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Abstract:  
 
Today’s regional planning requires careful examination especially not as development 

planning but as declining planning under depopulation in Japan. Even though considerable 
attention has been paid to the research of urban regeneration under decline, there is a paucity of 
research on planning in rural areas where City Planning Act cannot reach. Therefore it is still a 
great challenge to make planning in rural areas under depopulation.  

The purpose of this study is to demonstrate methodological considerations of regional 
planning in rural areas by a unit, which previous research has clarified as one of peculiarities of 
villages. The study was conducted by the case study in one of under populated regions in 
Gokayama, Japan. As a result, the scale of today’s village tends to follow its pre modern scale. 
In other words, higher productive villages are still more advantageously villages to live.  

In conclusion, we can forecast future region in rural areas by pre-modern village scales, 
which reflect on productivity in pre modern period. Finally, the study suggests the methodology 
for regional planning by a pre modern unit analysis. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

    Today’s regional planning requires careful examination especially not as development 
planning but as declining planning under depopulation in Japan. Even though considerable 
attention has been paid to the research of urban regeneration under decline, there is a paucity of 
research on planning in rural areas where City Planning Act cannot reach. Therefore it is still a 
great challenge to make planning in rural areas under depopulation.  
    The purpose of this study is to demonstrate methodological considerations of regional 
planning in rural areas by a unit, which previous research has clarified as one of peculiarities of 
villages. Regarding space that man created, Nishimura (2004) 1) points out that principles of the 
space are consisted of “intention of planning”. This paper, therefore, aims to build an 
understanding on how man worked on nature by a unit analysis in a region, through a case study 
of demonstrating “intention of planning” in Gokayama where two of world heritage villages 
are.   
    This paper starts with a brief review about pilot studies on land uses in a village and unity 
in a region in Japan. It then demonstrates methodological considerations of a region in rural 
areas by a unit; followed by a chapter introducing Gokayama as a case study; we can still 
recognize these spatial peculiarities in today’s Gokayama; and thus the significance of finding 
the peculiarity of the region is a fundamental way to understand it as man’s “intension of 
planning” in nature, and the study classifies a village. The study finally focuses on how the 
village scale, the population, changes relatively in Gokayama from pre modern period by 
farming under natural conditions to today as post modern.  
    In conclusion, the study demonstrates that we can forecast future region in rural areas by 
pre-modern village scales, which reflect on pre modern period. Thus, the study suggests the 
methodology for regional planning by a pre modern unit analysis.  
 
 

 
2. A UNIT of THE REGION in RURAL AREAS 

  
2-1 Three Land Uses in a Village 

Yanagida (1910) 2) pointing out that a village had 
three land uses, Fukuda (1980) 3) showed the 
conceptual figure (Fig.1) and pointed out that a village 
consisted of three land uses, habitation, cultivation 
and mountain areas. In general, a village is considered 
only as a habitation area; however, AIJ (1989) 4) 

demonstrated that the territory including these three 
land uses reflects environmentally integrated units as 
a village.  

Therefore the study considers the figure.1 as a 
unit of a village.   

                                      
Figure-1 Three Land Uses in a Village (1) 
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2-2 Unity in a region 
Then, the study applies it to a regional scale. A region consisting of some villages, the 

study considers a region as groups of villages (Fig.2).  
From next chapter, using these concepts, it demonstrates how Gokayama region can be 

understood by analyzing the “intention of planning” in Gokayama. 
 

 
Figure-2  Conceptual figure of REGION by units (by the author) 

                                                 
 
3. CASE STUDY in GOKAYAMA 
3-1 Brief Background of Gokayama 

Gokayama is a well-known region having two historic villages, Ainokura and Suganuma, 
in Shirakawa-go and Gokayama inscribed to World Cultural Heritage lists as unique 
Gassho-style houses in 1995. It was “located in a mountainous region that was cut off from the 
rest of the world for a long period of time, these villages with their Gassho-style houses 
subsisted on the cultivation of mulberry trees and the rearing of silkworms. The large houses 
with their steeply pitched thatched roofs are the only examples of their kind in Japan. Despite 
economic upheavals, the villages of Ogimachi, Ainokura and Suganuma are outstanding 
examples of a traditional way of life perfectly adapted to the environment and people’s social 
and economic circumstances”5).               

 
 Figure-3 Gokayama in Japan           Figure-4 Gokayama in Toyama-prefecture 
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Figure-5 Transition of population in Gokayama (2) 

 
    Methodological considerations of regional planning in rural areas are studied using the 
case study in Gokayama, one of underpopulated regions (Fig.5) in Japan, where City Planning 
Act cannot reach.  
    The case study consists of mainly two analyses focusing on a village as a unit in the region. 
One is an analysis of a region itself and the other is of a scale change from Edo-era in 1839 to 
today in 2013 by a village in Gokayama.     
 
3-2 A unit in the region6) 

   Applying the above-mentioned concept (Fig.2) to 
Gokayama, it can be divided into forty-four villages. As a 
region consists of some “Oaza(3)”, a sphere of a village, 
Fig.6 shows how Gokayama region can be divided into 44 
units.  

 
 

Table-1 Site quality by a village (unit) 7) 

  M: Hillock, G: Sandy gravel terrace  
  S: the SHO river valley, O: the OTANI river valley 
  A: the SAKAI river valley 
  N: the NASHITANI river valley 
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No. Name of Village Existing Topography
Valley of
the river Type

prehistoric
sites

yield of
crops

popuration
in1872

popuration
in 2013

1 SHOUJIKURA × M S MS � XS XS �

2 SOYAMA ○ G S GS ● L M S
3 JO × M S MS � XS XS �

4 SUGIO ○ M S MS ● S M S
5 TONOHARA less5 M S MS ● XS S XS
6 OOKUZUSHIMA ○ M S MS ● M S S
7 SUGAWA ○ M S MS ● S S S
8 IRITANI ○ M S MS � L M S
9 HIGASHINAKAE ○ G S GS ● S M M

10 TAKASOUREI ○ M S MS ● LL L S
11 NATSUYAKE ○ M O MO � XS XS XS
12 SHIMODE ○ G O GO ● LL L L
13 KAGOTO ○ G S GS ● LL M M
14 OOSHIMA ○ M S MS � LL LL LL
15 SHIMONASHI ○ G S GS ● LL LL LL
16 KAMIMATSUO ○ M S MS � M S XS
17 TASHIRO × M S MS � XS XS �

18 NASHITANI no residents M N MN � S M �

19 KOKURUSU ○ M S MS ● L M M
20 KURUSU ○ M S MS ● S M M
21 NAKABATAKE ○ M S MS � M M M
22 MIZA ○ M S MS � L M M
23 AINOKURA ○ M S MS � L L M
24 KAMINASHI ○ M S MS ● L L L
25 TAMUKAI ○ G S GS ● L M M
26 INOTANI ○ G S GS � LL L LL
27 KAIMUKURA ○ G S GS ● L L M
28 OHARA ○ G S GS ● M M M
29 MUKURAJIMA MOVED G S GS � XS XS �

30 HOSOJIMA ○ G S GS ● M M L
31 SUGANUMA ○ G S GS ● S M S
32 OZE ○ M S MS ● XS XS XS
33 URUSHITANI ○ G S GS ● M M S
34 TANOSITA ○ G S GS � XS S S
35 KAMINAKADA × G S GS ● XS S �

36 SHIMOJIMA ○ G S GS ● S S M
37 ATARASHIYA ○ G S GS � S S L
38 HIGASHIAKAO ○ G S GS ● S M XS
39 MAKI ○ G S GS � XS XS S
40 NISHIAKAOMACHI ○ G S GS ● LL L L
41 KOUZU ○ G S GS ● LL M L
42 NARUDE ○ G S GS ● XS XS S
43 UCHIKOSHI × M A MA � XS XS �

44 KATSURA × G A GA � XS S ー
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3-3 Analysis of the units6) 

 

    Through Fig.6, the boundary of Gokayama region accords with river valleys. Probably 
“Oaza”, a unit in the region, is considered to correspond to nature as well. Most villages in 
Kami-Taira area lie sporadically beside the SHO River with a simple sphere, while villages in 
Taira area cluster around with a complicated sphere. This makes the landscape different. This 
paper tries to explain the reason from the analysis: a typology, a river valley, a yield of crops in 
1839, and population in1872 (Fig.6 and Table.1).  
    Most habitation areas are settled in the SHO river valley on both of hillock sites (M) and 
sandy gravel terraces (G) (Fig.7). Since many prehistoric sites are on GS: the sandy gravel 
terrace in the SHO river valley, it can be recognized as the most qualified habitation area in the 
region where SHIMONASHI, which has the largest population in Gokayama, is. So a site 
quality is one of important factors, which determine a scale of villages.  
 

 
Figure-7  Site quality by a village scale in habitation areas 7) 

 
    The yield of crops in 1839 tends to be similar to the population in 1872 (Table.1). 
Therefore the study considers the scale of a village as its yield of crops.  
 
 
3-4 Spatial types of a unit6) 

 

    Next, using the data of the size of three land uses by each village in 1868, the study 
analyzes the region by four areas, Akao, Kaminashi, Shimonashi and Otani (Table.2).  
    Even though the size of Shimonashi is only 12% of the region, its yield of crops is the 
biggest one in the region (Fig.8). It is obvious that the size of areas does not correspond to its 
yield of crops. On the other hand, shimonashi that has the biggest cultivation areas in the region 
yields the largest amount of crops (Fig.8 and Fig.9). The portion of the yield of crops in areas 
corresponds to the portion of the cultivation areas. Productivity of a village corresponds not to a 
total area but to a cultivating area.  
    That is, higher cultivating land use rates in a village, lager village scales in yield and 
population, which is in proportion to its yield. 
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  Table-2 Size of the units by three land uses and its yield of crops in 1839 (4) 

 
 

 

Figure-8  The portion of four areas by their sizes (left) and their yield of crops (right)  
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Figure-9  The portion of four areas by their three land uses 
 
    Since it reflects on a landscape, the study classifies a village, a unit, into two types (Fig.10). 
Mountain type implies small portion of yield of crops, and Field type implies large portion of 
yield of crops. Since the yield of crops in 1839 tends to be similar to the population in 1872 
(Table.1), the unit is grouped into two types, the Mountain type (small scale of population) and 
the Field type (a large scale of population), respectively.  
    Gokayama consists of these two units, which are reflecting on their natural condition. That 
is “intention of planning”, how man worked on nature in Gokayama. 
 

   
Figure-10  Two types of a unit (“mountain type” as a small scale village, “field type” as a large scale village ) 7) 

 
 
3-5 Analysis of a scale change by a unit between 1839 and 2013 
 
     Now, the study focuses on how the village scale changes relatively by a village in 
Gokayama from pre modern period in 1839 by farming under natural conditions to today as post 
modern in 2013 (Table.1). The population in Gokayama has decreased since after World WarⅡ 
and several political acts have conducted to promote for independence; however it cannot be 
stopped (Fig.5).  
    The study analyses the change by two figures showing forty-four village scales (Fig.11 and 
Fig.12). As a result, five naturally extinct villages are all small scales, “mountain type”, and the 
scale of today’s village tends to follow its pre modern scale. In other words, higher productive 
villages are still more advantageously villages to live.    
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Figure-11  Gokayama by a unit scale in 1839     Figure-12  Gokayama by a unit scale in 2013 
 

 

 

4. CONCLUSION 
 

    As is evident from the results, the scale of today’s village tends to follow its pre modern 
scale. In other words, we can understand that higher productive villages in pre modern era are 
still more advantageously villages to live today.  
    In conclusion, we can forecast future region in rural areas by pre-modern village scales, 
“two unit types”, which reflect on productivity in pre modern period (Fig.13). Thus, the study 
suggests the methodology for regional planning by a pre modern unit analysis.  
 

 
Figure-13  Forecast for future REGION by two unit type analysis 
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Note: 
(1) Quoting from the reference 3, the author translated Japanese words into English words. 
(2) The author made this figure by using a national census data in 2010. 
(3) “Oaza” is a name of a village traced back in Edo era, which had vanished already by 

modernized governance. In other words, we still can recognize the village sphere through 
“Oaza”, which is used as the smallest administrative unit in local autonomy nowadays. 

(4) The author made this table by using the data from FUJITA, Bai. MEIJI SHONEN NO 
TONAMI, Association of Tonami Library, 1982 (in Japanese) 
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