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I am very pleased to present this publication at the CBD COP9 in Bonn. Biodiversity is a result of the earth’s long-time evo-
lution as well as the basis of our daily life. Unfortunately, we are losing this valuable asset very rapidly, while we are still
ignorant about it. It is evident that our conventional approach to conserve biodiversity solely through endangered species
protection and the creation of protected areas is not sufficient. We have to explore new approaches which lead us to work
on farmland, forest land, villages and even cities, as well as collaborate with scientists, government bodies, private sectors
and civil society through creative integration of traditional knowledge and the latest science and technologies.

In this small publication, we tried to showcase broad experiences, views and initiatives on biodiversity in Japan. Unlike
other publications on biodiversity, we didn’t focus on conventional topics such as endangered species and protected area.
Neither have we intended to show the best way to conserve biodiversity. Rather, as a first step to explore a new way of
thinking, we tried to review our cultural and social background and own historical experiences on how our ancestors tried to
create ways to live harmoniously with nature. This traditional concept may be characterized by a sense of awe towards
nature and focused on respecting and enjoying nature benefits rather than just protecting them.

We also tried to highlight some of the recent efforts being made by various actors, such as central and local governments,
the private sector, religious bodies, museums and NPOs with different interest. We believe that all of these efforts are
related to biodiversity either directly or indirectly. By sharing these experiences, we would like to catalyze dialogue among
various sectors both in Japan and in the rest of the world towards the COP10 in Nagoya in order to find a way to reshape our
society and thus co-exist with nature more harmoniously.

Finally, I would like to gratefully acknowledge financial support from Keidanren Nature Conservation Fund (KNCF) to make
this publication available. I am also grateful to those who contributed with articles and photos to this publication and would
like to thank Countdown 2010 and Nippon Keidanren Committee for their valuable collaboration.

Harufumi Nishida

Secretary General
Biodiversity Network Japan
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Introduction
Mankind is an animal species now
active not only in cities and villages
but everywhere on the Earth. Even in
mountain forests far from the cities, as well
as on oceans, human activities are distinct
and no mysterious place for human civi-
lization, where no one ever stepped in, is
remained on the Earth, except for the deep
sea. In this situation, the life of
mankind is inseparable from the biodiversity
surrounding it and the so-called lord of 
creation cannot live even an instant
without the support of biodiversity.
Harmonious co-existence between
nature and mankind should, therefore, be
a leading concept for sustaining the
Earth. Yet, this concept seems not to
be easily accepted by modern people
under the strong influence of Western civ-
ilization and the strong desire of energy-
materials-based wealth.

Throughout its history until the Meiji
Restoration era, development of the
Japanese Archipelago has been per-
formed in harmonious co-existence
between nature and mankind and the
result was a structure divided in three
distinct zones, i.e. hitozato or residen-
tial area, satoyama or buffer zone and
okuyama or core area.  This zoning was
created by the general public, not by
order of decision makers nor suggested

by scientists. This historical develop-
ment is mainly based on sincere wor-
ship of Japanese people to nature.

At the time of the Meiji Restoration,
some 130 years ago, Japanese recog-
nized the higher level of Western civilization
and strongly expected to reach and
overcome it and thus constructed a
perfect education system to achieve
their target. After 100 years, Japan has per-
haps reached the same level of civilization
of Western countries, especially as to

economy on material basis. Yet, the
Japanese Archipelago has been over
developed thus resulting in a variety of severe
environmental problems. In the education
system, aiming at the development of
an energy-materials-based direction,
Japanese people have forgotten their
traditional spirit to worship nature. It
is necessary to remember this beautiful con-
cept to perform harmonious co-exis-
tence between nature and mankind for sus-
taining the Archipelago for forthcoming days.

Sustainable Use of Biodiversity, with Reference
to the Japanese Spirit of Worshipping Nature
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The development of the Japanese Archipelago was followed by the concept of harmonious co-existence between nature
and mankind. However, this traditional concept has now nearly been forgotten even by the Japanese themselves. To
establish a sustainable use of resources, such concept should be understood more widely and its underlying idea should
be remembered globally. In this article, successful zoning of Japanese Archipelago forming hitoazato (=residential
area), satoyama (=buffer zone) and okuyama (=core area) is introduced and traditional Japanese spirit to worship
nature is noted in reference to the chinju-no-mori.  It may be suggested that the introduction of Western civilization was
successful in Japan with respect to energy-material-based development, but this was imperfect and resulted in the destruc-
tion of biodiversity as the traditional spirit to worship nature was abandoned.

Satoyama landscape - Harmonious coexistence between nature and mankind



Organisms are distributed on the Earth in
various ways and biodiversity should be
always considered as a whole, i.e. all
species living on the Earth. Thus, the
sustainable development of biodiversi-
ty can only be achieved when harmo-
nious co-existence will successfully be
performed throughout our only Earth.
This typically Japanese concept should be
a leading idea for the sustainable
development of the Earth in general.

Harmonious co-existence between
nature and mankind 
– its theory and practice
The phrase ‘harmonious co-existence
between nature and mankind’ was pro-
posed as a symbol of the Expo '90 for
Flowers and Greenery successfully held
in Osaka in 1990. At first, it is said that
this type of expression was thought to
apply on various sectors. In our genera-
tion it is thought that nature and
mankind cannot be co-exist harmo-
niously, as ‘natural’ is the opposite
term of ‘artificial’. The original
Japanese term for ‘harmonious co-exis-
tence’, as applied here, has the same
expression of the biological term ‘sym-
biosis’ and in some documents ‘symbio-
sis’ is erroneously applied to explain
this particular concept. However, this
is a misapplication as symbiosis is a
term applied mainly to the relationship
between two particular species and it
can be ironically noted that mankind is
actually depends on nature, when we
consider the term symbiosis in its
broadest application, including mutual-
ism, commensalism and parasitism.
The original Japanese term – meaning
something like living together - means
harmonious co-existence with much
stronger impact and our traditional
lifestyle in Japan followed such con-
cept throughout history until the Meiji
Restoration period. Actually, the
phrase stated above was at first vari-
ously related, but is generally recog-
nized throughout Japan in its true
understanding. Since the 1990s, this
particular phrase has been widely
applied in various occasions in relation
to environmental issue.

This symbolic phrase is easily under-
stood in Japan if the traditional wor-
ship of nature is recognized, but it is
terribly difficult to explain to those
who consider nature only as a provider
of resources for human life. Nowadays,
most of the people live according to
the concept of a materials-energy-
based civilization and they usually con-
sider materials only on the basis of
their monetary value. The harmonious
co-existence between nature and
mankind should be accepted only when
the worship of nature is recognized and
the idea of evaluating every natural
material as resource for human life
may stand be the opposite of worship-
ping nature. Recognizing this different
concept based solely on material-ener-
gy, it may be better to remember that
the potential of the traditional
Japanese concept to live in harmonious
co-existence with nature aims at a sus-
tainable development of biodiversity
on our only Earth.

Sustainable development of 
the Japanese Archipelago
By definition, the term ‘artificial’ is
opposite to ‘natural’. In the history of
Japan, the first artificial large-scale
development was given to the
Archipelago by our ancestors who
established the New Stone Age some 25
centuries ago. It is logical to say here,
therefore, that destruction of nature
on our Archipelago was at first made
by our ancestors. Yet, no one says that
they were the first nature destructors.

In Japan pasturing was only allowed in
restricted areas and the establishment
of the New Stone Age mainly focused
on agriculture. However, the devel-
oped area for agriculture was only
about 20% of the whole Archipelago -
only small plain areas and valley zones
along the rivers. Even at this moment,
the developed area is not so large,
although no part is badly damaged by
general people. The complicated
topography of the Archipelago prevent-
ed the development of whole the
Archipelago. In this respect, the devel-

opment of Japanese Archipelago is dif-
ferent from that of Europe and North
America where it was performed com-
pletely from one end to the other.
European and American agricultural
fields are very large, in comparison
with Japanese landscape always ending
with small hills or mountains and usual-
ly with narrow agricultural areas. In
Japan, the Archipelago is surrounded
by steep mountains and/or gorges with
very narrow plains in its complicated
topography and has a particular cli-
mate with four distinct seasons includ-
ing very cold winter and hot and humid
summer, having generally higher tem-
perature and high precipitation. 

The entire Archipelago was deep green
and soils were generally fertile with a
wide range of plants living in the same
area. Natural resources are richly occu-
pied there and people historically
enjoyed such a rich natural production,
in addition to their agricultural prod-
ucts. On the other end, the Japanese
Archipelago is frequently attacked by
severe disasters, including earthquakes
very often with tsunami, heavy rains,
floods and typhoons. As the area was
so rich in resources but attacked by
disasters, the Japanese people grate-
fully thanked but also terribly feared
nature. The particular concept or the
value attributed to nature seems to
have developed in Japan under the
strong influence of this relationship
between nature and mankind.

Even after agricultural sites were fully devel-
oped, the area was not big enough to occu-
py materials for all the people living
there and the hitozato was not suffi-
cient in space to offer the necessary
resources to the people living in the
Japanese Archipelago.  Our ancestors,
then, thought that they could use the
backyards of the developed areas from where
the firing woods were cut down and
charcoal was produced. They cut and
collected wood for energy purposes in a
regular cycle - usually every 10 to 15
years they could cut the trees for fire. The
broad-leaved trees were cut down, but the
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stocks were usually left aside from
where side shoots came up and grew
up to the woods within 10 to 15 years. Some-
times, tall stocks of over 1 meter high are
preserved to prevent damage caused
by deer, bears and other animals. Fallen
leaves of pines are collected and used as
another kind of valuable resource for
fire. In addition to energy resources,
people obtained various types of materials
from backyard areas. Small animals
and birds were hunted and eaten by
the people as valuable proteins. The
Japanese people were rarely fond of
eating meat of mammals. On the contrary,
wild vegetables and fungi have been
the favorite food of Japanese people
for many years in addition to a variety of
algae, marine and freshwater. These
are usually considered supplementary
food, but the Japanese enjoy wild
products as a gift from nature. Medicinal
plants are also collected in the wild
and folk medicine has been another
valuable resource for human life for

many years.

With this activity of the backyard of
hitozato, or developed area now called
satoyama, beautiful secondary forests
developed throughout the Japanese
Archipelago.  Warm and humid climate
helped the forests grow up fast, more
green developed beautifully in these
areas. Forests developed in between
hitozato and mountainous area as a
continuous zone throughout the
Archipelago and worked as a buffer
zone between primitive nature and
artificial hitozato area. The natural
status of this zone was recognized even
in the Heian Period, some 1000 years
ago, as was noted in Japanese style
short poet, waka, as seen in some
wakas in our classic ‘Man’yoshu’. In the
Muromachi Period, about 500 years
ago, this zone was established through-
out the Archipelago and already in the
Edo Dynasty the name satoyama
appeared in literature. This name is

popular in the past half century, when
satoyama was suffering from its critical
damage by so-called energy revolution
in 1960s. The definition of satoyama is
variable and it is rather difficult to rec-
ognize its area, but slightly less than
20 % of the whole Archipelago may be
referred to form such a zone.

Active lives of Japanese people have
developed mostly in hitozato area and
supplementary work was made in
satoyama. Thus, the remaining parts of
the Archipelago were left natural and
the natural area, or about a half of the
Archipelago, is named okuyama, or
deep mountain area. The okuyama
area is kept natural and less artificial
influence has been given there. Wild
life has, therefore, been naturally
maintained in this area and it is to be
noted here that no big mammal species
was extinct in Japan until at the end of
the Edo dynasty.
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Another interesting point is that in
Japan battles were fought mostly in
smaller scale or often only by the repre-
sentative leaders and forests have never
been destroyed in wider areas. No
large-scale fire has ever hit the Archipelago.
Forests are maintained naturally in
most parts of the okuyama area,
although truly primitive forests cannot be
seen now in most part of the Archipelago.

The Japanese Archipelago is thus
developed in typical zoning of
okuyama, satoyama and hitozato. This
zoning coincides very well with that of
Core area, Buffer zone and Transitional
or Residential area as nominated by
UNESCO at first by MAB programme in
1960s and then by the World Natural
Heritage in 1980s. It is noted that the
development of the Japanese
Archipelago during the past 25 cen-
turies is referable to the most
advanced concept of nature conserva-
tion designed by UNESCO and now pop-

ular worldwide. This development was
made through the daily lives of the
Japanese people, not under the direc-
tion of decision makers, nor recom-
mended by the scientists. Moreover,
this development is seen throughout
Japan, except for Hokkaido.

Another comment should be added
here on the uniqueness of Japanese
satoyama.  The landscape of satoyama
is often seen in various places in other
Asian countries, especially in various
parts of China. Fuel woods are collect-
ed from the backyard of the village in
cycle of several years and supplemen-
tary resources are also collected from
there. Secondary forests are main-
tained in this area in a way similar to
satoyama in Japan.  However, outside
of Japan this landscape is usually locat-
ed in  single areas and not continuous
to form a zone buffering between nat-
ural forests and residential areas. In
this respect, the satoyama of the

Japanese Archipelago forms a distinct
landscape in Japan and is connected
with the general Japanese concept as
noted in the next section.

Worship of nature as exemplified
by chinju-no-mori
The development under ideal zoning of the
Japanese Archipelago – recognizable by the
natural environment sustained there
with rich resources in beautiful forests, espe-
cially in okuyama area- benefitted
from warm and humid climate and
complicated topography.  It may be
true and we may perfectly realize that the
nature of Japan brought to the people a
unique concept of worship. In addition to
rich resources, we remember that terri-
ble disasters frequently attacked the
Archipelago and, even in these days
when technology developed very much, 
there are big damages to the lives of
people every year. Our ancestors
seemed to be afraid of it but at the
same time they had respect for the
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nature and expressed sincere thanks to it.

Our ancestors who created the New
Stone Age started the development of
their land cutting down the beautiful
forests surrounding them. They seemed
to have realized that they damaged the
nature and thus apologized to the
nature. Then, they built their village
shrine, or tutelary deity, in every vil-
lage, even in smaller hamlets.  They
expected the shrine, which consisted
of 8 million deities, to guard their daily
lives. Sometimes the heroes and hero-
ines of the village were deified and
enshrined, but the main targets of
their prayers were the 8 million
deities, which were equivalent to the
elements of nature. They believed that
their village shrine was unique, yet this
unique shrine spread throughout
Japan, except for Hokkaido.

These 8 million deities are, in Japanese
culture, present in nature and it was

necessary for our ancestors to accom-
modate them in the shrines under nat-
ural forests.  Thus, they invited the
natural forest to cover the shrine and
every shrine was mainly covered by
forest which was named chinju-no-
mori, or the forest to guard the shrine
and/or the people. Throughout the
Japanese Archipelago, shrines were
invited to every village and covered by
the forests on behalf of okuyama
where the deities were believed to live
in natural condition. Such a concept
was similar to the primitive animism in
underdeveloped peoples and it was so
20 centuries ago. Throughout the histo-
ry of Japan, village shrines were main-
tained and the evolution of shrines was
observed along with the historical
development of Japanese culture.  

It is a pity to note the fact that
Japanese Shintoism was under a strong
influence of militarism after the Meiji
Restoration, in parallel with the pro-

motion of the advanced Western civi-
lization. Moreover, many chinju-no-
moris were destroyed by the direction
of the government who considered that
traditional belief was an obstacle to
learn the advanced Western civiliza-
tion. chinju-no-mori was established,
as in the case of satoyama, by the peo-
ple themselves in their own lives, not
following decision makers nor scientists
and it was developed throughout the
Japanese Archipelago with the excep-
tion of Hokkaido. The political power
worked on the chinju-no-moris only to
destroy it and actually more than half
of them were cleared up after the
Meiji Restoration.

Chinju-no-mori is, thus, the symbol of
the Japanese concept featuring sincere
worship of nature. Harmonious co-exis-
tence between nature and mankind
was sustained in Japan on the basis of
this general concept to sincerely wor-
ship nature.
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