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YOKO ARIMOTO Official YouTube Channel

Forests Regenerate Through Human
Involvement: The Importance of Satoyama,
as Demonstrated by Afan Woodland

An interview with Wataru Osawa (Advisor and Secretary-General of The C.W. Nicol Afan
Woodland Trust)

We spoke to Mr Osawa about creating woodlands where people and nature can thrive together.

1. Satoyama: Woodlands Shaped by Human Involvement

['m Wataru Osawa, Secretary-General of The C.W. Nicol Afan Woodland Trust.

Put simply, satoyama refers to woodlands shaped by human activity. In the past, people would
go into the woods to forage for wild vegetables or cut down trees for firewood and charcoal
production. To carry the wood out, they would first have to clear the undergrowth. They would
also tend to the woodland, thinking things like, ‘If we clear this area now, we'll have a good
harvest of wild vegetables next year’

In this way, these woodlands were part of everyday life, providing people with food, fuel and
resources for their livelihoods.

However, people in the past weren't consciously trying to make these places beautiful or create
woodlands rich in biodiversity. They were simply cutting down trees and clearing vegetation as
part of their daily lives. Yet, as a result, they created environments where a wide variety of
wildlife could thrive. These were the places known as satoyama.

Nowadays, people rarely venture into areas that were once satoyama.*

Editor's note: Traditionally, satoyama woodlands were used for gathering wild vegetables and
producing firewood and charcoal for fuel. However, as lifestyles changed, the practice of foraging
for wild vegetables became less common, and fossil fuels such as oil and gas replaced traditional
wood-based fuels. Consequently, people gradually stopped using these woodlands.

2. Forest Regeneration Begins with a Clear Purpose

When we think about restoring woodlands and regenerating nature, [ believe it's important to
start with a clear goal and then work out how best to restore the environment to achieve it.

Afan Woodland was originally satoyama, a woodland that people used and maintained. However,
after being left neglected, it became overgrown and degraded, making it difficult for a wide
variety of wildlife to live there. In a sense, you could say it was a place that human activity had
caused to deteriorate.

Our main goal is to bring the woodland back to life through human intervention, creating an
environment rich in biodiversity where many different species can thrive.

That's what guides our woodland restoration work here.



3. Letting in the Light: The First Step in Restoring Afan
Woodland

Originally, much of Afan Woodland was quite dark, so we began by clearing away the dense
undergrowth to let more sunlight in.

Once we'd cleared the thickets and removed damaged trees, the number of trees decreased
considerably. This created a much brighter, more open space, almost like a large meadow.

However, with so much sunlight reaching the ground, the vegetation grows incredibly quickly.
Some grasses can reach heights of one to two metres in just a year, whilst climbing plants grow

so vigorously that they quickly wind themselves around the trees.

If we simply left everything alone, the whole area would soon become overgrown with thickets
and dense vegetation again.

4. How Human Management Creates Different Layers
Within the Woodland

This is where people need to step in and manage the vegetation.

By cutting back the grass and keeping fast-growing plants under control, we give other types of
vegetation a chance to grow.

Some of the trees that sprout naturally from seeds carried into the woodland grow by only about
ten centimetres a year. When we find these young trees, we clear away the surrounding grass to

give them the space and light they need to grow.

By continuing this kind of careful management, the woodland gradually develops different
layers of vegetation.

Rather than having only large trees, we end up with a woodland made up of tall, mature trees,
medium-sized trees and small, newly sprouted saplings.

5. Once Dappled Sunlight Appears, the Woodland Begins to
Sustain Itself

As the trees gradually grow taller, their crowns begin to form a canopy overhead.

Areas that were previously exposed to plenty of sunlight start receiving only dappled light
filtering through the leaves. As a result, the vegetation beneath the trees no longer grows quite
so rapidly.

At this point, we reach a stage where we don't need to cut the grass every year.

The young trees can then continue growing slowly without being overwhelmed by the
surrounding vegetation or dying off.

Forests and trees operate on timescales of a hundred or even two hundred years.

Over time, some of the large trees will eventually die, and the woodland will gradually change.
When a large tree dies and leaves a gap in the canopy, sunlight can reach the smaller trees that
have been growing beneath it. Those young trees can then begin to grow taller, eventually taking

the place of the older ones.

Once a woodland reaches this stage, it can maintain a healthy environment through its own
natural processes, without the need for constant human intervention.



What we're trying to do is give the woodland and its natural processes a helping hand, so that it
can eventually thrive without us having to do very much.

That's the approach we take to looking after Afan Woodland.

6. A Home to Around 70 Endangered Species: Creating
Habitats That Attract Wildlife Naturally

So far, we've identified around 70 endangered species living in Afan Woodland.
But that doesn't mean we've brought these species here specifically to protect them.

Instead, we focus on creating environments where endangered species can live and thrive. Once
those conditions are in place, the wildlife finds its own way here.

Of course, endangered species are important. But simply bringing them into the woodland
because they need protecting doesn't necessarily mean they'll survive.

If there's nothing suitable for them to eat, or if the soil conditions aren't right for a particular
plant, then no matter how hard we try to introduce them, they'll eventually die.

Rather than taking that approach, we focus on creating the right conditions.

For example, if there's a suitable waterside habitat, insects and other creatures may come
because it's somewhere they can lay their eggs.

But we also need to think about what happens next.

Will there be enough food for them when they hatch? Is there somewhere suitable for them to
develop into pupae? Can they successfully emerge as adults, fly away and eventually reproduce?

It's only when all these conditions are in place that wildlife can settle here, lay eggs, reproduce
and gradually increase in number.

7. Creating the Right Conditions for an Ideal Ecosystem

If there's a particular species we'd like to see in the woodland but it isn't currently here, that
probably means the right conditions haven't existed for it.

So we start by thinking about the kind of environment that species needs.

Would it prefer somewhere brighter or darker? Does it need a wetland environment, or would it
be better suited to somewhere drier?

With those things in mind, we look at where in the woodland we might be able to create the
right habitat and what kind of management would be needed.

Then we put those ideas into practice.
And if the species eventually finds its way here, that's a success.

That's essentially how we approach our work.



8. Understanding Why Species Became Endangered and
Restoring Their Habitats
So rather than simply focusing on protecting endangered species because they're rare —

although, of course, they are important — I think what really matters is asking, ‘Why did these
species become endangered in the first place?

Many of the species living here originally depended on relatively open, sunlit environments, like
traditional satoyama woodlands.

As those habitats disappeared or became less common, the species that relied on them lost the
places where they could live. Their populations declined, and they eventually became
endangered.

But if we continue restoring these environments and creating more suitable habitats, their
numbers can increase.

Eventually, species that are currently considered endangered may become common species
again — familiar plants and animals that we regularly come across in nature.

Even species that are struggling to survive elsewhere can live perfectly well here in this
woodland.

That's the kind of environment we're trying to create, and it's why we continue to manage and
care for Afan Woodland.

(End of interview)

Supporting Afan Woodland

If you'd like to support Afan Woodland's efforts to protect satoyama and preserve it for
future generations, whether by making a donation or becoming a member, or if you're
interested in visiting the woodland yourself, please visit the official website.

The blog is regularly updated with news about the Trust's activities, upcoming open days
and other events.

(Yoko Arimoto has also been a supporting member for many years!)
Afan Woodland Official Website

https://afan.orijp/

Afan Woodland also has an online shop where you can support woodland conservation
through your purchases.

Online Shop

https://afan-ec.jp/collections/all
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