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News flash

Natural disasters, higher taxes weigh on new housing 

starts even before COVID-19

Government data show that new housing starts in 

January and February were 60,341 and 63,105 units, 

respectively, representing double digit declines from 

the same months last year. 

When multiple typhoons hit eastern Japan last fall, 

strong winds and flooding damaged more than 80,000 

homes. More than 13,000 houses were damaged in 

Chiba Prefecture alone, but reconstruction efforts 

were hampered by a chronic shortage of workers, 

particularly for traditional Japanese tile roofs. At 

yearend, many homeowners in Chiba were still living 

under roofs covered by blue poly tarps. With such a 

backlog, builders were still engaged in repairs and 

renovations in the first months of this year. 

The consumption tax, which rose to 10% last October, 

is also thought to have dampened demand for new 

homes. The construction of pre-built single unit homes, 
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which had been in the 12,000-unit range for most

months last year, was 10,881 in January and 10,907 

units in February. Construction of 2x4 housing also 

declined y-o-y in both months by 10.8% and 11.9%, 

respectively.

From March, the shelter-in-place requirements 

aimed at halting the coronavirus epidemic have 

further affected the housing industry. Homes that 

were under construction faced delays (see below) 

and the display homes of the major building 

companies have been empty. New housing starts 

topped 70,000 units in March, finishing at 70,729, 

but even this represents a 7.6% drop from the 

previous year. 

Housing has long been looked to as a bellwether for 

the economy, a crucial sector that itself contributes 

to economic growth. But Japan has reached a point 

where not only its population but the number of 

households is set to decline. Outdated policies have 

contributed to a rise in vacant homes, and the
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recent boom and bust in construction of rental

units—which resulted in a building slump that 

continued into its 19th consecutive month this 

March—was also partly the result of misapplied 

policy.  

When the Japanese government sets out to counter 

the recession that is expected following the COVID-

19 pandemic, stimulus measures that promote 

improvements to Japan’s housing stock could make 

the market for existing homes more dynamic and 

help the country to build back better.
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Coronavirus slows housing production, related 

businesses in Japan

As we described in our January/February report, the 

coronavirus epidemic is impacting manufacturers of 

wood products in Japan. Many factories in the 

People’s Republic of China closed for months 

following the outbreak of COVID-19. As a result, 

Japanese manufacturers of building materials could 

not get their dimension and semi-finished products 

from the PRC. 

Now a shortage of finished products such as interior 

doors is delaying completion of homes, causing 

financing headaches for home builders and delaying 

payments to their suppliers. In order to prevent a 

negative chain reaction in housing-related 

businesses, the Japanese government has 

announced zero-interest, no-collateral loans for 

small to midsize construction companies. The 

government is now relaxing its guidelines for
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sheltering in place. It is hoped that business 

activities can resume safely.

Slowdown in furniture sales affecting production 

and sourcing

The government of Japan declared a state of 

emergency on April 8 and asked people 

nationwide to shelter in place. Business worksites 

that have temporarily closed in response include 

furniture manufacturers’ showrooms in major 

cities, the non-food sales areas of department 

stores, and display home villages. 

Makers of wood furniture are working on orders 

received before that time, but without new orders, 

they will not be ordering materials from lumber 

wholesalers or importers. This in turn will impact 

American suppliers of hardwoods. AHEC Japan is 

recommending to lumber wholesalers and 

importers that they maintain a certain level of 

inventory because of the uncertainties in future 

demand, product availability and shipments.
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American Hardwood Seminar for Architects in 

Shimane

date: December 1, 2020

venue: Izumo Royal Hotel 

outline: The city of Izumo, on the northern coast 

of Shimane Prefecture, is home to one of Japan’s 

oldest and most sacred shrines, and figures in the 

legends about the country’s spiritual origins. AHEC 

Japan will host a seminar there, inviting Dana 

Spessert, chief inspector at the National Hardwood 

Lumber Association, and Mikio Koshihara, a 

renowned architect who is currently with the 

Institute of Industrial Science at the University of 

Tokyo. The third presenter will be Ryoichi Nagasawa, 

an expert on finishes for wood products.
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American Hardwood Seminar for Architects in 

Kanazawa

date: December 3, 2020

venue: ANA Crowne Plaza, Kanazawa 

outline: The city of Kanazawa is a key city of the 

Hokuriku region and rich in traditional arts and 

culture. AHEC Japan will host a seminar there with 

NHLA chief inspector Dana Spessert, acclaimed 

architect and designer Mitsuru Senda, and Ryoichi 

Nagasawa as the main speakers. Mitsuru Senda is a 

former chair of the Japan Institute of Architects.
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