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From Pre-Forest to Real Forest: 
Tokyo's Otemachi Project 

Peter Thurman describes the creation of a forest in 

the heart of a city 

T okyo has been Japan's capital 

city since the establishment of 

the Edo Shogunate (the military 

government of Japan during the Edo 

period from 1603 to 1868) and has 

grown into one of the world's megacities. 

Greater Tokyo has a population of over 

40 million and covers 12,350sqkm or 

4,768 square miles. The central met

ropolitan area of 23 wards is home to 

around 14 million people and occupies 

687 square miles, with a population 

density of 6,100 people per km 2. This is 

very similar to Greater London and its 

32 boroughs, with a population density 

of 5,300 per km 2. 

However public green space is in 

short supply. During WWII, just over 

50 per cent (41 km2) of Tokyo, as it 

was then, was bombed and, as most 

of the buildings were made of wood, 

completely razed to the ground. The city 

was rebuilt in a hurry and public open 

spaces, parks and gardens were not 

high on the list of requirements. Greater 

Tokyo's public green spaces (parks and 

gardens) take up 7 .5 per cent of the land, 

which is low compared to most major 

cities. In London, the figure is 33 per 

cent and for Singapore it is 47 per cent. 

In central Tokyo, just 3 per cent of the 

land is dedicated to green open spaces. 

So there is a big push to squeeze in 

green, shady spaces wherever possible, 

and today developers are incentivised 

Typical view within the Otemachi Forest. Copyright: Michel Desvigne Pasaygiste 

to support this. Priva te enterprises now 

play a leading role in greening Tokyo's 

downtown core, encouraged by new 

regulations on building design and 

urban planning. Any greening effort 

needs to be collaborative and innovative, 

and developers can qualify for volume 

36 

or height control easements if projects 

fulfil certain criteria for environmental 

quality. 
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