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OSAKA — The government of the city of Izumisano, Osaka Prefecture, plans to establish a
volunteer fire corps made up entirely of foreigners within this fiscal year, in what will be the
first attempt of its kind in the prefecture.

The job of a volunteer fire corps is to rush to the sites of disasters and fires to conduct rescue
and firefighting efforts. Members are often company employees and students. If a fire or a
disaster occurs, they rush to the site and assist professional firefighters by engaging in such
duties as extinguishing fires, rescuing people and guiding evacuees. Each municipal
government sets criteria for appointing volunteer firefighters under its particular local
ordinances.

There have been an increasing number of cases of foreign nationals serving as members of
these corps, which are in charge of local disaster prevention.

The expectation is that foreign volunteer firefighters will be able to respond appropriately to
incidents in which foreign nationals are affected by disasters because they will be able to take
into account differences in languages and living customs. It is planned that the foreign
members will help other foreign residents and travelers evacuate and serve as interpreters
in shelters in cases when, for example, a disaster paralyzes traffic networks.

The city government plans to require foreigners who join the branch corps to be able to have
daily-level conversations in Japanese and understand instructions and orders from Japanese
fellow members.

Going forward, the city government will discuss in detail with the city’s five existing branches
how the foreigners-only branch is to be managed. The city government aims to follow this up
by revising relevant municipal ordinances and then starting operations of the new branch.

The government of Izumisano, which is home to Kansai International Airport, has established
a policy of actively bringing in foreign workers.

As of the end of April this year, residents in the city with foreign citizenship numbered at 3,028,
accounting for about 3% of the total population.

Another factor prompting the formation of the foreigners-only volunteer fire corps was the
increase in foreign tourists staying in the city following the end of the COVID-19 crisis.

In accordance with the Fire Service Law, volunteer fire corps are organized by municipal
governments, and their members are treated as part-time special public servants.

Duties of the members include ordering other people to leave fire sites and destroying
buildings to prevent fires from spreading further.
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However, the Cabinet Legislation Bureau in 1953 expressed the view that public servants
who wield such public power need to have Japanese citizenship.

Because this principle has been interpreted as also applying to members of volunteer fire
corps, it seems that many local governments are leery of allowing foreign nationals to join
volunteer fire corps of this sort.

Therefore, the lzumisano city government has adopted a system of “function based corps” to
create the corp.

These are members who are chosen in advance to perform particular duties. The
representative example is female volunteer firefighters who specialize in caring for female
evacuees in shelters.

The city government is preparing a scheme in which foreign members of volunteer fire corps
will be able to perform duties which do not constitute enforcements of Japan’s public authority.

The city government plans to ask foreign residents in the city to join the volunteer fire corps.

Toshiaki Kinouchi, Crisis Management officer for the city government, said, “The purpose is
to encourage a wide range of people to get involved in the event of a disaster. | want to invite
foreign nationals who are interested in disaster prevention or volunteer activities to join.”

A 1.8-fold rise in 3 years

According to the Fire and Disaster Management Agency (FDMA) of the Internal Affairs and
Communications Ministry, volunteer fire corps members with foreign nationalities numbered
479 nationwide as of April 1, 2023. The number represents a 1.8-fold rise since 2020, the
year the FDMA began collecting the data, when it stood at 269.

In Osaka Prefecture, six cities, including Minoh and Kaizuka, employ a total of 10 foreign
nationals as volunteer firefighters.

In Kusatsu, Shiga Prefecture, where a large number of foreign students live, the city
government established a foreigners-only function based volunteer fire corps in 2015.

The Yokohama city government has also assigned foreign nationals to volunteer fire corps
since 2020. In 2021, the city government created a “disaster prevention instruction team for

foreigners,” which includes Japanese members who speak foreign languages.

In light of the increase in volunteer firefighters with foreign nationalities, during this fiscal year
the FDMA is considering setting a range of activities in which these people can take part.

It is likely that the status of foreigner volunteer firefighters, which has so far been ambiguous,
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will be clarified.

An FDMA official said, “These efforts will effectively improve and strengthen our ability to
prevent disasters in line with the actual conditions in each region.”

https://japannews.yomiuri.co.jp/society/general-news/20240602-189596/
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Synthetic fiber makers are gearing up to combat water pollution caused by tiny pieces of
plastic that fall off from the washing of fleece and other chemical fiber waste.

The textile industry is working toward developing materials that produce a reduced amount
of fiber waste, anti-pollution criteria and other measures to stop fabric-connected micro-
plastics in discharged household water from entering oceans.

“Synthetic fibers are convenient and functional, but possibly impose a burden on the
environment,” said Shuhei Tanaka, an associate professor of environment engineering at
Kyoto University. “For society, it is important to consider the balance between convenience
and an environmental burden.”

Major fiber manufacturer Teijin Frontier Co. created Delta TL, a polyester fiber whose bristles
do not easily fall out.

As ordinary fleece materials are napped to better retain heat, the fibers are easy to drop off.
But threads of Delta TL form loops like towels and can prevent themselves from falling off.
Delta TL’s sales to apparel companies in and outside Japan totaled 300,000 meters and
500,000 meters in fiscal 2018 and 2019, respectively.

“Apparel firms in the United States and Europe are more environmentally conscious, and
there is an increased need for the development of sustainable materials,” said a public
relations official of Teijin Frontier.

Patagonia Inc., a U.S. outdoor gear company, sells a laundry net called Guppyfriend Washing
Bag for 4,070 yen ($39.47). The finely woven net can snare fallen fibers so they will not be
carried into rivers and seas.

The Guppyfriend Washing Bag has already garnered widespread attention on social media
and elsewhere.

Itochu Fashion System Co. devised a method to measure how much textile waste comes off
through washing at its test center.

Because it discovered the first round of laundry of napped fabric produces 0.53 gram of waste
per square meter on average, its unique micro-plastic reduction standard was defined as 0.25
gram, half the average.

Under the plan, products fulfilling the criterion will be given certificate tags.
The Japan Chemical Fibers Association, which comprises leading fiber makers and other

parties, is working to introduce a standardized technology to estimate the volume of fiber
waste that derives from washing machines.
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“Amethod is essential to ‘visualize’ how much the development of new materials has reduced
the amount of waste fibers,” said Akihiro Omatsuzawa, head of the JCFA’s technology group.

The calculation tool is expected to urge its member businesses to actively make materials
that result in fewer fibers flowing into waters, thereby contribute to an industry-wide effort to
reduce micro-plastic waste.

The JCFA is looking to present the developed technology to the International Organization
for Standardization (ISO) to be accepted as the global standard.

DIFFICULT TO REMOVE

According to a 2017 report by the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (IUCN), 35 percent of micro-plastics that directly enter oceans all over the world
is estimated to come from synthetic fibers.

Other data show one round of washing a fleece garment produces 1,900 fallen chemical
fibers. A U.S. survey revealed waste discharged by laundry accounted for more than 0.3

percent of fleece wear weight.

Released chemical fibers and other kinds of micro-plastics have been detected at sewage
treatment plants.

Tanaka and others examined sewage works around Lake Biwako in Shiga Prefecture.
Although more than 99 percent of micro-plastics measuring 0.1 to 5 millimeters were

eliminated at the facilities, the removal rate dropped to 76 percent for extremely small
fragments, including waste fibers, of 0.01 to 0.1 mm.

https://www.asahi.com/ajw/articles/14031336
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