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Minamata’s Fight for Justice:

​​​​​​​How Japan’s Failed Debate and Response Sparked Local and Global Change
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Primary Sources

Asahi Shimbun. Minamata City officers dispose mercury poisoned fishes into a tank 30 years after

mercury poisoning recognised on April 13, 1986 in Minamata, Kumamoto, Japan. 13 Apr. 1986.

Getty Images,

www.gettyimages.com/detail/news-photo/minamata-city-officers-dispose-mercury-poisoned-fishe

s-into-news-photo/994239020?adppopup=true. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This photograph displays

two Minamata City officials dumping mercury-contaminated fish into a tank in 1986, around

three decades after the causes of Minamata disease were first investigated in the late 1950s. It

both demonstrates the long-term impact of Chisso’s pollution in Minamata Bay and helps

illustrate the process by which methylmercury was first ingested by fish, which was then

consumed by residents. For these reasons, it was included in the “Investigation” page on my

website.

Basel Convention. U.N. Environment Programme, 22 March 1989,

http://www.basel.int/TheConvention/Overview/TextoftheConvention/tabid/1275/Default.aspx.

This is the original text of the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of

Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal, an influential international treaty that made various

regulations on harmful substances to limit their trade and transportation by governments. It was

cited and displayed on my “Minamata Convention” page during my analysis of diplomatic efforts

regarding chemical wastes since the tragedy in Minamata.

Carson, Rachel. Silent Spring. Houghton Mifflin, 1962. Carson’s 1962 environmental science,

investigative book, often attributed with catalyzing the environmental movement of the 1960s,

exposed the widespread damage caused by the chemical industry (including in public health). I

quoted the opening chapter on my “Stockholm Conference” page for context on these events, as

well as to draw a parallel between the crises she warned of and how they came to fruition in

Minamata.

Children playing with water in the Yamato River. Circa 1960-1970. Environmental Justice Atlas,

www.cevreadaleti.org/conflict/yamato-river-the-dirtiest-river-in-japan. Accessed 21 Feb. 2022.

This photograph provides an example of the dirty, polluted bodies of water often found elsewhere

in Japan during the 1960s and 1970s. It demonstrates the need for national legislation to combat
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environmental issues, such as the Basic Law that I mention in my “1960-1968” section, that the

events and citizen action in Minamata also contributed to.

"Digest of the following Storyteller's videos." Minamata Disease Municipal Museum,

minamata195651.jp/list_en.html. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This collection of interviews with

victims of Minamata disease by the Minamata Disease Municipal Museum provides eye-opening

stories on the tragedies faced by residents of the city, covering the physical, social, and political

impacts of the disease. I referenced and quoted these individuals throughout my website, such as

on the “Citizen Impact” and “1969-Present” pages, to convey their stories.

Environmental Control in Japan. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 14 Nov. 1975. United States

Environmental Protection Agency,

nepis.epa.gov/Exe/ZyNET.exe/9101H94T.txt?ZyActionD=ZyDocument&Client=EPA&Index=Pri

or%20to%201976&Docs=&Query=%28Basic%20Law%29%20OR%20FNAME%3D%229101H

94T.txt%22%20AND%20FNAME%3D%229101H94T.txt%22&Time=&EndTime=&SearchMet

hod=1&TocRestrict=n&Toc=&TocEntry=&QField=&QFieldYear=&QFieldMonth=&QFieldDay

=&UseQField=&IntQFieldOp=0&ExtQFieldOp=0&XmlQuery=&File=D%3A%5CZYFILES%5

CINDEX%20DATA%5C70THRU75%5CTXT%5C00000022%5C9101H94T.txt&User=ANONY

MOUS&Password=anonymous&SortMethod=h%7C-&MaximumDocuments=1&FuzzyDegree=

0&ImageQuality=r75g8/r75g8/x150y150g16/i425&Display=hpfr&DefSeekPage=x&SearchBack

=ZyActionL&Back=ZyActionS&BackDesc=Results%20page&MaximumPages=1&ZyEntry=1&

slide. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This report on environmental regulations in Japan by the EPA

provides in-depth descriptions of the Basic Law for Environmental Pollution Control, the Water

Pollution Control Law, and other key statutes. I used it primarily for information on my

“1960-1968” page to demonstrate how Minamata activists shifted national attention to issues of

pollution and the environment and brought about political change.

Halloran, Richard. “Japanese Decide Pollution Case.” The New York Times, 21 March 1973, p. 2,

https://www.nytimes.com/1973/03/21/archives/japanese-decide-pollution-case-36million-is-given

-to-138-victims-of.html. Accessed 19 February 2022. This American newspaper article published

after the Kumamoto District Court sided with victims in their lawsuit against Chisso provides a

summary of the tragedy in Minamata, the case brought to the courts, and the response from

Chisso and other parties to the decision. I included it in my “1969-Present” page to provide

evidence of citizens’ diplomatic efforts — through the court system — to achieve compensation

and justice.

Hasegawa, Kyoko. “Minamata mercury treaty signed at UN conference.” Phys.org, 10 October 2013,

https://phys.org/news/2013-10-conference-minamata-mercury-treaty.html. Accessed 6 March
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2022. This article provides a detailed discussion of the goals outlined in the Minamata

Convention on Mercury and a brief history of Minamata disease. I used an image of Japanese

government and UNEP officials taken at the memorial for Minamata disease victims in my

“Minamata Convention” section.

“Historical Overview | Company Profile.” JNC Corporation,

https://www.jnc-corp.co.jp/english/company/time-line.html. Accessed 19 February 2022. This

timeline by the Chisso Corporation relays significant events and years in the corporation’s history,

such as when it established its plant in Minamata. I used it in my early research for basic

information on the company and the city of Minamata.

Ishimure, Michiko, and Livia Monnet. Paradise in the Sea of Sorrow: Our Minamata Disease. U of M

Center For Japanese Studies, 2003. This non-fiction book by Minamata activist Michiko Ishimure

offers a detailed record of the history of Minamata and Chisso, the initial investigation of and

debates about Minamata disease, the disease’s impacts on members of the local community, and

the protests and movement to compensate victims and hold Chisso accountable. I quoted it

several times throughout my website to relay the first-hand experiences of fishermen and victims.

Koshiba, Kazuyoshi. Fish contaminated with mercury that were caught in Minamata Bay. 1976. The

Mainichi, mainichi.jp/english/graphs/20211221/hpe/00m/0na/001000g/4. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022.

This is a photograph of fish that were caught in Minamata Bay, but were later disposed of because

they contained mercury from Chisso’s pollution, even after the corporation halted the production

of acetaldehyde in 1968. Such indicates the long-lasting, destructive effects of the factory and the

urgent need for local and national environmental reform.

Kuwabara, Shisei. Members of New Japan Nitrogenous Fertilizer Co. (present-day Chisso Corp.)'s labor

union march in protest at the Minamata factory. Aug. 1962. The Mainichi,

mainichi.jp/english/graphs/20211221/hpe/00m/0na/001000g/5. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This

photograph showcases Chisso’s employees protesting the corporation in solidarity with the

victims of Minamata disease. Their action demonstrates the debate occurring within Minamata —

and Chisso, specifically — and the great extent to which many were aware of and opposed the

corporation’s avoidance of accountability and justice.

Marine Safety Council, United States, et al. Proceedings of the Marine Safety Council, Volume 39, Issue 4.

U.S. U.S. Department of Transportation, U.S. Coast Guard, 1982. Google Books,

books.google.com/books?id=7TYxY-RTiN4C&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false.

Accessed 18 Feb. 2022. This publication by the Marine Safety Council includes acetaldehyde as

the “chemical of the month” and, accordingly, provides a detailed explanation and history of its
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chemical and industrial properties. I used it in my “Industrial Revolution” section to offer

scientific and historical context for Chisso and the chemical industry.

"Mercury and Minamata Disease: a Lesson from Japan | United Nations | UN in Action." YouTube,

uploaded by United Nations, 29 Oct. 2021, youtu.be/80KJ9gqHrYo. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This

video produced by the United Nations is an oral account from Masami Ogata, a victim of

Minamata disease who discusses the devastating social and physical effects Minamata disease has

had on himself and his community. It also includes details on the Minamata Convention, which

was produced by an organ of the U.N., the UNEP.

Mills on the Merrimack River, Lowell, Mass. 1908. History of Massachusetts,

historyofmassachusetts.org/massachusetts-textile-mills/. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This photograph

showcases textile mills in Massachusetts during a period of great economic growth, particularly

for the chemical industry. Acetaldehyde, in particular, was used for fabric production; given this

connection, I incorporated it into my “Industrial Revolution” section to provide context for the

global development of industry and cities prior to the events in Minamata.

Minamata Convention on Mercury. U.N. Environment Programme, September 2019,

https://www.mercuryconvention.org/en/resources/minamata-convention-mercury-text-and-annexe

s. This is the original text of the Minamata Convention on Mercury, a recent international treaty

created to reduce the effects of mercury and mercury compounds on public health and the

environment. It was named after the city of Minamata to remember the disease victims and

prevent such an incident of mercury poisoning from occurring again. I used it on my “Minamata

Convention” page to give a clear example of the impact of the tragedy and victims’ movements

on successful environmental diplomacy in the modern day.

“Nets removed from Minamata Bay.” The Japan Times, 21 August 1997,

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/1997/08/21/national/nets-removed-from-minamata-bay/.

Accessed 21 February 2022. This article from an English-language Japanese newspaper,

published after the dividing nets were first removed from Minamata Bay, provides a description

of this process and the importance of the nets. I used it in my section on “1969-Present” to briefly

relay how the issue was ultimately resolved, largely as a result of citizen action.

Public Health: Industrial Workplace a. Potteries landscape, source unknown (newspaper cutting). b.

Training dept. for wrapping and packing, Bournville. 1926. Wellcome Collection,

wellcomecollection.org/works/m7jarbgt. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This photograph of factories in

England and the enormous amount of smog that they are producing clearly illustrates industries’

pollution of the surrounding environment. I used it on my “Industrial Revolution” page to provide

context for this phenomenon, which was reflected in the Minamata tragedy.
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"Shinobu Sakamoto, Minamata disease survivor calls on governments to end pollution." United Nations

Environment Programme, 30 Nov. 2017,

www.unep.org/news-and-stories/video/shinobu-sakamoto-minamata-disease-survivor-calls-gover

nments-end-pollution. Accessed 21 Feb. 2022. This oral account by Shinobu Sakamato primarily

includes discussions of her early childhood and story, her trip to the Stockholm Conference, and

her input on how mercury poisoning and chemical pollution must continually be combated to

prevent the tragedy from repeating itself. I used it on my “Minamata Convention” page to provide

an impactful, inspiring glimpse at how victims from Minamata have been able to diplomatically

use their voices for political change.

Smith, Aileen M. Direct negotiations with Chisso after the patient's court victory. Sakamoto Fujie, mother

of congenital Minamata victim Sakamoto Shinobu, holds a mike to president Shimada of Chisso

demanding an answer about annual payments. Kyoto Journal,

www.kyotojournal.org/conversations/aileen-mioko-smith-pt1/. Accessed 21 Feb. 2022. This

photograph displays a crowd of reporters at a meeting between citizens of Minamata and Chisso’s

leadership. It highlights the people’s diplomatic negotiations to receive adequate compensation,

along with the lawsuits’ substantial impacts, after continued failures of the Japanese government.

Smith, W. Eugene. A much more recent second outbreak of Minamata Disease broke out in Niigata

prefecture in 1965. The case ended last September (1971) with the victory of the plaintiffs. 1971.

ICP,

www.icp.org/browse/archive/objects/a-much-more-recent-second-outbreak-of-minamata-disease-

broke-out-in-niigata. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This photograph showcases a crowd of reporters

after a court decision concerning compensation for the Niigata Minamata disease victims ruled in

favor of the plaintiffs. Although it was not included in the final website to retain focus on

Minamata, it added to my understanding of the national media attention placed on the cases and

movements in both Niigata and Kumamoto to achieve justice for victims.

Smith, W. Eugene. Shinobu Sakamoto, Minamata Disease victim. Circa 1972. ICP,

www.icp.org/browse/archive/objects/shinobu-sakamoto-minamata-disease-victim. Accessed 21

Feb. 2022. This is a photograph of Shinobu Sakamoto, a victim of congenital Minamata disease

who later became an outspoken activist, playing outside as a teenager. I used it in my “Stockholm

Conference” section when I discussed her background and significance.

Smoke monsters: An aerial view of factories near the city of Kawasaki, Kanagawa Prefecture, in 1970.

1970. Japan Times,

www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2019/05/11/environment/reading-air-tokyo-still-work-air-pollution/.

Accessed 21 Feb. 2022. This is a photograph showcasing extreme air pollution from Japanese
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factories during the 1970s. While not included in my final website, it strengthened my

understanding of the widespread pollution in Japan that, in addition to Minamata, contributed to

national environmental legislation and reform during this period.

Stockholm Declaration. U.N. Environment Programme, 16 June 1972,

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/29567/ELGP1StockD.pdf?sequence=1&i

sAllowed=y. This is the original text of the Stockholm Declaration, developed by diplomats at the

Stockholm Conference and influenced by the events in Minamata; many provisions concern the

regulation of chemical pollution and the transportation of hazardous substances. I used it in my

“Stockholm Conference” section to relate the successful environmental diplomacy resulting from

victims’ efforts in Minamata.

Suliman, Thomas. Tennant's Stalk. 1864. Lost Glasgow,

www.lostglasgow.scot/posts/the-stalk-of-the-town-723/. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This drawing of

St. Rollox’s chemical works, originally published in the London Illustrated News, offers an early

glimpse at the pollution resulting from the chemical industry when it first arose in the mid-19th

century. I included it on my “Industrial Revolution” page to showcase this historical context.

Tokuomi, H. Cat with Minamata disease. Food and Foodies in Japan, J70 Fall 2013 UCLA,

foodandfoodiesinjapan.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/minamata_archive_kumanoto_daigaku0.jpg.

Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. This image of a cat exhibiting strange symptoms in its movement and

behavior from a University of California, Los Angeles site for a course about food in Japan

provides a visual for the way in which Minamata disease was first significantly observed in cats

and other animals that ate fish from the bay. I used it in my “Discovery” section to relay this

phenomenon.

Weisskopf, Michael. “30 Years After Mercury Poisoning at Minamata: Ecological Disaster at Japan

Village Leaves Legacy of Suffering.” LA Times, 10 May 1987,

https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1987-05-10-mn-6457-story.html. Accessed 20

February 2022. This American newspaper article discusses the lingering impacts of Minamata

disease on the city of Minamata and highlights the discrimination faced by victims and the debate

concering their current movement for compensation. It includes quotes from residents on both

sides; I used one, from a Kumamoto Prefecture environmental official, in my “1969-Present”

section to convey the criticism of the victims’ movement.
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Minamata Convention on Mercury, for many have still not been compensated and achieved



9

justice from the national government. It also touches on their hopes for the international treaty

and the future of their situation in Japan.

Esteban, Miguel, et al. Map showing the location of Minamata city, Kumamoto Prefecture, Japan.

Sustainability science: Field methods and exercises - Scientific Figure on ResearchGate., Jan.

2016,

researchgate.net/figure/Map-showing-the-location-of-Minamata-city-Kumamoto-Prefecture-Japa

n-Inset-map-shows_fig18_317772377. Accessed 20 Feb. 2022. Map. This simple map, initially

from a book by academics at the University of Tokyo, magnifies Minamata on an outlined map of

Japan; it labels the locations of the Shiranui Sea, Chisso’s factory, Hyakken Harbor, and

Minamata Bay. I used it in my section on Minamata and Chisso’s Pollution to provide context for

the events discussed throughout the website.
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