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Traditional Paddy Field Development Using Creeks in Japan’s Wetlands :
A Preliminary View from Comparative Historical Geography

Yasushi MOTOKI

Unique paddy fields with a network of closely spaced canals were recognized in the
wetlands of deltaic and coastal areas in Japan, although they mostly disappeared until the early
1960s due to the Agricultural Land Improvement Law enacted in 1949 and to the use of modern
improved machines.

The Saga Plain facing the northern coast of Ariake Bay is well-known for such tradi-
tional paddy and canal development. This region is distinguished from other parts of Japan with
the same paddy types, both in terms of its canals’(creek) origin and the special role they play
in irrigation. The Saga Plain has been named a “creek” region in contrast to other regions
called “Waju” or “Horiageta” in reference to other geographical features. However, many
similarities could be found between the Saga Plain and other regions with the paddy-canal
system. Common features concerning the man-water relationship in the wetlands include the
adjustment to flooding, drainage, irrigation, transport, fishing, the supply of fertilizer using mud
deposits in the canals, and the canal and paddy field management work.

This paper designated the above mentioned traditional fields as “creek paddy field.” The
distribution of creek paddy fields in Japan was outlined based on the maps compiled from the
references confirming their existence. In the wetlands of 14 prefectures, creek paddy fields
existed in the past. These regions were classified into five types : the Saga Plain type, the
Hokuriku Plain type, the Nobi Plain type, the Kanto Plain type,and others. These types differ
with each other in terms of the development procesé, landscape, and the relationship of water
and man.

Creek paddy regions of the Kanto Plain type, where little systematic research has been
done, were compared and contrasted with the Nobi Plain type where many investigations have
been carried out. Attention was paid to the period and purpose of constructing creek paddy
fields. It was found that the Kanto Plain type developed in two periods of early seventeenth
century and the late Edo era to the Meiji era. The development during the former period
originally aimed to create paddy fields by means of creek systems, while in the latter period it
was attempted to reconstruct the paddy fields damaged by flooding. This is very similar to the
birth of creek paddy fields in the Nobi Plain. The most important background factor was that
the Tone River, the main river in the Kanto Plain, was transformed to its present course in the
early Edo period by the Tokugawa National Government. This shift opened up the possibility
and the necessity for the development of paddy fields with creeks.
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