The Urban Planning of Longevity

Rebuilding Community Mutual-Support Systems in a Super-Ageing
Society

Abstract

Japan offers an early and full-scale view of a future that every society is approaching. According to
Japan's Statistics Bureau, 29.4% of the population was aged 65 or older in 2025 — the highest share
among the world's 38 nations with populations over 40 million — and this figure is projected to
reach 34.8% by 2040. Behind these numbers, the organisations that have long sustained everyday
community life are quietly weakening. Neighbourhood associations, which for generations have
provided information sharing, disaster preparedness, crime prevention, mutual monitoring,
environmental maintenance, and coordination with local government, now face declining
membership, ageing leaders, successor shortages, and an uneven distribution of responsibilities.

This presentation approaches the problem from the perspective of urban planning and social
systems design and introduces cases in which neighbourhood associations have voluntarily initiated
their own digital transformation. Residents are experimenting with many settings — digital circular
notices, SNS-based communication, online meetings, community apps, disaster information sharing
and drills, and digital fee management. The value of these efforts became strikingly clear during the
Noto Peninsula Earthquake of January 2024. In one affected area, residents used a
neighbourhood-association app to confirm one another's safety, share their needs, and coordinate
relief supplies. Roles normally carried out by local government cannot, in a large-scale disaster,
reach every corner of a community through administrative bodies already short-staffed due to
population decline. What proved decisive was mutual support among residents themselves — a
renewed form of community mutual aid.

As this case shows, the heart of this talk is not convenience or efficiency. The essential question is
which human relationships and which mechanisms of mutual support a community should protect,
renew, or redesign as digitalisation advances. Seen through the lens of urban planning,
neighbourhood associations are not merely voluntary groups but a social infrastructure that
supports both daily life and, at the critical moments, the survival of residents in ageing and shrinking
communities. Working alongside medical and care services, these locally grounded mutual-support
systems can form an essential yet often overlooked foundation for healthy longevity in everyday life.
Drawing on concrete cases from Japan, this presentation proposes design principles for community
mutual support that may be transferable to other super-ageing societies, offering a point of
departure for longevity societies worldwide.

Sources: Statistics Bureau of lapan, Statistical Topics No.146 (2025) | Cabinet Office, Annual Report on the Ageing Society 2025


https://www.stat.go.jp/data/topics/topi1460.html
https://www8.cao.go.jp/kourei/whitepaper/w-2025/html/zenbun/s1_1_1.html
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