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Public baths push health role to stay afloat, ban smoking

By TAKASHI ARAKI

Kyodo News

Smoking and watching a baseball game on TV after a soak in a "sento" (public bath) used to be a relaxing pastime for some, but this scene has begun to disappear to the disappointment of smokers.

Public bath owners in Tokyo have begun removing ashtrays from dressing rooms, hoping to get themselves out of financial difficulties by turning the bathhouse business into a health services industry, analysts said.

But bathhouse owners in Osaka and Aichi prefectures are not ready to follow suit, fearing customers will desert them.

The Tokyo Sento Association, with a membership of about 950 public baths, took the initiative last year to introduce a total ban on smoking within their buildings. With the introduction of the Health Promotion Law in 2003, smoking in public places, including railway stations, has been restricted.

"This is the trend of the times," an association official said.

Another official said, "We have no other choice for survival than to become a health-related industry, as financial woes are becoming severer."

Public bath operators are facing an uphill battle as more people bathe at home or at "superbaths." Hoping to ride the health boom and the implementation of the Health Promotion Law, public baths have gone all-out in publicizing bathing as a health-improvement activity.

Given their desire to redefine themselves as "bases for health information," they have to cast off the image that public baths are smoky places, an industry official said.

Tentokuyu, an 80-year-old public bath in Suginami Ward, Tokyo, posted no-smoking signs at its entrance and in dressing rooms last year and removed all ashtrays. "Everything went smoothly because smokers were decreasing in number," the owner said.

Female customers especially welcomed the move, but a 46-year-old man from the suburb of Musashino, after bathing, rushed to a coin laundry next door to smoke and said: "There are smoking bans everywhere in public places. Now I have to put up with it in the public bath."

