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Emperor Naruhito, who was born 63 years 
ago today as the eldest son of Emperor 
Emeritus Akihito and Empress Emerita 
Michiko, is known as the first Japanese 
emperor to have studied abroad. 

After making his first overseas trip to 
Australia in 1974, he studied at the Depart-
ment of History in the Faculty of Letters 
of Gakushuin University. His broad inter-
ests and sociable personality took him to 
Britain in 1983 to deepen his academic 
research. He spent two years living in a dor-
mitory and studying at Oxford University’s 
Merton College. 

In 2022, amid the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the emperor participated in numerous 
public activities either in person or online, 
often together with Empress Masako. 

One of these events was his virtual 
attendance with the empress at the 4th 
Asia-Pacific Water Summit in the city of 
Kumamoto in April. Issues associated with 
water and waterways have drawn his inter-
est since his schooldays in Britain, when 
he studied the history of transport on the 
Thames River.

At the summit, held at Kumamoto-jo 
Hall under the theme of “Water for Sus-
tainable Development: Best Practices 
and the Next Generation,” the emperor 
gave a commemorative lecture and made 
remarks in English during the opening cer-
emony. In one of his remarks, he referred 
to Kumamoto as a “sustainable and resil-
ient city” on the way to recovery from the 
devastating Kumamoto Earthquake in 
2016, and touched on the joint efforts of 
multiple stakeholders “in activities to fos-
ter groundwater and conserve the aquatic 
environment.” He also described water as 
“a cross-cutting issue” that is connected to 
multiple issues listed among the United 

A life dedicated to learning, 
conserving water resources

Left: Emperor Naruhito and Empress Masako arrive at a hotel in London on Sept. 17, two days 
ahead of the funeral of Queen Elizabeth II. Above: The emperor and empress chat with students 
practicing for a music festival in Ginowan, Okinawa Prefecture, in October.    KYODO

Nation’s sustainable development goals. 
In May, the emperor and empress par-

ticipated in the Okinawa Reversion 50th 
Anniversary Ceremony remotely. 

In September, the imperial couple 
attended the state funeral of Queen 
Elizabeth II in London, where Emperor 
Naruhito attended a reception hosted by 
King Charles III at Buckingham Palace. 

The emperor first met the queen in 1975, 
during her one and only visit to Japan. He 
had warm meetings with the queen while 
studying at Oxford and had built close ties 
with her over the decades. 

The imperial couple had planned to visit 
Britain at her invitation as state guests in 

2020. It was supposed to be their first trip 
abroad after his accession to the throne 
in May 2019, but the COVID-19 pandemic 
delayed it, and the queen died two years 
later on Sept. 8. In a message released the 
day after her death, the emperor expressed 
deep sorrow and sincere condolences. 

In November, the emperor visited the 
Tokyo National Museum in Taito Ward 
during the special exhibition held to com-
memorate its 150th anniversary, accom-
panied by Empress Masako and Princess 
Aiko. The museum, founded in 1872, is the 
oldest institution of its kind in Japan and 
the largest in terms of National Treasures, 
possessing nearly a tenth of the 902 known 

Left: Emperor Naruhito and Jordan’s King Abdullah II hold talks at the Imperial Palace in Tokyo on Sept. 28. Right: The emperor and empress pose 
with Palau President Surangel Whipps Jr. and his wife, Valerie, before talks at the palace on Sept. 9.    KYODO

Emperor Naruhito 
speaks remotely 
from the Imperial 
Palace on June 5 to 
address a national 
tree-planting cer-
emony in Koka, 
Shiga Prefecture.    
KYODO

Emperor Naruhito (fourth from left), accompanied by Empress Masako and Princess Aiko, 
waves to well-wishers at the Imperial Palace in Tokyo on Jan. 2 as Crown Prince Fumihito (third 
from left) waves with Crown Princess Kiko and second daughter Princess Kako (left).    KYODO

works as of October 2022. 
In the first part of “Tokyo National 

Museum: Its History and National Trea-
sures,” all 89 works were put on display 
for the first time ever. Emperor Naruhito 
enjoyed viewing the works and exchang-
ing comments with Empress Masako and 
Princess Aiko.

PAGE: 6

Emperor’s birthday
6  |  The Japan Times  |  Thursday, February 23, 2023



CEYDA CAGLAYAN AND CAN SEZER
ISTANBUL
REUTERS

Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan’s plan 
to rebuild quickly after devastating earth-
quakes rocked the country risks courting 
another disaster unless urban planning and 
building safety are carefully reconsidered, 
architects and engineers say.

Days after Turkey’s worst earthquake in 
modern history, Erdogan vowed to rebuild 
the southern disaster zone within a year — 
an undertaking conservative estimates put 
at $25 billion, and others expect to be far 
higher.

Authorities say more than 380,000 units 
in 105,794 buildings are in urgent need of 
demolition or have collapsed, out of 2.5 mil-
lion structures across the region.

A building boom has defined Erdogan’s 
two-decade rule, during which his govern-
ment has collected some $38 billion in earth-
quake-linked taxes, according to Reuters 
calculations. The tax, still in place, could 
provide quick financing to start rebuilding 
efforts.

Facing elections by June, Erdogan’s gov-
ernment has endured a wave of criticism 
over both its response to the devastation and 
what many Turks say were years of policies 
that led to tens of thousands of buildings 
being so easily destroyed.

Erdogan had said the government will 
cover the rent of those who leave quake-
hit cities. “We will rebuild these buildings 
within one year and hand them back to citi-
zens,” he said.

But experts believe he needs to carefully 
enforce seismic-safety standards and build 
safer structures in the area, which straddles 
one of three fault lines crisscrossing Turkey.

“It is not only necessary to replace the 
demolished buildings, but also to replan 

the cities based on scientific data such as not 
to build on fault lines and to learn lessons 
from past mistakes,” said Esin Koymen, for-
mer head of Istanbul Chamber of Architects. 
“The first priority is new planning, not new 
building.”

Over 1 million homes
The quakes on Feb. 6, which also hit neigh-
boring Syria, left more than a million home-
less and killed far more than the latest official 
tally of 46,000 people in both countries.

They devastated southern Turkey in the 
dead of winter, where overnight tempera-
tures near freezing left many emergency 
tents inadequate for the homeless. More 
than 2 million others have evacuated the 
region, which was home to more than 13 
million.

The earthquakes revealed the fragility of 
Turkey’s infrastructure, experts said, given 
that they ravaged both modern and ancient 
buildings including hospitals, mosques, 
churches and schools.

Some now worry the government’s ambi-
tious time frame leaves little time to fix past 
mistakes.

“When they say, ‘We start the construction 
in a month, we finish it in a year,’ without 
the city planning work, frankly, this means 
that the disaster we are experiencing has not 
been noticed,” said Nusret Suna, deputy head 
of the Chamber of Civil Engineers.

“It takes months to make city plans ... it is 
very wrong to ignore those plans.” Urbaniza-
tion Minister Murat Kurum said last week 
the government would consider detailed 
geological surveys in its city reconstruction 
plans, and that tenders would be held.

‘Friendly companies’
The bill to rebuild houses, transmission lines 
and infrastructure is around $25 billion, or 
2.5% of GDP, U.S. bank JPMorgan said in a 
report. Another report from business associ-
ation Turkonfed estimated damage to hous-
ing at $70.8 billion. And analysts say costs 
could overshoot initial estimates.

Over 20 years in power, Erdogan has used 
major real estate projects to showcase Tur-
key’s rising prosperity. Public and private 
building projects have boosted jobs and 

new housing stock, and helped his opinion 
poll ratings.

The looming presidential and parliamen-
tary elections, which could be delayed due 
to the earthquake, pose Erdogan’s biggest 
political challenge to date given that a cost-
of-living crisis weighed heavily on Turks well 
before the disaster struck.

Some critics have said the state exacer-
bated the crisis by awarding “friendly” com-
panies lucrative construction contracts over 
the years in return for political and financial 
support.

Pinar Giritlioglu, the Istanbul head of the 
Chamber of City Planners, said: “Unfortu-
nately, the rentier system instead of science 
continues to rule everything.”

The government has vowed to investigate 
anyone suspected of responsibility for the 
collapse of buildings, and has arrested doz-
ens of people so far.

Quake-proof buildings
Though there is no definite data on the 
more than 20 million buildings in the coun-
try, former Urbanization Minister Mehmet 
Ozhaseki said when in office in mid-2018 
that “probably more than 50% of all build-
ings” contravened housing regulations. The 
Urbanization Ministry did not immediately 
respond to questions about current figures.

Opposition politicians accuse Erdogan’s 
government of failing to enforce building 
regulations, and of misspending special taxes 
levied after the last major earthquake in 1999 
in order to make buildings more resistant to 
quakes.

Erdogan has repeatedly dismissed what 
he calls opposition lies meant to obstruct 
investment.

In 2018, the government issued an 
amnesty for existing buildings that had 
broken the construction rules, for a fee — a 
practice also carried out under previous gov-
ernments before 1999.

While state housing agency TOKI built 
just 1 million quake-resilient houses over 
past two decades, about 5% of buildings in 
Turkey, the private sector built slightly more 
than 2 million sturdy homes during the same 
period, according to Urbanization Minister 
Kurum.

Erdogan’s hasty rebuild plan 
could leave Turkey at risk

300 word story

An aerial picture taken Monday shows damaged and collapsed buildings in the city of Antakya, southern Turkey.  AFP-JIJI

Leaning on building 
boom playbook may 
cause lessons from 
quake to be missed

Left: Emperor Naruhito and Empress Masako attend the annual Impe-
rial New Year’s Poetry Reading at the Imperial Palace in Tokyo in 
January 2022. Above: The imperial couple visit the Tokyo National 
Museum on Nov. 24 with their daughter,  Princess Aiko (left).    KYODO

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Rui Orlando Xavier

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Embassy of
the Republic of Angola

Embassy of
the Republic of Azerbaijan

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Gursel Ismayilzada

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary

H.E. Jerome Kloh Weya

On behalf of the government and people of
the Republic of Cote d’Ivoire,

I extend my best wishes to
His Majesty Emperor Naruhito
on the occasion of his birthday

Embassy of
the Republic of Cote d’Ivoire

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Sabr Yessimbekov

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Embassy of
the Republic of Kazakhstan

Embassy of
the Republic of Kenya

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Tabu Irina

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Embassy of
the Republic of Kosovo

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Sabri Kicmari

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Embassy of
the Federated States of Micronesia

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. John Fritz

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Embassy of
the Republic of Mozambique

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Jose Maria Morais

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary

H.E. Hassan bin Mohammed Rafei Al-Emadi

Heartiest congratulations to
H.M. Emperor Naruhito on his 63rd birthday.

Best wishes to their majesties, the imperial family
and the people of Japan for

good health, peace and prosperity

Embassy of
the State of Qatar

Royal Thai Embassy

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Singtong Lapisatepun

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Ambassador Extraordinary and Plenipotentiary
H.E. Kaahwa Tophace

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Embassy of
the Republic of Uganda

Embassy of
the Republic of Zimbabwe

Best wishes to Emperor Naruhito on his majesty’s birthday

Ambassador-Designate
Stewart Nyakotyo

PAGE: 7PAGE: 7

Emperor’s birthday world
Thursday, February 23, 2023  |  The Japan Times  |  7


