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Historical evolution and future prospects of Okinawa’s forestry: A major paradigm shift
for sustainable forest management

Masami SHIBA*
Subtropical Field Science Center, Faculty of Agriculture, University of the Ryukyus

Abstract: The Yambaru region located in the northern part of Okinawa’s main island belongs to a subtropical marine
climate zone. Such meteorological environment has created the bountiful forests of Yambaru and those forests have
nurtured important habitats for a large number of internationally recognized endemic and native species. Although the
Yambaru forest only covers 0.1% of Japan’s forest area, this woodland is well-known for its species diversity and high
density of flora and fauna, including the IUCN Red List Threatened Species- Okinawa spiny rat (7bkudaia osimensis),
Okinawa woodpecker(Dendrocopos nuguchin, Ishikawa frog(Rana ishikawa) and Okinawa rail(Gallirallus okinawae)-
that dwell in the forest area. Presently there are efforts being made to designated the Yambaru forests as a national
park due to inscribe on the List of World Natural Heritage (WNH). The protection of endangered animal and endemic
plant species has been a great issue for various stakeholders that pressed for rapid protection and conservation of the
forest area. On another front, during the age of the Ryukyu Kingdom, the Yambaru forest was respectfully managed
under the Somayama system established by Sai On who was Three Chancellor of the Ryukyu Court. Within this system,
timber from the Yambaru was shipped mainly for building, for heating and for wooden products necessary for urban
dwellers life and reforested areas after harvesting trees, thereby protecting the forest under a traditional practical
knowledge. Now the critical issue occurs in Yambaru is on how to improve society’s perception and understand the
sustainable use of forest resources for a stable and efficient forest management system. The concept of sustainability
contemporaneous originated with Hans Carl von Carlowitz, director of the mines in Saxony, who wrote Sylvicultura
Oeconomica in 1713. The author discusses the paradigm shift for sustainable forest management of Yambaru region

through the different embodying in Japan and German’s historical views of sustainability (Nachhaltigkeit).
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Fig.1. Changes in timber supply and demand by regions
in 1972-2010.
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Fig.2. Timber volume and ratio by regions in 1953-2014.
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Fig.3. Changes in timber production and associated social circumstances in 1961-2010.
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