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Forests of Yaunmoshir (Hokkaido Island) and the
Ainu People’s Right to Resources:
Exploitation of the Resources from National and Im-
perial Forests and the Role of Forest Railways

Hideaki Uemura

Abstract
Yaunmoshir once had a large forest that was the basis of life and culture for the Ainu
people. At slightly lower altitudes, there were broad-leaved forests, and at higher
altitudes, there were coniferous forests covered with giant trees. There were also
many wetlands along the river’'s edge. At the beginning of the “development” in the
mid-19th century, these forests were viewed by immigrants as enemies and
impediments to “cultivation.” However, in the latter half of the 19th century, the
commercial value of specific tree species began to attract attention, and they became
a target for resource extraction. In the 20th century, Japan's paper manufacturing
capital landed in Hokkaido and large-scale logging began, leading to the systematic
disappearance of large tracts of forest, which led to the collection to their factories
by “drifting” or “rafting” using spring meltwater. Later, in the 1920s, with the
development of forest railways, forest logging expanded regardless of the season,
and vast amounts of logs were turned into huge sums of money. Although
afforestation projects have begun, tree species are selected to make forest

management more efficient, and it is not easy to see the forests of the Ainu people.
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Ignoring this history, the Ainu Policy Promotion Law was enacted in 2019, allowing
the Ainu people to use certain forests through local governments. However, this does

not guarantee that the Ainu people’s resource rights will be restored.
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