
©          Nature Publishing Group1986

NATURE VOL. 321 22 MAY 1986 375 
---------------------------------N8NS----------------------------------
Japan's forests 

Welshman begs respect for trees 
Tokyo 
C.W. NicoL must be Japan's most famous 
Welshman - indeed perhaps the only 
Welshman the average Japanese has ever 
heard of. A string of popular books on the 
natural world published in Japanese plus, 
at 45, an autobiography which includes 
words like '"Pwllheli" which no Japanese 
(or Englishman) will ever be able to pro
nounce have made his name. Most re
cently, he has been in the public eye with 
an impassioned plea to the Forestry 
Agency to spare the forests that surround 
his home deep in the mountains of central 
Japan. The white paper (policy docu
ment) recently released from the Forestry 
Agency, which is assiduously cutting 
down the forests around Nicol's home, 
reveals that even without an infuriated 
Welshman to deal with, the Forest 
Agency, Japan's forests and the forestry 
industry are in dire straits. 

Trees take a long time to grow and it is 
not easy to keep forestry policy in tune 
with a rapidly changing world. Some sym
pathy must thus go to the Forestry 
Agency. But there are many who have 
been telling the agency that its policies are 
mistaken for at least the past fifteen years. 

The Forestry Agency found itself at the 
end of the Second World War with many 
mountains denuded of timber. Plan
tations, largely of sugi, the Japanese 
cedar, were begun. Then Japan entered its 
high-growth era and it seemed that the 
demand for timber would never stop 
growirtg. Clearance of natural forests be
gan on a massive scale and huge numbers 
of cedar were planted. 

Long before any of this timber was 
ready for the market, very much cheaper 
timber began to pour in from abroad. At 
the same time, new materials began to be 
used to build houses. Then Japan's growth 
began to slow; the Forestry Agency and 

Widespread forest 
JAPAN's total land area is 378,000 km'. Of 
this, 250,000 km' is forest: by no coinci
dence this is a figure very close to the area 
that is mountainous, 268,000 km', and 
cannot be used for agriculture or habita
tion. Almost a third of the forest is owned 
by the state and a little over a third is man
made, nearly half of it Japanese cedar and 
a quarter hinoki, japanese cypress. Vari
ous kinds of national park and nature park 
account for a remarkable 54,000 km' of 
land, an extremely high percentage. But 
only a small fraction of the park area is 
completely protected from interference; in 
other regions, permission can be given for 
selective cutting, or clear cutting, of 
forests. D 

private landowners found themselves with 
huge tracts of forest on their hands that 
may never be sold at a profit. Much the 
greater part of that forest is still young 
enough to need regular thinning and care 
to remain healthy. But instead, with no 
profit in sight, huge areas have been left to 
rot. The white paper admits that 40 per 

Natural forest left along water courses in the 
national park near Tokyo. 

cent of man-made forests that need thin
ning are not being attended to. 

Part of the reason why home-grown 
timber is expensive is that it is difficult to 
take out trees from Japan's steep moun
tain sides. Roads capable of carrying 
heavy timber lorries must be built and 
aerial ropeways set up. That adequate, 
cheap technology is not available is some
thing critics have been saying for years. 
Nor, critics say, was adequate thought 
given to the suitability of cedar in the rush 
to plant forests. 

Plantations in poor locations have been 
hit by mice, frost and insects, while too 
much reliance may have been placed on 
cedar. There is still plenty of demand for 
broad-leaved trees. The white paper ar
gues for diversification, which critics have 
been demanding for years. Meanwhile, 
profits are being made by cutting existing 
natural broad-leaved forests, including 
trees hundreds of years old. That is what 
angers Nicol. 

Letters of protest to the government 
from individuals do not normally evoke 
much response, but whether out of respect 
for a foreign '"guest" or from sensitivity to 
foreign criticism, or because Nicol's letter 
was also published in the Yomiuri news
paper, the Forestry Agency director
general personally promised (according to 
Yomiuri) that the beeches and birches on 
the mountains around Nicol's home would 
not be cut. But this, it seems, was too good 

to be true. Forestry officials who visited 
Nicol's home revealed plans for cutting 
the forest on a scale beyond his worst 
imaginings. The only thing they appeared 
to take note of, he says, was not to litter 
the forest with discarded chain-saw 
blades. 

But Nicol has discovered he is not alone 
in his love of the forest. Hundreds of let
ters of support and telephone calls have 
come to his home. The burgeoning en
thusiasm for forests is also clearly recog
nized in the white paper, as it was in an 
advisory report to the agency published 
last August. Many Japanese have of 
course been proclaiming for years that 
they have a unique sensitivity to nature, 
but what they mean is cherry blossoms in 
parks, pot plants outside their homes and 
cut flowers impaled on spikes in vases and 
twisted into miniature imitations of 
nature. Love of nature in the raw, com
plete with the mosquitoes, snakes and 
bears that inhabit Japanese forests, is a 
very new phenomenon. Many new organ
izations concerned to protect forests and 
town greenery have sprung up recently, 
reflecting a change in Japan's society away 
from pure economic growth to concern for 
the quality of life. Gradually they are be
ginning to join forces but none is yet big 
enough to exert a powerful influence. The 
Forestry Agency has responded by de
creasing the area of forest that can be cut 
at one time and by increasing emphasis on 
the selective cutting of forests so that 
natural regeneration can follow. 

Catering for this new interest in forests 
would not be so difficult were it not that 
the Forestry Agency is expected both to 
be financially self-supporting and also to 
ensure the stability of mountain villages 
whose only source of income is from fores
try. It is not surprising then that the white 
paper proposes that '"the people bear 
some of the financial burden to improve 
the nation's woodland". A tax on water 
resources has been suggested as a way of 
financing protection forests planted to 
prevent flash floods. The tax is opposed by 
industry. 

For all the letters he has received, Nicol 
is not going to try and join in public protest 
movements. He intends instead to charter 
a plane and photograph the forests near 
his home from the air and then from the 
ground and use his pen and the pictures to 
publicize the forest's plight. For changes 
in forest policy there is still time, for Japan 
is lucky in that large areas of natural forest 
do still remain - any European country 
with such forests would consider itself 
blessed indeed. Whether public aware
ness of the immense value of the forests 
will grow fast enough to prevent them dis
appearing remains the real question. And 
on top of that there may be some other 
problems- the white paper is the first to 
admit that acid rain may be causing forest 
damage in Japan. Alun Anderson 
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