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Conservation of “common” forests in the Meiji and Taisho eras

~— A case study of common forest in the Ohara region, Koka county, Shiga prefecture —
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Recently, an old Japanese system of “Iriai”, in which local residents jointly control regional natural resources, has
frequently been the issues of discussions from the point of environmental conservation. There have also been many
studies on the Japanese common forest or “Zaisankuyurin”, which has its roots in the Iriai in the Edo era (1603-1867).
Previous studies considered the Iriai negatively, as an exceptional system in the history of Japanese social
institutions. Moreover, those studies lacked an environmental conservation perspective and did not do comparative
analyses with “commons” in other countries. This paper examines a common forest in the Ohara region, Koka
county, Shiga prefecture. This forest has recovered from the heavy damage, which occurred at the beginning of the
Meiji era, and has become a rich Hinoki forest. The study focuses on the Meiji {1868-1911) and Taisho (1912-1925)
eras. Conservation of the common forest by the inhabitants of Ohara village is discussed from the viewpoint of a
commons study. Changes in the agreements and rules that are rigidly observed by the local people are also analyzed.
This example is compared with Otrom(1999)’s study of commons and it is concluded that successful commons in the
sustainable use of natural resources share similar conditions or characteristics.
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