
 

No kissing, no sharing: can Tokyo's hostess bars
survive Covid�19?

Justin McCurry in Tokyo

Kabukicho is far quieter than usual but is being accused of fuelling a coronavirus second wave
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T he arrival of dusk is normally the cue for Tokyo’s biggest red-light district to spring
to life. But in the middle of a pandemic, not even the neon lights could lift the
coronavirus cloud hanging over Kabukicho this week.

Doormen in masks and visors gestured to occasional passersby with promises of a
“sensual massage”, and clubs tempted thirsty office workers with all-you-can-drink deals for
¥1,000 (£7).

But these are rare signs of activity in Kabukicho, an area packed with thousands of bars, clubs,
restaurants and commercial sex establishments, which now finds itself the target of criticism
that it is fuelling a second wave of the coronavirus.

Strategic testing in the nightlife districts of Tokyo has revealed a rising number of cases,
predominantly among people in their 20s and 30s. Several clusters have been traced to

Your privacy
We and our partners use your information – collected through cookies and similar
technologies – to improve your experience on our site, analyse how you use it and show
you personalised advertising.

You can find out more in our privacy policy and cookie policy, and manage your consent
at any time by going to ‘Privacy settings’ at the bottom of any page.

I'm OK with thatOptions

Information that may be used
Purposes

https://www.theguardian.com/profile/justinmccurry
https://www.theguardian.com/world/series/coronavirus-live/latest
https://www.theguardian.com/world/coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.theguardian.com/world/coronavirus-outbreak
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/05/tokyo-kabukicho-red-light-district-hawkers-olympics
https://www.theguardian.com/help/privacy-policy
https://www.theguardian.com/info/cookies


Kabukicho’s host and hostess clubs, where as many as 10,000 men and women are employed
to pour drinks, light cigarettes and engage in small talk with customers.

Smaller clubs where physical distancing is all but impossible have closed, while others have
carried on in the faint hope that the capital’s nighttime economy will be able to survive a brief
surge in infections. But they include those that have failed to take preventive measures.

“Some places have a proper understanding of the risks posed by the virus and do the right
thing, but some don’t,” said Koichi Teratani, an authority on Kabukicho. “The area is really
struggling.”

Her said the closure of clubs and sex shops had affected the area’s restaurants and bars too,
with footfall dropping by as much as 90% for some. About 150,000 people once passed
through Kabukicho every day, but now the number is closer to 30,000.

A return to even a semblance of normality is a long way off. Japan reported a record 750 new
cases on Wednesday, weeks after the government lifted a nationwide state of emergency to
encourage economic activity and, inevitably, more human contact.

On Thursday, Tokyo reported a record 366 new infections, a day after the city’s governor,
Yuriko Koike, urged residents to stay at home during the four-day holiday weekend. With host
and hostess clubs now synonymous with the spread of the virus, industry representatives say
this vital part of the capital’s entertainment scene has become a scapegoat for the authorities’
failure to give clear guidance on public health measures.

“Nothing will change if you only criticise us as the bad guys,” said Kaori Koga, representative
director of the Nightlife Business Association (NBA), adding the government had not
acknowledged clubs’ attempts to implement preventative measures or offered enough
financial help to businesses and their employees.

Aya Yumiko poses during lockdown in a bar in Kabukicho where she
used to perform as a burlesque dancer. Photograph: Kim Kyung-
Hoon/Reuters
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The NBA has drafted safety rules for its members, including disinfecting karaoke microphones,
as it found government recommendations, such as wearing masks and two-metre physical
distancing, were impractical.

Shinya Iwamuro, a urologist and public health advocate who has been visiting nightlife
districts in Tokyo to educate bars and clubs on hygiene and infection control, said staff needed
practical rules on how to interact with customers.

That means no kissing and no sharing plates of food, he said, with conversations held at right
angles to avoid droplet contamination. “As much as possible, kiss only with your partner, and
avoid deep kissing,” Iwamuro said, outlining what he described as “kiss etiquette”.

Erin, who has worked as a hostess in Kabukicho for a decade, wears a mask at work, as do her
customers, who are asked to sanitise their hands and have their temperature taken before they
are admitted.

But keeping a distance becomes more difficult as the evening wears on. “We sit at a distance
side by side, but some customers start flirting and touching, especially the drunk ones,” she
told the Guardian. “The early evenings are dead, and the overall number of customers is much
lower than before. We used to get lots of salarymen, but their companies have told them to
stay away from hostess clubs.

“Lots of single mothers rely on the industry as a lifeline. I’m single and don’t have kids, and I
have some savings, but lots of women I know would have nothing to fall back on if they lost
their job.”

Staff of the Tokyo’s city authority urge people to go home from
the Kabukicho district in April. Photograph: Eugene Hoshiko/AP

Local officials check a nightclub in Kabukicho on 21 July.
Photograph: Yoshio Tsunoda/AFLO/Rex
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Naming and shaming businesses where there have been outbreaks will do little to contain the
virus, according to Koga, who estimates that more than a million people work in the industry.

“Workers are horrified by the thought they could be responsible for the closure of their club
because they had become infected,” she said. “That means that workers might try to hide their
symptoms and avoid getting tested.

“Lumping together businesses that are taking proper coronavirus measures and those that are
not isn’t the answer. For Japan to overcome this crisis and for its nightlife to get back to its
vibrant self, we need more understanding, not criticism.”

Erin’s name has been changed at her request

Since you're here ...
… joining us from Japan, we have a small favour to ask. Millions are flocking to the Guardian
for quality news every day. We believe everyone deserves access to factual information, and
analysis that has authority and integrity. That’s why, unlike many others, we made a choice: to
keep Guardian reporting open for all, regardless of where they live or what they can afford to
pay.

As an open, independent news organisation we investigate, interrogate and expose the actions
of those in power, without fear. With no shareholders or billionaire owner, our journalism is
free from political and commercial bias – this makes us different. We can give a voice to the
oppressed and neglected, and stand in solidarity with those who are calling for a fairer future.
With your help we can make a difference.

We’re determined to provide journalism that helps each of us better understand the world, and
take actions that challenge, unite, and inspire change – in times of crisis and beyond. Our work
would not be possible without our readers, who now support our work from 180 countries
around the world.

But news organisations are facing an existential threat. With advertising revenues
plummeting, the Guardian risks losing a major source of its funding. More than ever before,
we’re reliant on financial support from readers to fill the gap. Your support keeps us
independent, open, and means we can maintain our high quality reporting – investigating,
disentangling and interrogating.

Every reader contribution, however big or small, is so valuable for our future. Support the
Guardian from as little as $1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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We will be in touch to invite you to contribute. Look out for a message in your inbox in
September 2020. If you have any questions about contributing, please contact us here.
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