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Night Soil Recycling Systems in the Edo Era Sanitary Treatment of Night Soil 

It is believed that agricultural use of night soil in Japan became very popular in the Kamakura Era （1185-1333） as a means of 
improving agricultural production. During the mid Muromachi Era （1336-1573） it spread throughout the nation, while it really 
became entrenched as a practice in the Azuchi-Momoyama Era （1573-1603）. With the development of urban areas, 
agricultural use of night soil increasingly spread. 

In the Edo Era （1603-1868）, owing to the urbanization, not only farmers but also residents in towns tended to construct big 
night soil storage tanks, so as to offer night soil as suppliers of fertilizer. For collecting night soil, farmers went to towns buying 
night soil from the residents with money, or exchanging it with vegetables. This kind of night soil recycling mechanism 
ensured steady supply of night soil which is used as fertilizer necessary for agricultural products. Meanwhile, the products 
raised by night soil fertilizer were consumed by residents in towns, closer relations between farmers and the residents were 
formed naturally.

The night soil recycling mechanism continued into the 1960s. 

Right after the 2nd World War, the Japanese government had made great effort to maintain a high public health level on the 
one hand, and to promote a policy of recycling night soil to increase the food production on the other hand.

The emphasis of developing night soil treatment technology at that time was placed on: a) be capable of treating night soil 
exclusively; b) be capable of killing parasite eggs and pathogenic bacterium; c) making improvement on the odor and the 
appearance of night soil; d) keeping the fertilizer effect but being free from pathogenic problems. In 1930 the Waste Cleansing 
Law was revised, from then the municipalities are required to be responsible for the collection and transportation of night soil.

During the rapid economic growth starting from the late 1950s, the traditional night soil recycling systems broke up due to the 
urbanization and the spread of chemical fertilizer, and night soil turned from ‘fertilizer’ to ‘waste.’ Meanwhile, sanitary 
treatment of the increasing night soil in major cities resulted in a serious social problem. To cope with this problem, 
municipalities carried out the facility development and the government promoted the technology development on the 
advanced night soil treatment.

In 1953, the government launched a subsidy program to promote the installation of night soil treatment facilities. And since 
1963, night soil treatment facilities have been constructed based on the Waste Treatment Facility Planning.

Figure 2  The landscape of night soil transportation in the Edo Era(1)

Figure 1  Night soil recycling systems in the Edo Era
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Table 1  Major events in Japanese sanitation history 
Year Event

Figure 3  Trends of waterborne disease rates in Japan(3)
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Figure 4 Trends of the number and capacity of night soil treatment facilities(4)
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