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Kyoto’s picturesque geisha district fights back
against over-tourism with keep-out signs

By Yuri Kageyama

The Associated Press

T
OKYO — Japan’s ancient capital of

Kyoto, long a popular destination

for tourists, is closing off some

private-property alleys in its famous

geisha district because of complaints about

misbehaving visitors.

Tourists crowd the narrow, quaint

streets of the area called Gion, often

following tour guides who show people

around and lecture for long hours,

according to local district official Isokazu

Ota.

“We are going to put up signs in April

that tell tourists to stay out of our private

streets,” he told The Associated Press.

A sign will say in both Japanese and

English: “This is a private road, so you are

not allowed to drive through it,” although

the keep-out warning is aimed mainly at

pedestrians, not cars, as the Japanese

wording refers to generically “passing

through.”

“There will be a fine of 10,000 yen,” the

sign adds, which comes to about $70 under

recent currency conversion rates.

The ban covers just several blocks of

Gion. The district’s public streets will

remain open to tourists, so the area and

the rest of Kyoto will still be teeming with

visitors, both from Japan and around the

world.

Gion’s outrage highlights brewing

resentment at what many people feel is

“over-tourism,” even though the Japanese

economy depends more than ever on

tourism revenue to sustain growth.

The district of winding alleyways is

known for picturesque teahouses, where

geisha and their maiko apprentices,

wearing fancy kimono and hair

ornaments, perform in dance and music.

In a city known for gorgeous temples and

gardens, Gion is one of its most scenic and

historical spots. Tourists, armed with

cameras, like to wander around Gion,

hoping to catch the women on their way to

dance class or a fancy dinner party.

Complaints about over-zealous tourists

began bubbling years ago, though the

discontent cooled when the coronavirus

pandemic brought a lull in tourism. Now,

visitors are back with a frenzy.

Overseas tourist traffic to Japan is

rebounding to pre-pandemic levels.

More than 22 million visitors came to

Japan last year, eager to take in sushi,

electronic gadgetry, and the splendors of

nature like Mount Fuji and the beaches of

Okinawa. In 2019, incoming travel

totalled more than 31 million people, and

this year’s number could approach or even

overtake that, experts say.

It’s been too much for many residents of

Gion. Their local council summarized the

less than eager sentiments a few months

ago by proclaiming: “Kyoto is not a theme

park.”

TOURIST TROUBLES. Maiko, or apprentices,

pose for photos prior to the Gion Odori dance perfor-

mance in Kyoto, western Japan, in this August 31,

2023 file photo. Japan’s ancient capital of Kyoto, long

a popular destination for tourists, is closing off some

private-property alleys in its famous geisha district, as

complaints grow about misbehaving visitors. (Kyodo

News via AP, File)

MH370 disappeared a decade ago. Here’s what we know about one of aviation’s biggest mysteries.
By Eileen Ng

The Associated Press

K
UALA LUMPUR, Malaysia — More than a

decade ago on March 8, a Malaysia Airlines flight

vanished without a trace, becoming one of

aviation’s biggest mysteries.

Investigators still do not know exactly what happened

to the plane and its 239 passengers. But Malaysia’s

government says it may renew the hunt for MH370 after

an American marine robotics company that tried to find

the plane in 2018 proposed a fresh search.

A massive multinational search in the southern Indian

Ocean, where the jet is believed to have crashed, found

nothing. Apart from some small fragments that later

washed ashore, no bodies or wreckage have ever been

found.

Here’s what we know about the deadly aviation tragedy.

What is known about MH370’s disappearance?

The Boeing 777 plane disappeared from air control

radar 39 minutes after leaving Kuala Lumpur en route to

Beijing on March 8, 2014.

The pilot sent a last radio call to Kuala Lumpur before

leaving Malaysia — “Good Night Malaysian Three Seven

Zero” — but failed to check in with air traffic controllers in

Ho Chi Minh City when the plane crossed into Vietnam’s

airspace.

Minutes later, the plane’s transponder — a communi-

cation system that transmits the plane’s location to air

traffic control — shut down. Military radar saw the plane

turn around to travel over the Andaman Sea before it

vanished, and satellite data showed it continued to fly for

hours, possibly until it ran out of fuel. The plane is

believed to have crashed in a remote part of the southern

Indian Ocean.

Theories about what happened on board range from

hijacking to a loss of oxygen in the cabin to power failure.

But there was no distress call, no ransom demand, nor bad

weather or evidence of technical failures. Malaysian

safety investigators cleared all on board in a 2018 report,

but didn’t rule out “unlawful interference.”

Malaysia’s government has said that someone

intentionally severed communications with the ground

and diverted the plane.

Who was on the plane?

The plane carried 227 passengers, including five young

children, as well as 12 crew members. Most of those

aboard were from China, but there were also people from

other countries, including the United States, Indonesia,

France, and Russia.

The passengers included two young Iranian men using

stolen passports to seek a new life in Europe; a group of

Chinese calligraphy artists returning from an exhibition

of their work; 20 employees of U.S. tech firm Freescale

Semiconductor; a stunt double for actor Jet Li; families

with young children; and a Malaysian couple on a

long-delayed honeymoon. Many families lost multiple

members in the tragedy.

What efforts have been made to find the plane?

Dozens of ships and aircraft from various countries

began the search between Malaysia and Vietnam in the

South China Sea, before moving to the Andaman Sea and

the Indian Ocean.

Australia, alongside Malaysia and China, then led the

largest and most expensive underwater search ever

undertaken, covering some 46,000 square miles of seabed

off western Australia, using aircraft, vessels equipped to

pick up sonar signals, and robotic submarines.

Search vessels detected ultrasonic signals that might

have been from the plane’s black box and shipwrecks

believed to be 19th century merchant vessels, but never

found the plane. In July 2015, a fragment later confirmed

to be a flaperon from Flight 370 was found on France’s

Reunion Island in the western Indian Ocean, the first

hard evidence that MH370 ended its flight in the Indian

Ocean. Several more pieces of debris were later found

washed ashore on the east coast of Africa. The search was

suspended in January 2017.

U.S. marine robotics company Ocean Infinity picked up

the search in January 2018 under a “no find, no fee”

contract with Malaysia, focusing on an area north of the

earlier search identified by a debris drift study. But it

ended a few months later without success.

Why is the search so hard?

One reason why such an extensive search failed to turn

up clues is that no one knows exactly where to look. The

Indian Ocean is the world’s third largest, and the search

was conducted in a difficult area, where searchers

encountered bad weather and average depths of around

2.5 miles.

It’s not common for planes to disappear in the deep sea,

but when they do, remains can be very hard to locate. Over

the past 50 years, dozens of planes have vanished,

according to the Aviation Safety Network.

What’s next?
Malaysia’s government has consistently said it will only

resume the hunt if there is credible new evidence. It is now

considering an Ocean Infinity proposal for a fresh search

with new technology, although it is unclear if the company

has new evidence of the plane’s location.
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