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percentage change in shipments of manufactured goods (2005-2018)
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A Study on the Structural Change of the Branch Plant Economy in Tohoku Region

MATSUBARA Hiroshi and KAMAKURA Natsuki (University of Tokyo)

The purpose of this paper is to examine the structural changes in the branch plant economy by focusing on the differences
between plants established from outside the region and those established by local firms, and to clarify the changes in plant
functions and trends in the establishment of new plants. The analysis will focus on the area on the axis from the northern
part of Sendai City in Miyagi Prefecture to Kitakami City in Iwate Prefecture, which is considered to be the central industrial
cluster in Tohoku region.

The Tohoku branch plant economy, which was formed in the 1970s and 1980s and was characterized by a "hierarchical
location" centered on the electronics industry, was forced to shrink significantly due to the collapse of the bubble economy in
the carly 1990s, the relocation of production plants overseas, and the hollowing out of manufacturing industry. The collapse of
Lehman Brothers in 2008 and the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011 further intensified the contraction of the electronics
industry in Tohoku. However, not all electronics industries have disappeared, but they have been selectively shrinking. In this
paper, we have categorized the changes in corporate sales since the Lehman shock, but there are many companies that have
experienced a V-shaped recovery. In addition, since the 2010s, the automobile industry has been rapidly locating in the area,
and related industries have been accumulating, indicating a change from the branch plant economy of the past.

In order to analyze the factors behind these changes, we conducted an interview survey with various plants located in the

target area, and the following three points can be pointed out as characteristics and policy directions.

1) There has been an evolution of plants from mass-production plants to mother plants, plants with integrated processes
from development, design, and prototyping to processing, assembly, and inspection, and plants with research and development
functions in addition to production functions.

2) Many of the plants have core technologies that have been developed historically, and these core technologies are being
utilized in the development of new products, ultimately contributing to the recovery of sales.

3) As time passes, branch plants from outside the region and local firms are actively making secondary investments, and
networks among plants are developing in the area. It is expected that the network of these motivated core regional firms will be

supported to realize a sustainable and competitive regional economy.

Key words : hierarchical location, functional change, network, manufacturing industry, Tohoku region



