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The number of elderly people living alone is growing steadily in Japan, and municipalities
increasingly [ 7 ] cases where no one is available to claim bodies after death. Clearer
rules and guidelines are urgently needed.

When a deceased person has no known relatives or when surviving family members are
estranged and unable to take responsibility, municipal governments step in to carry out
cremation or the burial of ashes. A survey discovered that such cases reached an estimated
42,000 or so nationwide in 2023, accounting [ 1 ] 2.7% of all deaths.

The survey also shed light on major discrepancies among local governments in handling
unclaimed bodies and remains.

After receiving notification from hospitals or police, some municipalities cremate deceased
individuals while they are attempting to reach surviving relatives [ ™7 ] the latter can take

(1)
possession of the remains, while others pay funeral companies high fees and arrange long-

term frozen storage.

Likewise, there are no standardized procedures concerning personal effects left behind by
the deceased. Only about 102 of municipalities currently have clearly defined manuals
outlining the handling and disposal of such possessions.

In many advanced countries, local governments bear a clear legal mandate [ -1 ]
providing burial services and graveyard space. Traditionally, Japan has relied heavily on
families or local community members to handle funerals as social customs.

But the number of elderly people living alone now exceeds 6.7 million, and by 2050 is
projected to reach 10 million. Consequently, cases of unclaimed bodies will inevitably continue
to increase, potentially overwhelming existing approaches. Immediate discussion is needed to
clarify the roles at both the national and local government levels.

On the other hand, funeral customs are deeply ingrained within personal beliefs and
regional cultures. Such a sensitive matter cannot be rigidly standardized, and naturally there

2
are practical limits to the interventions that governments alone can take.

One practical approach is [ - ] senior citizens to clearly record preferences for their
funeral arrangements and ceremonies ahead of time, ensuring that their wishes are respected.
Japan’s elderly population is expected to peak around 2040. [ T ] a society where

annual deaths will sharply increase, it is necessary to create frameworks that enable everyone
3)

to face life’s conclusion without unnecessary anxiety.

(The Mainichi, “Editorial: Japan needs rules to deal with rising number of unclaimed

remains of the dead”, Thursday, May 15, 2025 X0, —¥&BkZ)
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Approaches to handling cremated ashes also vary greatly.
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