Re-assembling satoyama woodlands: Forest policy change and urban community forestry in peri-urban Tokyo
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In Japan, ‘satoyama’ woodlands have become a focal point of urban community forestry. The term satoyama combines sato [village] and yama [mountain/forest] and, as this pairing suggests, it speaks to an intimate relationship between communities and woodlands. Historically, satoyama were rotationally coppiced and regularly mowed to produce essential fuelwood and green fertilizers. However, in the wake of the ‘fuel revolution’ of the 1960s, the connection between satoyama and daily reproduction was severed. Subsequently, many satoyama were razed to produce space for sprawling urban growth. However, as a result of the designation of Urban Control Areas under the New City Planning Law of 1968, large areas of urban fringe farmland and satoyama woodland were conserved. Yet while the development of satoyama woodlands was restricted, management practices were abandoned. Resultantly, formerly open satoyama grew thick with bamboo grass, becoming sites only for illegal dumping and possible future development. In the 1990s, these abandoned peri-urban satoyama woodlands increasingly became targets of volunteer conservation and restoration. In general these volunteer satoyama management efforts have been highly limited. However, policies to institutionalize and further support citizen-based management are increasingly common. Here, I examine how revision of the National Forest and Forestry Law (2001) has opened up a space for urban community forestry. While the Forest Law has historically been focused on rural conifer production, a shift towards multifunctional forestry has led to the creation of urban “co-existence forests”. Co-existence forests provide private landowners with tax incentives to develop management plans for their woodlands and allow them to contract these management plans out to volunteer groups. This paper examines how these co-existence forests materialize at the local level, revealing that they provide an important, but somewhat problematic, means of re-assembling satoyama woodlands as a community resource.

