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The state of rivers in Japan from the viewpoint of the physical environment
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This study was conducted to simply but uniformly and quantitatively indicate the physical environments of
rivers in Japan defining the direction of river improvement (to be realized through river management) needed
from the environmental point of view after quantifying changes over time in the physical environments of rivers,
so that the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism can draw up infrastructure priority
improvement plans.

The study revealed that during the period from the 1960s to the present, the following changes have occurred:
(1) decreases in the area of reed beds and increases in the total length of riparian woods, which are changes
concerning rivers' local structure (which is changed by river channel works), (2) decreases in the area of exposed
sand/gravel bars and increases in the area of wooded high flow channels, which are changes related to the flow
environment, and (3) increases in the percentage of channel sections with fishways, increases in the percentage of
impoundment areas and decreases in the percentage of the length of natural water edges, which are human-
induced changes.

The physical environment factors that are shifting in a direction that is undesirable from the viewpoint of
biodiversity need to be corrected by implementing appropriate river management measures. Because concrete
measures to be taken need to be determined carefully because they are largely dependent on the characteristics
of each river. This, therefore, is an area that requires further study.

In addition, further investigation is necessary to grasp a secular variation of the physics environment after
1960, because the most data (about 3/4 of the national river) analyzed in the investigation are the one obtained
after 1990.
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