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Benefits of a rice terrace landscape
— Case study of the“Kunugidaira rice terrace”in Asahi-town,
Yamagata Prefecture —

Yu Takahashi (Graduate of Yamagata University)
Rie Watanabe (Yamagata University)

This study describes the effects of activities undertaken by the population in an area to conserve its
rice terraces, focusing on the “Kunugidaira rice terrace” in Asahi-town, Yamagata Prefecture. Such
activities in Japan are taken up mainly to achieve any of these three specific objectives: 1) to promote
agriculture, 2) to enable interaction and networking, and 3) to develop tourism. This study focuses on a
rice terrace in which different activities are ongoing simultaneously for potential rice terrace
conservation.

The “Kunugidaira rice terrace” is located in Asahi-town, which lies in the central part of Yamagata
Prefecture, with its main occupation being a'griculture, particularly fruit cultivation. The 2010 census
shows the population of the town as 7,856.

The Kunugidaira rice terrace can be seen spreading more toward the eastern part of the town, in an
agricultural colony known as Nojyu. The terrace comprises about 180 paddy fields on a 14-hectare wide
slope with a steep grade of 1 in 20.

This rice terrace was selected as one of Japan' s top 100 rice terraces by the Ministry of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan in 1999. However, few local residents paid any attention to
this news at that time. As matter of fact, the ratio of uncultivated farmland increased to 5.7% in 2000
from 3.4% in 1995 (Report on Results of World Census of Agriculture and Forestry in Japan). This was
attributed to the increasing number of people who had given up farming due to old age. In 2004, the
people of the village of Nojyu held a meeting and decided to take up two activities to conserve its rice
terraces.

One was to seek labor from outside the agricultural colony to help in the conservation. Recruitment
started in 2006, and more than 130 supporters were active as of 2012. These supporters work together
about eight times a year, for example, to mow the grass around the waterways or to harvest rice. Another
main activity also involved beautification around the terraces, such as maintaining a park overlooking the
terraces and growing flowers in it. The rice terrace landscape thus comprised not only paddy fields, but
also the surrounding waterways and raised walkways. Therefore, people had to play an active role in
maintaining these surrounding areas as well.

Another activity planhed was to sell the rice harvested from the terrace fields. Rice farming in
terrace fields is more difficult than that in flat fields. The yield per 10 acre is less than that of flat fields.
However, the large difference between day and night temperatures in terrace fields makes the rice more
sweet and tasty. The “tanada mai” or the superior quality rice from the “Kunugidaira rice terrace,” is sold
at a higher price. '

These activities have been largely responsible for the increasing number of tourists since 2004,
who have been coming to see the rice terrace and for whom the town has built public toilets and parking



lots. As a result, the town started attracting bus tours from Tokyo and it became a popular destination.
This brought about a positive change in the attitude of the village; farmers, coptributing to a decrease in
uncultivated land.

This is an ideal example of a case in which a particular area found a solution to its local issue of
cultivation abandonment by making effective use of the rice terrace landscape and adding value to the
rice produced there. These diverse activities motivated the local farmers to resume rice production on the
rice terrace. The results were apparent from the increased tourism and the high commendation from

outside the region.
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