
 
 

From Traditional Ironmaking to Sustainable Agriculture 

The Rural Development System of the Okuizumo Area 

 

GIAHS Application 
 

 

October 2021 

 

 

 

GIAHS Promotion Association of the Okuizumo Area 
  



 
 

Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS) Application 
 
SUMMARY INFORMATION 

Name/ Title of the proposed GIAHS site: 

 From Traditional Ironmaking to Sustainable Agriculture: The Rural Development System of 

the Okuizumo Area 

Requesting agency/ Organization, and contact information: 

・Name of organization: GIAHS Promotion Association of the Okuizumo Area 

・Composition of organization: Shimane Prefecture, Shimane Prefecture Board of Education, 

Okuizumo Town, Okuizumo Town Board of Education, Okuizumo Town Council, Okuizumo 

Town Community Association Directors’ Association, Shimane Prefecture Agricultural 

Cooperative, Okuizumo Town Agricultural Committee, Nita-mai Promotion Association, 

Okuizumo Cattle Improvement Association, Okuizumo Community Farming Association 

Liaison Council, Nita County Farmers’ Society, Okuizumo Town Health Food Industry 

Producers’ Council, Okuizumo Town Land Improvement District, Okuizumo Town Society of 

Commerce and Industry, Okuizumo Town Cultural Properties Protection Advisory Committee, 

Nita County Forestry Cooperative, Okuizumo Town Tourism Association 

・Contact information: GIAHS Promotion Association of the Okuizumo Area Tel +81854-54-

2513 

Responsible Ministry: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries of Japan Tel +813-

6744-0250 

Location of the Site:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

（Land use map is posted on page 57） 

Fig.1: Location of the Okuizumo area in Japan Fig.2: Latitude and longitude of the Okuizumo area 
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Accessibility of the site to capital city (Tokyo):  

(1) Via Haneda Airport: 85 minutes to Izumo Airport; approx. 45 minutes by car from the 

airport to the applicant area. 

(2) Via Haneda Airport: 85 minutes to Yonago Airport; approx. 1 hour 30 minutes by car 

from the airport to the applicant area. 

Area of Coverage: 36,801ha 

Agro-ecological Zones: There are two zones, Humid, moderate soils in the north and Steep 

terrain in the south. (Refer to Annex 1) 

Topographic Features:    

 The Okuizumo area is located along the northern base of mountains, reaching more than 1000 

meters in height, which form the ridges of the Chuugoku Region in the western part of Honshu. 

After the sharp drop from the mountain peaks, the area, with its mountainous areas and gently-

sloping foothills, has a constant altitude of around 300 meters.  

  The majority of the area’s geology is characterized by granite where deep weathering has 

progressed, with thick deposits particularly found in the mountains of fixed height and the gently 

sloping areas. At one time, these places were extensively cut down in order to mine for iron 

sand, and terraced rice field were developed in those areas afterward. (Refer to Annex 1) 

Climate type:  

 For the most part, it is temperate with no dry season and a hot summer (Cfa), and in the areas 

near the 1000m mountain ridges, it is cold, with no dry season and a hot summer（Dfa）(based 

on the Köppen climate classification). Reflecting its basin shape, temperatures in the summer 

are high, with many days higher than 30℃, but the nights are cool and the diurnal range is great. 

It is one of the greatest deep-snow districts in western Japan, and temperatures in the winter can 

fall below -10℃ and snowfall near the mountain ridges exceeding 1m in some years. Also, 

monthly rainfall exceeds 100mm, and it is humid yearlong, with the most precipitation coming 

in June and July with the rainy season and in September with the autumnal rain front. Looking 

at the variation in rainfall amount over the past 30 years, annual rainfall in areas of lower 

elevation is around 1,700mm, and areas of higher elevation near the mountain ridges is between 

1,900mm and 2,000mm. There has not been a major dry year in the past 30 years. (Refer to 

Annex 1) 
 

Month Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Yearly  

Avg 

Temp(℃) 0.7 1.1 4.7 10.7 15.7 19.8 23.6 24.3 19.9 13.8 8.1 3.1 12.1 

Rainfall 

(mm) 

133 121 133 104 120 188 249 141 204 118 107 122 1742 

Sources: Monthly climate (averages from 1981 to 2010) in the Okuizumo area (Yokota Observation Station) from 

the Meteorological Agency 



 
 

Approximate Population (Beneficiary): 

Total Population: 13,063 People working in agriculture and forestry: 3,679 (28.2%) 

(2015 National Census, Agriculture Census)   

Ethnicity indigenous population: Not applicable 

Main sources of livelihood: 

 Of the 1,476 agricultural management bodies, 1,283 (87.2%) of them principally involve 

sales related to rice cultivation. (2015 Agriculture and Forestry Census, number of management 

bodies involved in rice cultivation)  

 

【Percentage of total agricultural product sales made up of agricultural products generated by 

tatara ironmaking (2018)】 

 ・Paddy rice (Nita-mai rice, etc.)          47.3% : 1,836,661,000 yen 

 ・Cattle (Okuizumo Japanese black)         26.1% : 1,012,630,000 yen 

 ・Non-timber Forest Products (shiitake mushrooms, etc.)  17.2% : 667,656,000 yen 

 ・buckwheat (Soba) (Yokota kosoba, etc.)       0.5% : 19,360,000 yen 

                      Total 91.1% : 3,536,307,000 yen 



 
 

Executive Summary: 

 The agricultural system in the Okuizumo area is one that unites a traditional method of 

ironmaking known as tatara, which was once a large industry in this area, and agriculture. By 

systematically developing areas that were once mined for iron sand, a necessary ingredient for 

ironmaking, into farmland, the system works to improve the agricultural production ability of 

mountainous areas where land resources are limited, and at the same time, makes securing stable 

food sources and livelihoods a possibility through mixed agriculture that combines the main 

crop of rice with other agricultural products. 

 Historically, mineral resources have been actively mined around the world, but there are many 

examples of mines being abandoned once mining operations have ended. The deterioration of 

land and local communities due to mining has become an international problem as the awareness 

of environmental protection has increased, and the environmental recovery of formerly mined 

areas is being sought after. The land in the Okuizumo area consists of sandy soil that contains 

iron sand, and the history of ironmaking using iron sand goes back at least to the 8th century. 

After that, as the area grew to a large production area for the ironmaking industry by the 11th 

century, before long the technique called kanna-nagashi, where foothill areas were cut down 

and iron sand was separated from other parts of the soil by using water currents and differences 

in specific gravity, arose. At that time, in order to secure stable amounts of water in the 

waterways being used, many reservoirs were constructed upstream of the areas being mined. 

 An internationally unique thing about the Okuizumo area is that, in order to secure food for 

people involved in tatara ironmaking, new arable land was developed from the land that had 

been mined for iron sand as well as land downstream that was filled in using the earth and soil 

that had been cut away in the mining process. Furthermore, the knowledge system generated by 

tatara ironmaking was applied to agriculture and used efficiently by putting the waterways and 

reservoirs built for iron sand mining to use as irrigation canals and reusing the waste matter 

from cattle that transported tatara ironmaking products and raw materials as manure to keep 

soil in good condition. Then, by the 18th century at the latest, arable land development and iron 

sand mining became integrated and more systematic, with the development of mined land into 

arable land being kept in mind before mining of an area even began. This is not simply a case 

of land use after it has been mined, but instead can be called comprehensive rural development 

that actively combined mine development and agricultural development. The area of arable land 

that has been developed this way over a long period of time now exceeds 1300ha, and accounts 

for half of the rice field area in Okuizumo. 

Additionally, tatara ironmaking required a large quantity of charcoal as fuel. In order to 

sustainably conduct ironmaking, a unique rule was established that in the Okuizumo area, 

forests were not to be completely cut down, and instead cyclical use of wood resources was 



 
 

carried out. Currently, forests are cyclically used as supply forests for bed logs to cultivate 

shiitake mushrooms. Also, through forest conservation, the recharging function for water 

sources for the rice fields and biodiversity are maintained. Furthermore, by providing habitats 

for flower-visiting insects that are indispensable to the production of agricultural products such 

as buckwheat (Soba), the forests greatly contribute to sustainable agricultural production in the 

Okuizumo area, as well as to the conservation of the local culture of eating buckwheat on 

celebratory occasions.  

 In this way, as a result of the comprehensive rural development that has its origins in tatara 

ironmaking, the Okuizumo area has a framework of rice fields and fields for buckwheat (Soba) 

cultivation, as well as forests, and around those areas, a varied land usage scattered mosaic-like 

with waterfronts including waterways and reservoirs, as well as grasslands like the ridges 

between rice fields, is established, becoming multiple habitats for rare flora and fauna. Also, 

interspersed throughout the arable land that was developed from areas mined for iron sand are 

small hills called kanna-zankyū, areas that were not cut down during the kanna-nagashi process 

because there were objects of faith on them, such as small shrines for local deities or graves. As 

such, a unique landscape remains here that communicates the history of mine and arable land 

development that happened all while protecting the local spiritual culture. Additionally, iron 

sand was collected by cutting down the ridges and other sections of gently-sloping foothills. As 

a result, there are no tall mountains in the area which block sunlight, and the arable land 

developed in those mined areas gets more sunshine than arable land in valleys. Furthermore, 

that land is sandy soil that produces good-tasting rice, so it contributes to the improvement of 

agricultural productivity. 

 The Okuizumo area, by systematically advancing mine and agricultural development and 

passing down a knowledge system generated by tatara ironmaking, created a sustainable 

agricultural system and a varied culture and ecosystem that, even from a worldwide perspective, 

make it a rare area and an excellent example of contributing to the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) put forward by the United Nations. 

 

NOTE: This proposal document was prepared based on the “Guidelines for making a GIAHS 

Proposal document” dated April 2020, not on the most updated guidelines, since the current one 

had not been provided when it was prepared. 

 

 

 

  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The Okuizumo Area’s Agricultural Heritage System Chart 

When the Mining and Manufacturing Industries Flourished 
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Current Application to Agricultural Development 

 

Knowledge from Tatara Ironmaking Applied to Agriculture 

 

Creating a globally unique and sustainable agricultural system 




