Sustainable urban development
and land-use change in Utsunomiya
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Urban neighborhoods are not only important for
infrastructure provision, but are increasingly seen as
sites of opportunity for strategic sustainable actions
and societal change. The sustainable nature of
urban development, however, is often subordinated
to other needs and interests, creating functional
but environmentally and socially less attractive
neighborhoods. We believe that observations from
our two years in one of Japan's aging cities are
relevant to environmentally- and socially-sustainable

development.

When we moved to the Ishiimachi neighborhood
of eastern Utsunomiya in November 2019,
witnessing ongoing land use change was not among
our many expectations. One of us (CS) does research
on land use change and forest conservation in
Brazil, nearly the furthest place in the world from
Utsunomiya. Our new home turned out to be just
as dynamic of a landscape, although in some very
different ways. In Brazil, most land-use change
is driven by domestic and international demand
for products like beef ranched on newly-cleared
pasture or other meats fattened on soybeans grown
in enormous monocultures. While rural smallholders
are sometimes blamed for deforestation, in reality
many of them practice extractivism or agroforestry,
harvesting nuts, fruits and other products from forests
or forest-like farms. Similar forest patches in Japan,
known as satoyamas, also play an important role and
are highly valued by local residents. This is not only

for production of organic compost, collection of nuts,
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mountain vegetables and mushrooms, but also for
educational and recreational activities, such as school
visits and bird watching. Rapid technocratic urban
development with its short-sighted goals, however,
often overlooks the long-term benefits of natural area
conservation — resulting in negative impacts on how

land is used in cities.

Our first impressions of our neighborhood were of
how dense the housing was and how few trees there
were. Compared to places we have lived in the west,
single-family houses have tiny yards in Japan which
are often paved and lack vegetation. This is especially
true for new construction on subdivided plots which
previously might have accommodated a single older-
style family house surrounded by a garden. While this
spares land from suburban sprawl, the lack of shade
trees can increase heat island effects, the use of air
conditioning and energy costs; the lack of permeable
surfaces can increase flooding risk. Fortunately, the
Utsunomiya University housing complex has most
of the few big trees in the neighborhood, so we could
enjoy yoga classes shaded from the summer heat and
watch the magpies play among their branches. After
some of the trees embracing our balcony were cut, we
needed to use the air conditioning more frequently.
In our eyes, cutting, planting and managing trees
have been done in sometimes unexpected ways. For
instance, the main road leading east from the Udai
Mine campus is lined with Liriodendron tulipifera
(yurinoki) , a North American tree that produces a

tall, symmetrical crown and tulip-like flowers.

Yet here, these trees are planted directly beneath
overhead power lines, requiring constant pruning,
leading to a mangled form that prevents them from
flowering (Photo 1). While the long and deep

connection to nature in Japan is indisputable, large
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trees in residential areas seem to be regarded as a

nuisance rather than an amenity.

During our two years in Utsunomiya, many
changes took place that gave our neighborhood a
more suburban feel. While suburban growth typically
comes at the expense of farmland or forest, the
outskirts of Utsunomiya are surprisingly becoming
less urban. We witnessed growth of new and widened
roads, and apartment buildings replaced with single-
family houses. These changes not only make the area
more homogeneous but also car-oriented. The new
wide roads, although they have ample sidewalks,
lack vegetation that provides shade and aesthetics, so
they are not inviting for strolling or biking around the
neighborhood. And away from Japan's legendarily
punctual rail system, bus service in our neighborhood
is uneven. We frequently found it faster to walk the
50 or so minutes to the train station rather than wait
for a bus that was often caught in traffic. This was
especially true after we found a tree-lined corridor
leading west from the central post office. Hopefully
the new light rail transit (LRT) line will be another

positive step to reducing congestion.

To satisfy the increasing demand for housing,
some natural areas have also been sacrificed, further
increasing the homogeneity of Ishiimachi. In April
2021, a beloved patch of forest near our apartment
was cut, supposedly to make way for new homesites,
although as of December no construction has
begun and the cut stumps have sprouted into shrubs
(Photo 2). Before it was cut, this forest was a shady
shortcut to the university campus, and a place for
us to relax and learn some Japanese tree species. It
was here that we first encountered trees like Prunus
serrulata (satozakura) , Quercus acutissima (kunugi)

Magnolia kobus (kobushi) and Cornus controversa
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(mizuki). After the forest was cut, we counted 62
growth rings in an oak stump, meaning the tree had

stood there at least since the 1950s.

The loss of urban satoyama land is a shame.
During our time in Japan, we took part in two
different satoyama management exercises to the south
of Utsunomiya. The big turnout at these events shows
that these forest patches are an important part of local
residents’ everyday lives. Our field trips provided
hands-on experience of the variety of provisioning,
regulating and cultural ecosystem services safoyamas
can provide (Photo 3). Wood is being collected
and used as fuel, and edible wild plants like Aralia
elata (taranoki) and mushrooms are collected or
grown, enriching the locals’ diets (provisioning
services). Furthermore, satoyamas help regulate air
temperatures, water quality and quantity, provide
wildlife habitat and mitigate disasters (regulating
services). Finally, we could be part of the cultural
services provided by the satoyamas. These satoyama
management activities bring a diversity of people
together from elementary school kids through
university students to retired professionals and
hobbiest birdwatchers, bridging age, demographics,
interests and cultures (Photo 4). In all, satoyama
traditions have not only allowed the sustainable use
of the resources but also demonstrated how forests
have been maintained through a symbiotic interaction
between humans and ecosystems, providing a
model for environmental stewardship and resource
management that contributes to human well-being.
The loss of satoyamas is also a loss of connection to

nature.

Housing is not the only land-demanding
infrastructure in the area. There are several ground-

based solar farms in the neighborhood. We should
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be clear that we support solar energy, and think it
is an important tool to decarbonize sunny countries
like Japan. However, the climate benefits of solar
panels are diminished if they displace forests or other
native vegetation. While the solar farms in eastern
Utsunomiya are all relatively small, one doesn't have
to look far to find larger farms built on recently-
deforested land, a sight that is all too common in

Japan.

Fortunately, there are many suitable alternatives to
clearing forests for housing and solar farms. South-
facing exposure is a norm for Japanese houses, and
it is common to see rooftop solar installations. Yet
most houses still lack them. Until every building has
a solar roof, there is no excuse for converting forests
into solar farms. While the notoriously short lifespan
of Japanese housing may discourage putting solar
panels atop old construction, every new house should
feature them. Solar panels could also be erected over
parking lots, providing an added benefit of shading
parked cars. On a related note, even in a growing city
like Utsunomiya, there are many abandoned houses
and vacant lots. In our neighborhood, the housing
potential of the cleared forest could have easily been
provided by these properties with no loss of tree

cover.

There are also bright spots to be seen in suburban
Utsunomiya's path of rapid development. One road
in our neighborhood was decommissioned, merged
with nearby derelict lots, covered with topsoil and
converted into a citrus orchard. Some neighborhoods
require a certain amount of vegetation in private
yards to ensure the presence of greenery and nature.
We were also happy to see the urban gardens coloring
our residential neighborhood and providing local

produce. Indeed, our neighborhood is on the path of
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rapid development, some aspects of which are more
sustainable than others. We hope that initiatives and
changes like the LRT and smarter land use will turn

Utsunomiya into a greener, prettier, happier and more

vibrant city by the time we return for a visit.

Photo 1: The road in front of Mine campus is lined with
heavily pruned yurinoki (Carl Salk)

G EDOF ¥ YOS AR OB, HITE S
=) 7 FHEATOE T (Carl Salk)

Photo 2: The beloved patch of forest near our apartment

was cut in April 2021 (Carl Salk)
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Photo 3: Our hands-on experience with satoyamas’
ecosystem services (Bernadett Kiss)
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Photo 4: Satoyamas bring people together bridging age,
demographics, and cultures (Bernadett Kiss)
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