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Operation Tsukiji: Tokyo battles 
rats as the iconic market shuts

Rat exterminators block pipe and sewer exits
TOKYO: The operation must be ruthless, thorough and
silent. Without alerting the watchful enemy, a unit of highly
trained Japanese agents will throw up a ring of steel to
block any escape from the vast battleground. Despite
being vastly outnumbered, the unit’s chief commander is
confident of total victory against the enemy army - tens of
thousands of rats expected to scurry loose when the
world-famous Tsukiji fish market closes next month.

The 23-hectare (57-acre) market near Tokyo’s swanky
Ginza district is home to “not thousands but tens of thou-
sands” of rats, attracted by fish offcuts and the market’s
maze of sewers, according to Tatsuo Yabe, a rat expert.
After a fabled 83-year history, the world’s biggest fish
market, which is also a huge tourist magnet for its pre-
dawn tuna auctions, will move to a brand-new facility in
Toyosu, about 2.3 kilometers (1.4 miles) away on the
waterfront.

The moving operation is unprecedented. Some 900
businesses handling 480 kinds of seafood worth $14 mil-
lion daily - as well as 270 types of fruits and vegetables -
will relocate over a period of five days. Thousands of
trucks and forklifts will take part in the move, with tons of
waste produced in the process - manna from heaven for
the furry denizens of the sewers. “They will likely start
moving en masse once they notice something unusual...
The week after the market closes on October 10 will be
the major battle,” a Tokyo government official who com-
mands the Tsukiji anti-rat operation told AFP.

To prevent a mass exodus from Tsukiji, Tokyo officials-
helped by veteran rat exterminators-are busy blocking
pipe and sewer exits and plugging holes in fences with
corrugated sheets. Before the market is torn down, they
will erect an impregnable three-metre (10-foot) steel wall
around the site and slowly move in through the perimeter
to “corner and catch” the rodents, said the operation’s
commander, who asked not to be named. In addition, they
will instal 40,000 sticky sheets to catch rodents, along with
traps and use 300 kilograms (660 pounds) of rat poison.

‘It’s frightening’
Restaurants and bar managers in the area surrounding

the market are on red alert for a possible influx of unwel-
come rodent visitors. “It’s frightening,” said the owner of
one restaurant in Ginza, one of Tokyo’s most fancy wining
and dining districts just a stone’s throw from the market.
“We heard rats scrabbling around when an old theatre

building was torn down in this neighborhood,” said the 56-
year-old restaurateur, who wished to remain anonymous. 

“Some of our neighbors are even feeding stray cats
now. That is how defensive we are getting.” The Ginza
Street Association, which brings together local businesses,
even created a special anti-rat taskforce last year. Tokyo
exterminator GP Corporation is telling clients in the area
to keep their eyes peeled. “We are calling on them to stay
vigilant and not even keep the doors open because sewer
rats may come right in once the moving starts,” said
Kazuya Takahashi from the company.

Hardly any food poisoning
Hiroyasu Ito, a veteran fish trader as old as the Tsukiji

market itself, has known Tsukiji since the days when buy-
ers and sellers communicated via telegram. Now chairman
of the Seafood Wholesalers’ Association, Ito is aware of
the venerable market’s issues. “We have many problems.
Birds fly in, and many things like rats come in and out
freely,” he said about the open-air facility. But he stresses
that the market has an impressive food hygiene record. In
recent decades, market players have made the utmost san-

itary efforts, with special inspectors in white jackets
checking on food safety every day.

“We’ve hardly had any food poisoning incidents in this
market. We are proud of it,” Ito said. Nevertheless, he has
high expectations for the new Toyosu facility, equipped
with state-of-art refrigeration. 

The gigantic complex stands on reclaimed land near-
ly twice as large as Tsukiji, and it is fully air-conditioned
and prepared to welcome its new tenants. “The biggest
difference is that Toyosu is an enclosed market, so all
buying and selling will be done in this building,” said
Masataka Miyake, a Tokyo official preparing for the

new facility. Originally planned in 2016, Tsukiji’s relocation
has been postponed several times, held up by revelations
of heavy soil contamination at Toyosu, a former gas plant.
“I hope the new Toyosu brand will soon become a global
household name,” Miyake said, describing Tsukiji as “very
popular and lively”. 

Doors and shutters at the new facility are sensor-con-
trolled, and when they are open, air is blasted down from
the ceiling-like an invisible screen. “The air curtain pre-
vents the cool air from escaping outside,” said Miyake, as
well as fending off unwanted intruders like dust and bugs-
and rats. — AFP
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NEW DELHI: Indian police yesterday
summoned for questioning a bishop
accused by a nun of raping her multi-
ple times, following days of protests
by other nuns and supporters.
Bishop Franco Mullackal, who has
rejected the accusations, has been
called for questioning in the south-
ern state of Kerala on September 19,
the Press Trust of India reported.
The nun first accused Mullackal in
late June of raping her 13 t imes
between 2014 and 2016, but police
until now have stopped short of for-
mally questioning him.

But pressure has been building on
the authorities to investigate the
claims.  Over recent days five nuns-in
a rare show of dissent within the
Indian Church-and dozens of sup-
porters have been protesting in
Kerala’s capital Thiruvananthapuram.
With media interest growing as well,
the alleged victim has also
approached the Vatican representa-
tive in India to press her case. Her let-
ter, leaked to Indian media, said
Mullackal was “using political and

money power to bury the case”.
Mullackal has called the whole scan-
dal a conspiracy by those against the
Church, and has won backing from his
congregation at the Missionaries of
Jesus Church. Kerala’s High Court will
be hearing the matter today, although
the bishop was not expected to
attend. A local politician, P C George,
has meanwhile made waves by calling
the nun “a prostitute”. 

“Twelve times she enjoyed it and
the thirteenth time it is rape? Why
didn’t she complain the first time?”
media reports quoted him as saying.
Kerala is home to India’s largest
Christian population and one of the
oldest in the world.

In July, two priests were arrested
for allegedly raping and blackmailing a
woman for over 20 years in the state.
Sexual abuse by clergymen and the
failure of senior Church officials to
take action has been one of the
biggest scandals facing the Catholic
Church in recent years. Pope Francis
issued a letter on sexual abuse to the
Catholics around the world in August,
expressing the Church’s “shame and
repentance”. Christians-overwhelm-
ingly Catholic-are the third-largest
religious group in India. Around 80
percent of the country’s 1.25 billion
population is Hindu, followed by a
sizeable Muslim minority. — AFP 
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Japan’s disasters 
highlight vulnerable 
infrastructure
TOKYO: Flooded runways, thousands of pas-
sengers stranded and a tanker smashing into an
access bridge: last week’s typhoon in Japan
highlighted the vulnerability of Kansai Airport
which serves a region with an economy bigger
than Belgium’s. Because of concerns about
engine noise, Kansai-located in the bay of
Osaka-is the world’s first airport entirely situat-
ed on a huge man-made island, putting it at risk
of flooding, tsunamis and typhoons. 

Damage to the airport is seen having a dra-
matic knock-on effect on tourism and trade, as it
handles 22 million international passengers per
year and 5.3 trillion yen ($47 billion) of Japan’s
exports-more than seven percent of the national
total. “The Osaka region which was hit by the
typhoon is about 10.9 percent of Japan’s GDP. It’s
slightly larger than Belgium and about the same
as Sweden,” noted Kohei Iwahara, economist at
Natixis Japan Securities. 

“You have the ports affected, Kansai Airport
malfunctioning and the question is: how long is
it going to last?” asked the expert. One week
after Typhoon Jebi ravaged western Japan, the
airport is still not fully functional, with power not
yet completely restored and access via the dam-
aged bridge still not back to normal. It has oper-
ated fewer than 100 flights in total since last

Tuesday’s typhoon, a far cry from the 400 per
day it usually runs in its round-the-clock opera-
tion. Kansai airport has been beset by set-
backs from the beginning and has spent vast
amounts on protection from the elements-such
as high walls and waterproof barriers-which
proved of limited value when the typhoon
struck. According to Mizuho Securities, the
typhoon and an earthquake in the more rural
island of Hokkaido has increased the danger of
a cut in Japan’s GDP, which came in at 0.7 per-
cent on-quarter in April-June.

The disasters cut supply lines and could result
in a 0.2-percentage point dip in factory output in
the third quarter, Mizuho said. The 6.6-magnitude
Hokkaido quake knocked out the main thermal
power plant, causing a total blackout for the three
million households on the island and havoc for
logistics. The plant will not be fully up and running

until at least November. Car giant Toyota for
example was forced to stop production in the
whole country because it was not being supplied
with parts from its factory in Hokkaido.

Yoshihisa Inada, from the Osaka-based Asia
Pacific Institute of Research, noted that more
than one in three of Japan’s 28 million foreign
tourists passed through Kansai last year, en
route to the popular destinations of Kyoto and
Nara. “Companies can choose alternative air-
ports (for exports) but the problem is tourism,”
he said. “If the situation at the airport continues
for one month, the tourists can’t come and the
value added will disappear, so how do I make
money? The damage is severe,” he said.
Typhoon Jebi was just the latest in a series of
natural disasters to afflict western Japan-after a
deadly earthquake in Osaka in June and flooding
in July that killed more than 200. — AFP 

TOKYO: Photo shows a general view of Tokyo’s Tsukiji fish market. After a fabled 83-year history, the world’s biggest fish
market, which is also a huge tourist magnet for its pre-dawn tuna auctions, will move to a brand-new facility in Toyosu,
about 2.3 kilometers away on the waterfront. — AFP 

KOBE: This file photo shows vehicles piled in a heap due to strong winds in Kobe, Hyogo
prefecture after typhoon Jebi hit the west coast of Japan. — AFP 


