transition, as this can help a
community to remain resilient and develop new social and economic activities®. A coal mining
identity can be a source of pride, and can motivate a community to take action to respond to
social, economic and environmental challenges. Research undertaken in Yubari, as part of a
project funded by the British Academy in the UK, has found that participating in community
activities to sustain the memory of coal mining are important for keeping the community
together. This research has also found that buildings associated with mining, such as the coal
mining housing in Shimizusawa, are important spaces for people living in Yubari to gather and
connect with one another®.

What is especially important is that the Miyamae-cho bath house sustains both tangible and
intangible cultural heritage associated with coal mining in Yubari. Tangible cultural heritage
refers to physical objects associated with culture and history. Intangible cultural heritage refers
to traditions, practices and actions that are associated with culture and history. The Miyamae-
cho bath house reflects intangible cultural heritage, as it allows us to experience the kind of
lifestyle and community connection that people living in Yubari during the coal mining period
would have had.

The Miyamae-cho bath house is therefore an important gathering point for people in
Shimizusawa and Yubari more widely; and is also one of the few remaining pieces of cultural
heritage in Yubari related to mining. Preserving the bath house is an important part of enabling a
long-term just transition for Yubari, and enabling visitors from Japan and internationally to visit
Yubari and learn about the role of cultural heritage in supporting a just transition.
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