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The Development of the Japanese Oxygen Industry
in the 1910s and the 1920s

Minoru Sawai

Though oxygen gas necessary for welding was totally imported in Meiji era, domestic production of
oxygen gas in Japan was started by means of the establishment of two companies of Nihon Sanso
(Japan Oxygen) and the Japan branch of L’Air Liquide in France in 1910. As the supply of oxygen
was realized by not only pure-play companies focused on oxygen production but companies such as
fertilizers and soaps companies that could supply oxygen as by-products, the increased demand for
oxygen gas was largely satisfied at the early and middle stages of the First World War. The continued
difficulties of import of air separation plants from European countries, however, constrained the
investment of oxygen production companies and confounded the situation, paralleled with the
shortage of cylinders for oxygen gas that were also deeply depended on the import from the US and
European countries.

High percentage of freight rates of oxygen cylinders in sales prices induced the formation of
each local market where the branches of above-mentioned two companies and local companies
severely competed, preventing from the establishment of unified nation-wide market for oxygen gas.
Prolonged severe competition in the 1920s resulted in the formation of cartels in each local market at

the beginning of the 1930s.



