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It can be easy to forget when you live here, but despite how many people live and work in Japan, 
cities are kept remarkably clean. This applies not only to the roads or the train stations, but across 
all forms of public transportation, including trains, buses, and taxis.  It takes quite a lot of people to 
keep our cities beautiful. In this feature, we visit those cleaners at work. 



It feels good to walk along a clean, 
freshly swept road. Thinking of the 
constant stream of people who have 
walked up and back along this very 
same road for hundreds of years to 
pray at the shrine fills the mind with 
a myriad of emotions.
A team of skilled sweepers, known 
as fukiya-san, keep the 700,000 
square meter grounds of the Meiji 
Jingu shrine clean. The road and 
main shrine environs are divided up 
amongst ten sweepers, who head out 
to their assigned area every day at 
7:00 a.m. 
Yoshii Yoshida’s assigned area is 
the road. But he has been in this job 
for nine years and so has experience 
cleaning three other sections, since 
assigned areas are rotated every two 
to three years. “I’ve swept the main 
shrine,” he says, “but I like cleaning 
the road. It’s nice being surrounded 

by all this green.”
Almost all of what falls onto the road 
is leaves. An enormous volume of 
leaves from the 170,000 or so trees 
and shrubs drops to the ground 
throughout the shrine precinct. 
Unfortunately, there is no special 
trick for sweeping them up all at 
once. A blower is used to move the 
leaves from the edge into the road, 
where they are scraped together with 
a broom and gathered up with a 
dustpan. The gravel is smoothed out 
at the same time. 
The broom that Yoshida uses is 
taller than he is. The longer the 
broom, the wider its reach, but 
handling a long broom is not easy. “If 
the sweeping motion is too weak 
leaves are left behind, but if it’s too 
strong the broom gets caught in the 
gravel. It’s also hard to keep 
balanced because it’s so long.”

The first thing to do when starting 
this job is to make the broom. 
Getting the thickness right is 
surprisingly difficult. Too thick and it 
is hard to grip, too thin and it bends 
so poorly as to be useless. Sweepers 
attach the twigs to the broom 
themselves, and these wear away 
every time they are used to draw the 
leaves in close, especially on rainy 
days. A broom’s efficiency is 
dependent on how well the twigs are 
attached, so daily maintenance is 
essential. 
What do the sweepers think about as 
they work away in silence? When 
asked, Yoshida answers in a few 
words: “The people coming to pray.”
Birdsong echoes through the dense 
green woods of Meiji Jingu, and the 
air around the road cleaned by 
Yoshida feels pure and fresh. 

Skilled sweepers keep the shrine 
environs looking beautifully neat 
and tidy

Yoshiine Yoshida has been a 
sweeper at Meiji Jingu for nine 
years. Cleaning the road to the 
shrine is pleasant work, he says.

The broom is taller than a person. 
Sweepers make their own brooms, 
adjusting the thickness and length for 
easy handling. 

Two brooms are used; a long one with a 
wide reach, and a small one for focused 
sweeping. 

The order of sweeping work is decided 
according to the conditions, such as 
how the leaves are scattered and wind 
direction. 

Sweeping the long broom in a large arc gathers up 
leaves within a wide reach. Simply pushing with 
all your strength isn’t effective.
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The spotlessly polished Komagome Station. 
Why is it always so beautifully clean ？

T o k y o
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People picking up litter as they pass 
by, others who leave litter behind 
them. Anywhere people gather or 
pass through is bound to get dirty, 
and a train station is no exception. 
With all the hair and dust from the 
clothes of the non-stop human traffic 
in addition to litter, it’s no wonder 
that stations become extremely 
grimy. But you are not likely to see 
any noticeable litter or grime in the 
stations on the Tokyo Metro subway 
system, because every day an army 
of 720 cleaning staff is out keeping 
them spick and span.
Tokyo Metro operates 179 stations 
on nine lines. The station cleaning 
staff meets every morning at 8:30 
a.m. at liaison points located every 
few stations. They do some light-
warm-up exercises and then set out 
for their assigned stations, 
unsurprisingly traveling by subway.
After arriving at their designated 
stations, the first thing the cleaners 
do is make a patrol of the platform 
and pick up any litter on the ground. 
Next, they empty the garbage bins 
and take the contents into a 
storeroom to sort into burnable 
garbage, non-burnable garbage, 
bottles and cans. On days when new 
editions of magazines hit the stands, 
apparently there are so many 
discarded magazines the pile 

reaches the ceiling. In the morning 
the main task is wiping clean the 
handrails of escalators and 
stairways. It looks like easy work, 
but because there are people 
constantly using these handrails, the 
cleaners can’t let their concentration 
slip.  
“You have to be particularly careful 
on the stairs. When we see 
customers using the handrails about 
ten steps in front or behind us, we 
get out of the way because we don’t 
want elderly people, pregnant women 
or anyone else falling over. 
Preventing accidents before they 
happen is one of our duties,” says 
Akira Igarashi, chief of the 
Komagome-based team.
He and the rest of the staff always 
carry a cleaning cloth and garbage 
bags on their waist. The moment he 
steps on the platform his eyes are 
peeled, and any mess he sees is 
dealt with promptly. For example, if 
spilled juice is not cleaned up 
quickly, passengers will walk all over 
it and spread it even further. Swift 
action is required. 
“I give priority to dealing with 
whatever I notice needs doing first, 
and the places I think are dirty, so I 
don’t have any set route for each 
cleaning task. But litter naturally 
tends to collect into piles and stay 

in one place. It’s crucial to discover 
where the vulnerable points like that 
are in each station and get on to 
them quickly.”
In the afternoon the cleaners 
concentrate on cleaning platform 
doors and walls. Depending on the 
state of things, they might use a 
back pack type cleaner or bring in a 
floor cleaner to thoroughly remove all 
the dirt. “We believe our job is to 
create an environment that doesn’t 
leave the customers with memories 
of a bad experience.”  
A subway station can definitely feel 
oppressive at times, but clean and 
tidy stations can help to relieve that 
cooped up feeling and make using 
them a comfortable experience. As 
usual, the stations Mr. Igarashi is in 
charge of are spick and span once 
again today.

Wiping grime off the handrails. Care must be taken 
not to get in the way of the passengers who use 
the handrails. 

This floor cleaner has a 43 cm diameter brush for 
polishing the floor. A team of two operates it so as 
not to bump into passengers.

Pressing down on the belt with a damp towel and a 
dry towel to clean the escalator handrail. This is 
done until all grime is removed.

Chewing gum is a nuisance that is difficult to 
remove. Cleaning staff always carry a scraper to 
remove it. Ideally it is cleaned up before someone 
can tread on it. 

Grime in nooks and crannies in the pillars and 
walls is also carefully removed. The back pack 
cleaner is extremely effective. 

The stairs are cleaned one by one, and the process 
is repeated over and over. Staff tend to look down 
as they work, but are nonetheless aware of 
passengers’ movements.

Discussing the state of each station and work 
arrangements at a meeting.

Three cleaning staff are allocated to the station area and platform of each station, and one person cleans the toilets. Extra staff are assigned to stations where a 
lot of leaf litter blows in, and stations where passenger numbers have increased due to special events.  

T o k y o
M E TRO

The Spotless City

Cleaning staff pay attention to detail and 
look out for passengers
as they do their work in crowded stations 
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 The Spotless City

In the aftermath of the Great East 
Japan Earthquake, the number of 
bicyclists in Tokyo has risen sharply. 
Since they compete with 
motorcycles and cars for space on 
the road, close calls are naturally a 
more common sight as well. A 
sudden, unexpected spill can be a 
major threat to any vehicle behind 
the bicycle, and could result in 
tragedy. Trash large and small, sand, 
and other refuse land on our 
roadways every day, a danger not 
only to bicycles, but to vehicles 
which risk loss of traction or a flat 
tire. 
Overall, Japan’s roads are clean and 
in good condition, but in reality, the 
“beauty” of the roads also 
contributes in no small part to 
preventing traffic accidents.　
　Street cleaning duties in Tokyo’s 
23 wards are divided among 26 
blocks. Each block consists of six 
routes, though the frequency with 
which they are cleaned depends on 
the volume of traffic and the size of 
the roads. Each of the routes is 
about 40km in length, and the 
cleaning trucks ply these routes in 
order. 
Teams are made up of four cleaning 
trucks, each painted yellow and 
white. The lineup starts with a truck 
known as the lead vehicle, followed 
by the sprinkler, which carries a tank 
of water, the odd-looking sweeper, 
equipped with brushes on all sides, 
and lastly a large dump truck. Street 
cleaning in Japan was first 
automated in 1959, and gained 
momentum in 1961 with the import 
of the first road sweeper. 
This quartet of trucks crisscrosses 

Tokyo in the middle of the night, 
gathering and disposing of refuse 
from every inch of the city’s roads. 
Before starting work, each team 
confirms its route for the night and 
inspects its vehicles, leaving the 
depot at 9 p.m. They return at about 
5 a.m., after almost eight hours of 
work. They clean and inspect their 
vehicles again and submit their 
reports; by the time they’re finished, 
it’s nearly 7 a.m. 
The work consists primarily, of 
course, of collecting any refuse that 
might interfere with safe passage on 
the roads, but workers are careful 
not to miss any trash on the 
sidewalks as well. Trash build-up in 
the ditches can also cause roads to 
flood in the case of a major rain, so 
they make sure to remove that as 
well. “Plastic bags are the biggest 
danger. Picked up by the wind, they 
can get stuck on a vehicle’s 
windshield, which could lead to a 
major accident.” 
So said Koichi Mochizuki, head of 
the safety committee of the Tokyo 
Road Management Association’s 
Technical Section. Work is carried 
out in the middle of the night, when 
pedestrian and vehicular traffic 
volumes are low, and the street 
cleaning trucks move at just 6km an 
hour. Still, safety checks are 
essential. “Workers sometimes have 
to take care of drunks on the street, 
and bicycles are a particular danger. 
Near misses caused by people 
rushing to get home and trying to 
overtake the cleaning vehicles are a 
continual problem. Some drivers will 
tailgate behind the slow-moving 
trucks.” 

“A total of 250,000 kilometers of 
roadway are cleaned in Tokyo’s 23 
wards each year. On any day, about 
100 vehicles are on the roads 
cleaning, picking up nearly eight 
tons of trash. That’s more than 
2,000 tons a year (in fiscal 2011).” 
That description was provided by 
Kenta Nagao, head of the 
Maintenance and Repair Section of 
Tokyo’s No. 6 Construction Office, 
responsible for road construction and 
maintenance in the city’s Adachi, 
Arakawa, Kita, Taito, and Bunkyo 
wards. 
With 13 million residents, Tokyo has 
seen a diversification of opinion 
about its roads and urban 
development. Some people say the 
roads should be more bicycle-
friendly, while others call for more 
extensive greenery. 
“Our job is to develop our urban 
spaces in response to a wide range 
of opinions,” notes Mr. Nagao. “While 
we are involved in putting bicycle 
lanes in place and planting trees 
along our roads, it is also important 
that we maintain the roads so that 
they can be used safely and 
comfortably. Street cleaning is 
essential to this effort.” 
If you cast your eye to the streets 
during the morning work and school 
commute, you’ll find the roads clean, 
completely free of any trash that 
littered them the night before. It sure 
feels great to be able to walk in 
safety, enjoying the scenery. 

Clean, trash-free roads help ensure 
the safety  and security of the 
people and cars that use them. 

“I think the Japanese peoples’ love of 
cleanliness is  what keeps our towns 
looking so nice,” says  Kenta Nagao, 
head of the Maintenance and Repair 
Section of the No. 6 Construction 
Office. 

T o k y o M e t r o p o l i t a n
Government　B u r e a u  o f   C o n s t r u c t i o n

ROADS
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The three workers in the lead car are there to “research” road surface conditions  
ahead of the rest of the team. They have the exacting job of sweeping together 
trash  and otherwise making it easier for the vehicles that follow to do their work. 

As much as eight tons of 
trash a day is collected 
from road surfaces. 
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The three workers on this truck go out about an hour ahead of the others to check the 
route. They get off to sweep up any refuse they find on sidewalks and other areas the 
sweeper truck can’t reach. They also remove any large trash that would disrupt the work 
of the trucks that follow. 

Quickly assesses and decides how to deal with any trash.

The sweeper, designed on three wheels for a 
tighter turning radius, uses rotating brushes 
to pull in trash and fallen leaves that have 
accumulated along the side of the road, storing 
them in the hopper on the front. Because the 
truck sits so high, the operator uses six mirrors 
on all four sides to check the position of the 
brushes. 

The star of the show takes 
in all the trash.

Before the sweeper that follows goes to work with its brushes, 
this truck sprays the edges of the road with water, helping 
to hold down the dust. The tank holds 6,500 liters. They’ll 
carry less water in winter to keep the water in the tank from 
freezing. 

Sprays water to keep down any dust 
raised by the sweeper.

Once the sweeper’s 
hopper is full, the dump 
truck will come around 
the front to collect the 
trash. Since the sweeper 
moves along at just 6km 
an hour, the dump truck 
also guards against 
possible collisions 
with regular vehicles 
attempting to pass.
　

Provides cover 
for the sweeper 
and carries 
large volumes 
of trash.

The road-cleaning team lines up for work. From right, the lead vehicle, sprinkler truck, sweeper, and dump truck.

1 Lead Vehicle 

2 Sprinkler Truck

4 Dump Truck

3 Sweeper

Scrupulous Cleaning Requires Teamwork
Did you know? More about the four-truck caravan that  cleans our roads at night.

Tokyo Metropolitan Government Bureau of Construction

We interrupted a cleaning crew for an on-the-spot report. These professionals quickly assess road conditions and use teamwork to doggedly go after any trash. 
This is how our roads are kept so clean. 

The Spotless City
3
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Shibuya Hikarie opened in 2012, and the women’s restroom facilities 
located in ShinQs, the retail portion of the complex, have been much 
talked-about. They include not only stylishly designed interiors, but a 
relaxing 3D sound system and air scented with aroma oils. The 
facilities on each floor even feature different themes, with one 
offering a woody space filled with plants, while another is like 
something in a luxury hotel, complete with a dazzling chandelier. Just 
visiting the restrooms on each of the six floors could make for a fun 
experience.

Shibuya Hikarie
ShinQs
2-21-1 Shibuya, 
Shibuya-ku, Tokyo
The restrooms are being 
called “switch rooms,” 
because they provide 
women a place to 
“switch” their makeup and 
their mood before dinner 
or an important date. 
Women only.

Powder rooms feature LED lighting designed to enhance the 
skin’s appearance. Magnifying mirrors and air-shower booths 
also available.

Stalls in the fourth floor toilets each feature a different 
design, from forest to deep sea. Every visit feels like a 
little trip of its own.

Popular Women’s Toilets Conducive to Lingering

SHIBUYA HIKARIE

When you go around Japan, would it 
be by foot, train or car, you soon 
forget about the fact that finding 
spotless clean toilets wherever you 
stop at is a luxury still envied by 
more than one major cities of the 
world. However, it was quite a 
different case only twenty years ago! 
How did we switch from malodorous 
loos to hotel-like modern “thrones” in 
such a quick time? A very small 
group of people stands at the origin 
of this “miracle.” JQR has met with 
the President of the Japan Toilet 
Association, Junichi Hirata, who has 
again proven to us that you don’t 
need to do much to change the 
world!

:In which context was the Toilet 
Association created?

Junichi Hirata: After the war in 
1945, unlike Europe, which had over 
60% of their territory covered with 
sewerage networks, Japan was 
literally at ground zero. And you 
certainly don’t build up an entire 
waterworks network in a couple of 
days just because you realize you 
need one! Some big international 
events such as the Olympics in 
1964 and the Universal Expo in 
1970 have triggered great pushes to 
its development. 
However, we didn’t care much about 
odours in those days and we 
installed mainly Japanese style 
floor-toilets, often just a simple hole 
through which you could see 
excrements. It was in 1985 that a 
small group of people joined together 
to brainstorm about possible actions 
that could change these public 
spaces into more pleasant spots to 
“gather.” That is how the Association 
was founded.

:What was your first action?
We simply organized an annual 

contest for the best public toilet, 
targeting all municipalities around 
Japan. By giving an official prize to 
the best 10 restrooms and with a 
good media coverage, little by little, 
the people responsible for parks and 
other public spaces such as train 
stations have taken the problem to 
their own and put in a lot of efforts 
in those long neglected places.

:But that is asking for a lot of 
maintenance and personnel. How did 
you convince people to “invest” in 
the cleaning of public restrooms?

First with our Best Toilet Prize, 

municipalities rapidly noticed that a 
public facility with nice restrooms 
was attracting much more people 
and they started to compete against 
each other. The phenomenon 
became as such that the entire 
country was then realizing the 
importance of keeping public 
restrooms clean and pleasant. 
Through the years, we have 
accumulated a whole lot of precise 
data on their utilization, from meters 
of paper to minutes of usage. A few 
other countries also have these kind 
of data, but they don’t open them, 
because the topic is still taboo. In 
Japan, since this aspect of society 
is rather new, and also because 
within this short time span we have 

The Association that changed the face of the bowl!
Public Toilets = Combine business and pleasure changed three times of toilet style, 

from wooden buckets to floor-toilets 
to western-style, it was easier to 
tackle openly this traditionally “dirty” 
topic.
Today, we talk about toilets without 
shame, even at the dining table, we 
show them on TV, the “allergy” has 
disappeared. Well thanks to all those 
data that we have, we were able to 
understand two things. First of all, 
that the human being has the 
tendency to leave a place clean 
after usage if it was clean in the first 
place. Sadly the opposite is also 
true. Second, that a facility with nice 
restrooms attracts people and even 
brings higher standing to the place.

: We can see that standards 
have reached impressive levels 
recently, in particular in parking 
areas or train stations!

JH:Yes indeed. With the new 
highways that were constructed 
came new parking areas thus new 

public restrooms. 

:Some look like hotel restrooms!
Two of our members have been 

involved in the basic design 
development.

:So you are also acting as 
consultants?

Yes. With our databases and our 
experience, even though we are all 
volunteers, we are often called for 
forums or new project developments.

:What are your next challenges?

Japan is a country at high 
disaster risks and Mother Nature has 
severely reminded us last year. We 
are now trying to find solutions for 
emergency toilets, in the case 
masses of people are on the street 
or have to walk all the way back 
home, when everything around is 
blocked. 

Born in 1933, Junichi Hirata has 
worked many years in R&D and 
marketing at TOTO, where he became 
Executive Director then later Advisor. 
He took the helm of the Toilet 
Association of Japan in 2009 and 
implemented the Prize for the best 
toilet design. He is also the author of 
many publications.
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The Spotless City

Tokyu Corporation Den-en-toshi Line

Commuter Trains

5

What’s it like giving commuter trains 
a thorough scrubbing, which comes 
on top of their daily cleaning?
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　Commuter trains run non-stop from 
morning to night. With so many 
passengers getting on and off, there’
s no way the trains wouldn’t get 
dirty, but you never see people 
complain they couldn’t stand to ride 
more than five minutes in one of 
them. While the cars may not be 
exactly spotless, there are at least 
no shoe-prints on the seats, and the 
cars are never so dirty as to be 
unpleasant. 
　Each day at the end of their runs, 
the train cars undergo a “minor” 
cleaning, where any serious grime is 
wiped down and trash is collected. 
This helps maintain a certain level of 
cleanliness. In addition, the trains 
regularly undergo a complete interior 
cleaning and the cars are run 
through an automated washer. The 
sole objective is to rid the trains of 
their accumulated grime. 
　Tokyu Corporation trains are taken 
to an inspection depot every 20 
days, where they are transferred to 
dedicated cleaning lines for interior 
clean-up and to scour the front 
surfaces of each car. 
　Mieko Wada has been doing this 
work for 16 years. She noted that 
the dirtiest spots are the places that 
people touch with their hands. 
“Worse,” she said, “during rush hour, 
passengers grab on to whatever they 
can, which means even more 
extensive cleaning is needed.” Oils 
in the skin are tough to deal with, 
especially in the winter when they 

harden on surfaces, making them 
more difficult to remove. 
　Cleaning starts with the doors 
between each car, moving on to the 
handrails, blinds, windows, and 
walls. 
　Once those are done, workers use 
step ladders to reach higher spots 
for cleaning. To get into tight spaces 
where fingers can’t reach, like the 
space between the plastic rings and 
belts on hanging straps, and behind 
florescent bulbs, they use a 
specially-designed stick. You would 
think these out-of-reach spots would 
stay relatively clean, but that’s not 
the case.  
“The Den-en-toshi Line not only 
travels long distances, but it also 
runs underground. A lot of dust and 
dirt comes in through the windows,” 
said Ms. Wada, whose cleaning 
towel was already dark with grime.
　One worker is assigned to clean 
the interior of each car, while 
another is assigned to clean the 
bodies and floors of two cars at a 
time. Since the cars receive such a 
detailed going-over, each one takes 
about 90 minutes to finish. Workers 
complete about four cars a day. 
　Meanwhile, the trains are run 
through an automated washer once 
every 10 days. The cleaning 
machine, which is located in the 
same inspection depot, moves along 
at 5km an hour, spraying cleaning 
fluid as brushes scrub the bodywork. 
While this is sufficient to get most of 

the car clean, a deck brush is used 
to scrub the front of the cars where 
the machine’s brushes can’t reach. 
This is to ensure the train’s driver 
always has a clear view, free of dust 
and dirt.
　Asked why the trains are cleaned 
so thoroughly, Megumiko Hasegawa 
of Tokyu Corporation’s public 
relations department replied, 
“Keeping our stations and trains 
clean is one factor in ensuring that 
people who live along our train lines 
can do so comfortably.” 
There is no avoiding the crush of 
people on morning and evening 
rush-hour commuter trains. It is 
thanks to the proactive efforts of the 
train companies to provide clean 
cars that the experience isn’t more 
uncomfortable. 

“When the weather’s good, the 
freshly-cleaned  cars really shine, 
and it feels great,”  says Mieko 
Wada.

1. A step ladder is used to reach spots 
higher up.
2. Inside, windows are often sticky 
with hair products. 
3. Dust is swept out from between the 
seats, where it tends to accumulate. 4. 
A whisk broom is used for more 
detailed cleaning, while a flat stick 
wrapped with a cloth  gets into spots 
that fingers can’t reach. 5. Even the 
bottoms of the doors get a thorough 
polish. 6. Floors are waxed every few 
months. Once dirty build-up starts 
showing along the edges, the floors are 
stripped and new wax applied. 7. Air 
conditioners in the ceiling are 
especially tough to clean.

The Spotless City

Trains are washed by machine once every 10 days (Photo, left). The cleaning machine in the inspection depot scrubs the entire train body. The front of each car 
is carefully washed by hand every 20 days (Photo, right). 
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Most of the taxis cruising the streets 
of Tokyo are new, and their interiors 
are usually clean. You can hail any 
cab from the street and rarely be 
annoyed by filthy backseats.
Meticulous devotion to cleanliness is 
a common trait among the Japanese, 
but MK has taken it to extremes. Its 
fleet of taxis is always squeaky 
clean inside and out.
Since its foundation in Kyoto in 
1960, MK has insisted on absolute 
cleanliness, along with a special 
emphasis placed on aisatsu, or 
greetings, as part of its efforts to 
differentiate itself from the rest of 
the taxi companies. According to 
Yoshito Saito, Assistant Head of 
Global Business Promotion at MK, 
“Back then, taxi drivers merely acted 
as vehicle operators whose task was 
to transport passengers from one 
point to another, and they didn’t 
realize that a taxi service is a 
hospitality business too. That’s why 
MK decided to stress on cleanliness 
and greetings on an ongoing basis in 
an effort to change the image of cab 
drivers, because these were things 
that anyone could do.” 
When reporting to work, MK drivers 

are told to call out a greeting in a 
crisp voice. They then dash to the 
garage to inspect their vehicles for 
cleanliness. Even the slightest stain 
is not tolerated, and vehicles that 
don’t meet the cleanliness standards 
are not allowed to leave the garage. 
The drivers must meticulously 
remove any dirt or impurity, including 
all visible debris and lint on the floor 
mat. They are required to keep the 
exterior of their cars clean as well, 
even when it rains. Whenever the 
rain stops falling, MK drivers exit 
their cars and wipe rain drops off the 
exterior. If a car gets heavily stained, 
even during the peak hours of 
business, it must be taken back to 
the garage for a carwash. These 
painstaking efforts are necessary to 
keep customers comfortable during 
their ride.
After dropping off customers at their 
destinations, the MK drivers typically 
cruise around a little and then stop 
to inspect the interior. “What 
concerns me the most is any mark 
left on the inner side of the windows 
by customers,” said Kosaku 
Yoshizawa, an MK driver. “Windows 
are prone to hand prints, and some 

hairdressing products leave greasy 
stains on the windows, so I make a 
point of scrutinizing the windows 
every time customers leave the car.” 
According to Yoshizawa, the most 
difficult things to detect are odors. “I 
may get used to a smell while driving 
with a customer behind. In order to 
reset my sense of smell, I need to 
stop my car, get out and breathe in 
some fresh air before trying to detect 
any funny smells inside. If there is 
any smell in the car, I will open the 
windows while driving to let fresh air 
in.”     
The drivers are also required to 
adhere to MK’s “personal 
appearance” standards. According to 
Saito, the MK drivers are instructed 
to “Keep their hair short and use 
unscented hairstyling products to 
ensure a neat, clean-cut 
appearance.” 
During business hours, the drivers 
refrain from eating any odor-causing 
foods like garlic. In summer, they 
bring in an extra set of underwear 
and socks to change during the day. 
If you happen to flag down an MK 
cab, you are guaranteed the finest 
possible ride to your destination.

Drivers pay attention to their own 
appearance, as well as any stains or 
odors in their vehicles

Drivers standing outside their cars to 
greet customers is just one example of 
MK’s superb protocol and courtesy 

“Cleaning and greeting are 
something that anyone can do, 
but it’s not easy to make them 
habitual.” (Saito) 

1.Yoshizawa found MK’s obsession with cleanliness a bit extreme when he first joined 
the firm. Now that he’s picked up the habit, he is very fastidious about keeping his 
vehicle spotless.2.Yoshizawa’s personal selection of cleaning paraphernalia, which are 
always on hand. He pays for cleaning gadgets out of his own pocket.3.Floor mats are 
taken out for a meticulous cleaning regimen. He scrapes out sand speckles and dirt from 
the depth of the mats with a stiff scrubbing brush.4.Dust and dirt on the seats and floor 
mats are removed with the “sticky-sheet” cleaner. Extra attention is given to the areas 
where passengers’ shoes are placed. 5.Dirt on the tires is removed with a brush, and the 
hubcaps are polished and waxed.6.The body is polished and buffed using a towel until 
he can see his reflection on the surface.

T o k y o  M K  C o r p o r a t i o n

Taxi

T o k y o
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The Spotless City
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The Spotless City

Cleaning staff await the arrival of the “Nozomi” Shinkansen at 
Tokyo Station’s Platform 16. Their work takes place in the 
limited time between the train’s arrival and its next departure.
The staff of Shinkansen Maintenance Tokai Co., Ltd. are the 
ones responsible for providing a comfortable on-board 
experience and helping to ensure on-time operations. 

S h i n k a n s e n  N o z o m i  S u p e r - E x p r e s s

A Culmination of Japanese Quality

7

On October 1, 1964, the Tokaido Shinkansen began running between 
Tokyo and Osaka as Japan’s first high-speed railway.
Today, it continues to operate at speeds of up to 270km an hour,  
and after nearly half a century has yet to see any major accidents.
The cars barely shake, offering a smooth, comfortable ride, and the 
first train of the day is spotless, with everything in perfect order.
They invariably run on time. 
The Shinkansen is truly the culmination of Japanese quality. 
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　Cleaning staff in matching pink 
uniforms line up on the platform to 
await the next Shinkansen’s arrival. 
Standing in front of the doors, they 
greet each arriving passenger with a 
smile, and once all passengers have 
disembarked, move quickly into the 
cars to begin cleaning. About 12 
minutes are allotted from the time of 
each train’s arrival to complete the 
job, but considering the time needed 
for disembarking and boarding of 
passengers, in reality they have 
closer to eight or nine minutes. 
　Cleaning takes place in this brief 
time in the following order. First, the 
workers collect empty cans, plastic 
bottles, food wrappers, and other 
larger trash left on the seats. They 
return all of the seat backs to their 
original position, then flip them so 
that every seat is facing the direction 
of travel. They remove the seat back 
covers, then distribute new ones a 
few at a time across the seats, 
putting each one in place before 
sweeping the seats of any smaller 
refuse, while also wiping down 
window ledges and armrests with a 
cleaning cloth. Window blinds are 
set in position, floors swept, and a 
mirror is used to check the overhead 
luggage racks for items that might 
have been left behind. Finally, the 
entire car is inspected. 
　While this is going on, trash 
receptacles in each car are emptied. 
Toilets and washstands are cleaned, 
smoking rooms are cleaned and 
ashtrays emptied, blankets and 
magazines rearranged in the first 
class Green Cars, and the train 

resupplied with water. 
　One area that requires particularly 
close attention in the cleaning 
process is damp seats. Once a 
spilled drink has soaked into a 
seating surface, it can be very 
difficult to detect with the naked eye, 
and this is why they’ve developed a 
broom with a built-in dampness 
sensor. Thanks to this invention, 
staff no longer overlook even the 
slightest hint of dampness on a 
passenger seat. 
　Asked about the secret to 
achieving a quick, high-quality clean-
up, cleaning crew supervisor Noriko 
Abe noted that “What’s important is 
that everyone carry out their 
assigned tasks in order and without 
a mistake.” Everyone performs their 
tasks according to the manual. If 
they can do that, nothing gets left 
behind, and even with shift changes, 
the teams are able to maintain the 
quality of their work. 

As many as 120 trains in 
peak season

　Each team involved in the cleaning 
consists of 55 staff. This includes 
two for each car, four to clean the 
toilets and washstands, four to clean 
the smoking rooms, plus three more 
for the Green Cars. Supplying water 
and handling trash requires another 
11 people, and finally each team 
also has a supervisor. There are six 
of these 55-person teams, each of 
which handles between 15 and 18 
trains a day. While they average a 
total of 88 trains a day, during the 

summer Obon holidays and other 
peak seasons, they may clean as 
many as 120 trains in a single day. 
　Watching the actual work 
underway, there is not a single 
wasted movement, and everyone 
goes about their tasks with a 
determined expression. 
　That seriousness is the flip side of 
just how little time they have to 
work, or in other words, a reflection 
of their awareness that their work 
can have a real impact on train 
operating schedules. That 
responsibility weighs even heavier 
than any simple time restraints. 
　Ms. Abe, who is responsible for 
adjusting cleaning times and 
assigning staff based on orders from 
JR Tokai, works constantly to ensure 
the trains can run on time, which 
makes it even more difficult to juggle 
things when trains are running late 
due to snow or other factors. 
　“While I keep in mind which teams 
are doing which tasks on which 
platforms, and their standby 
locations, I have to make 
instantaneous decisions about how 
those staff are assigned to arriving 
trains in order to make up for any 
delay in train operations. Tensions 
are at their peak at these times, but 
I also find such situations to be the 
most rewarding.” 
　The train leaves on time, the ride 
as comfortable as always. We may 
take this convenience and comfort 
for granted, but it is these 
professionals who make it possible. 

330 cleaning professionals work to 
ensure everything is in order on an 
average of 88 trains a day.

Noriko Abe is responsible for supervising 
all train car cleaning. Since cleaning can 
also affect operating schedules,  she 
needs to be on her toes every day. 

S h i n k a n s e n  M a i n t e n a n c e  T o k a i

On Board the Shinkansen

1.Each team starts with a team meeting. Announcements are 
made, any special precautions are gone over, and the team 
warms up with calisthenics. 2. Each squad then checks its 
equipment. 3. A broom developed to notify workers of any 
dampness on seats in the train cars (Official name: Seat Whisk 
Broom-Equipped Dampness Detector). Airlines and other 
companies have expressed an interest. 4. Once cleaning is 
completed, each team member confirms that her area is done.  

The Spotless City
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Efficient Perfection in Under 10 Minutes
Did you know? Why Shinkansen Cars are Always so Clean.

Shinkansen Nozomi Super-Express

The Two-Minute

 Mark

As they remove the seat back 
covers, workers are also  on 
the lookout for refuse and dirt 
along windowsills and on  the 
seats.

Each disembarking passenger is given a proper greeting. 
Once the last passenger is off, the cleaning starts. Still, the 
cleaning staff will sometimes stop to help passengers with 
unwieldy baggage. 

Toilets are thoroughly 
scrubbed. Depending on the 
situation,
this can take time or be 
finished quickly.

Trash is separated and collected. 
When volume is heavy, as  with 
trains used by school groups, 
more staff are added to  collect 
the trash.

Each seat back cover is 
put neatly in place and 
smoothed to 
remove any wrinkles. Even 
as the workers rush, their 
movements  are precise.

Seat back covers are distributed 
along each row. The workers
quickly and accurately lay out the 
correct number of covers. 

Emptying 
ashtrays in the 
smoking room. 
Workers must 
check for 
any still-
burning butts. 

Seats are swept with a whisk broom. 
The brooms are equipped with 
sensors, enabling workers to detect 
any damp spots. Unusable seats are 
switched out.

Broom in the right hand, cleaning cloth 
in the left. Skilled workers learn to 
sweep and wipe at the same time, 
conferring on them the title of  “masters 
of the two-sword technique.” 

Floors are swept to 
remove any trace of 
dust. Around this time, 
the train’s loudspeaker 
will announce “Two 
minutes to go,” and 
the teams prepare to 
pull out. 

A mirror is used to check for any items left behind on 
the luggage racks.
Jumping up to check the racks can lead to back 
injuries, so a hand-mirror is essential.

With one eye on the 
clock, workers still find 
time to do a last, 
thorough check of their 
work. They make sure 
they have all of their 
tools with them before 
removing the “Cleaning 
in Progress” sign and 
leaving the train. 

Ms. Abe waits for 
the signal from each 
car that cleaning is 
done. After 
confirming that all 
the cars have been 
completed, she 
contacts JR.
Another job well 
done!

Even the finest cigarette ashes 
are carefully and completely 
wiped away.  Floors are left 
spotless, too.

We joined the cleaning staff as they worked on cleaning a 
Shinkansen car. It was a thrilling experience to see them 
get the car so clean in just ten, tense minutes.

The Five-Minute

Mark

The Six-Minute

Mark

The Seven-Minute

Mark

The Spotless City

Arrival

Done!
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Two Minutes to Go

A Set of Cleaning 

Tools
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Seats are returned to their 
original positions and 
flipped to face the 
direction of travel. On the 
Tokaido Shinkansen, this 
is done  using a foot-
operated pedal. Skill is 
required to operate the 
pedal and flip the seat 
around at the same time. 

The Three-Minute

Mark
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