


summer Paralympics twice, and it plans to make lodg-
ings and other facilities barrier-free. Under the Open 
Stay Tokyo project, doors and corridors in hotels are 
being widened for wheelchair users. 

“I intend for the Tokyo 2020 Games to leave a 
more intangible legacy,” Gov. Yuriko Koike of Tokyo told 
reporters earlier this year. “I also intend for the 2020 
Games to leave a cultural legacy, and for the Games 
themselves to be a celebration of culture.”

Even though the Olympics may not have as big an 
impact on Japan as they did in 1964, they and other 
sporting events can add sparkle to the nation’s brand 
overseas, says Harada. He points out how the U.K. ben-
efited from hosting the Olympics in 2012, followed by 
the 2014 Commonwealth Games, the 2015 Rugby World 
Cup, and the 2017 World Championships in Athletics.  

“By hosting these big events,” says Harada, “Great 
Britain really enhanced its image as a sporting nation.” 

LOOKING BEYOND 2020
While 2020 is a prism, focusing light on transformation 
in Japan, many wonder how the momentum will con-
tinue afterward. For one, tourism is likely to keep driving 
growth, as the number of inbound visitors is expected to 
double to 60 million over the next 10 years.  

Some travelers will head to another large inter-
national event on the horizon: Expo 2025 in Osaka. 

Focused on sustainable development, the Expo is 
a world fair projected to attract 28 million people 
and follows the city’s Expo 1970. While showing 

off the health care strengths of the surrounding Kansai 
region, the Japanese government wants to use the fair 
as a means to check progress on the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which have 2030 as a 
target for achievement.

“At Expo ’70, the legacy included hardware such 
as artist Taro Okamoto’s Tower of the Sun,” says Ieaki 
Takeda, director for international exhibitions at Japan’s 
Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry. “For 2025, 
rather than focusing on a hardware legacy, we would 
like visitors to reflect and change the way they live and 
think about what they can do to achieve the SDGs. 
That’s what we call a ‘soft legacy.’” 

Aside from demonstrating Japanese innovation 
and sustainable practices at international events, 
the government wants to leverage technology across 
the country to offset demographic woes and keep 
the economy growing. It aims to create what it calls 
Society 5.0—a new industrial revolution in which ro-
botics, artificial intelligence, and the Internet of things 
innovate society.

For Watanabe, however, the key to ensuring a 
lasting success for Tokyo 2020 is evaluating how the 
Games are remembered. 

“The Olympic Games are a showcase for sporting 
excellence,” he says. “The impact will benefit a wide 
range of businesses, including the IT and tourism 
industries. Truly speaking, my dream is that the 21st 
century’s industrial revolution will start from sports, 
and I believe that Tokyo 2020 will make that dream 
come true.” ■
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THE AWARD-WINNING ARCHITECT 
DISCUSSES THE NEW NATIONAL 
STADIUM, SUSTAINABILITY, 
AND DESIGN INTIMACY.

The 1964 Tokyo Olympics was a watershed 
moment in Japanese history. What did it 
mean to you?

Back then, the Shinkansen bullet train had 
just begun service and freeways were going up 
around Tokyo. The city was one- or two-story 
wooden buildings. I remember walking with my 
dad from Shibuya, a totally quiet area then, to the 
new Yoyogi National Gymnasium. Its silhouette 
was impressive and monumental. Inside, natural 
light came down through from the high ceiling 
and bounced off every surface. I was amazed and 
asked my dad who built it. He said it was an archi-
tect named Kenzo Tange. I then formed a strong 
desire to be an architect too. 

What do you want to convey through the 
New National Stadium design?

Tange understood the goal of Japan in that 
period: to catch up with Western civilization and 
industrialization. Japan’s economy and population 
were growing, and cities were expanding. Now it’s 
totally opposite, and the population is shrinking, 
but that doesn’t have to be negative. It brings a 
different kind of happiness. The silhouette of the 

new stadium I’m working on with Taisei Corporation 
and Azusa Sekkei Co., Ltd. is very flat. The height 
is only 164 feet or less. Tange’s stadium has peaks 
reaching to heaven, but our design is more of a 
quiet gesture. 

How are you making the stadium 
sustainable?

We are using certified wood from every 
prefecture in Japan. Cedar is the most abundant 
wood, and every prefecture is proud of its cedar. 
It’s more expensive than wood from overseas, but 
sourcing it from Japan is more sustainable in terms 
of shipping’s impact on global warming. Show-
ing the diversity of Japan is also very important. 
Many people abroad don’t realize Japan has great 
diversity, from Hokkaido to Okinawa.

How does the design reflect Japanese 
culture?

I want to show the intimate scale of Japan. We 
have many styles, but intimacy is the basis. Japan 
is mostly mountains, but the people try to find 
comfort and coziness in small spaces. The wooden 
planks on the stadium facade are four inches wide, 
the standard for columns and beams in Japanese 
houses. This intimacy and humility of Japanese 
buildings makes them very different from those in 
the West. 

You’re retiring from the University of Tokyo 
next year. What accomplishment makes you 
proudest?  

Over the past decade, I started a digital fabrica-
tion laboratory and tried to combine computer 
technology with local natural materials. I worked 
with students to build art installations by hand. 
Architecture education is now all on computers, but 
the basis of architectural design is real materials 
and working with one’s hands. If you forget that, 
your architecture will be unpopular—that happened 
after Japan’s economic bubble burst. I think it’s 
important to be friends with the community and 
return to reality. ■

“I intend for the 
Tokyo 2020 Games 
to leave a more 
intangible legacy.” 

Yuriko Koike
Tokyo Governor

For 2025...we would 
like visitors to 
reflect and change 
the way they live 
and think about 
what they can do to 
achieve the SDGs. ”

Ieaki Takeda
director for international 

exhibitions at Japan’s Ministry 
of Economy, Trade

and Industry

SPONSORED CONTENT

 kengo kuma

www.fortune.com/adsections

Tokyo Gov. Yuriko Koike accepts the Olympic flag at the closing ceremonies of the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
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This image is a conceptual rendering intended to 
show the stadium at completion and may be subject 
to change. Vegetation is shown at about 10 years 
after completion of the stadium. Copyright © Taisei 
Corporation, Azusa Sekkei Co., Ltd. and Kengo Kuma 
and Associates Joint Venture
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