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Rural Space in the Hokkaido District in 1975
Shozo YAMAMOTO and Akira TABAYASIHI

With the trend of urbanization since the 1950°s in Japan, much farmland has been
converted to residential and recreational uses, and many farmers in the suburbs and urban
fringes of major cities have ceased farming. In addition, the process of urbanization has
had a strong influence on rural areas beyond the areas adjacent to the cities. In these
areas many farmers have been ahsorbed into the labour force of expanding urban industries.
However, although they commute to the cities to work, they still continue farming in the
evening or on weekends. Some farmers leave home to work in cities during winter when
they do not have any on-farm work. Under this condition, mest rural areas in Japan have
rural landscapes, but the farm-households’ income structures and modes of life are urbanized.
This trend is illustrated by the fact that 87.7 per cent of total farm-households were part-
time farmers, and about 70 per cent of the income of farm-households was derived from
off-farm employment in 1975. In other words, although Japanese rural space includes
many rural elements in its landscape, it incorporates more urban elements in its function.

In order to describe and classify such rural space, the writers have found it important
to analyse the functional urban elements in rural space. They attempt to divide the rural
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space, considering the regional differences of economic activities of farm-households determ-
ined mainly by opportunities for off-farm employment.

Field research conducted in several villages of central Japan indicated that there was a
standard type of employment structure of farm-households which could represent the chara-
cteristic of a village and that several similar villages formed an areal unit.  Therefore, an
appropriate division of Japanese rural space must be possible through using the standard
type of employment structure as a criterion. In this paper the employment structure con-
sists of a combination of economic activities in which members of a farm-household are
engaged.

Since it was impossible for the writers to cover a large area with their own field resea-
rch, they decided to identify standard types of employment structure and to divide the
rural space on the advice of well-informed geographers and agricultural administrators in
each prefecture or region. In addition to this the writers could not find any appropriate
statistical resources and had difficulty recognizing any real regional unities of employment
structure from combinations of various statistics. Since the maps created by different
persons for each prefecture were very similar, and types of employment structure of one
prefecture are rather coincident with those of neighboring prefectures, the present method
of division can be considered reliable.

The writers and their colleagues have attempted the division of Japanese rural space
and have already published the results for the Hokuriku District, the Kyushu District and
the Chugoku-Shikoku District. This paper deals with the Hokkaido District as one of series
of studies. Through previous studies fourteen types of employment structure have been
identified, of which six types were found in the Hokkaido District in 1975. Then, the rural
space of the Hokkaido District was divided into six parts, based on these types, as follows:
A, B, D,, Dy, E; and F..

In Division A heads of farm families and often other members of farm families commu-
ted to urban industrial jobs every day and yet continued to work on their farms in the
evening, over weekends and during annual holidays from the factories. Most farm-househ-
olds here managed from one to two hectares of rice paddy. It was found that they retained
ownership of the land in expectation of increasing land value. In Division B the members
of farm-households had just begun to commute to city-based factories or small factories in
the rural area. Public and private transportation had rapidly improved and factories had
been increasing in number in the rural area as well as the urban area. The large scale
rice farming in this division (5~10 hectares) made it difficult for heads of farm families or
their wives to be engaged in off-farm employment. In Division B off-farm work was not
as regular as in Division A. Most farm families in Division D, were fulltime farm-house-
holds. They were occupied mainly by vegetable and fruit production, field crop production,
dairy farming, mixed farming and race horse breeding. This division which can be really
called “the agricultural region” was the most important one in the Hokkaido District in
terms of area and farm production. The farmers in Division D, were producing rice in
large-scale production. With the advances in mechanization and land improvement, rice
production became one of the least labour intensive types of farming. After they finished
harvest some farmers left home to work in cities until the next spring. The combination
of rice production and wage labour work away from home was the employment structure
of this division. In Division E, there was little employment for village boys and girls who
finished junior or senior high schools, and they had to leave their home to find jobs outside.
Their parents were engaged in both subsistence farming and wage labour away from home
during non-farming season. The main off-farm employment here in 1975 was construction
work in Tokyo and Yokohama, seasonal farm work within the Hokkaido District and fishing
in the North Pacific Ocean. Farm-households in Division I, were engaged in self-employ-
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ment by providing accommodation for tourists. This division was almost non-agricultural
but has the potential of the employment structure mentioned above.

Figure 1 shows the distribution pattern of the six divisions of the rural space in the
Hokkaido District. Two of the divisions were distributed around major cities such as
Sapporo, Tomakomai and Muroran : Division A was nearest to the cities and beyond it was
Division B. This distribution pattern was one of concentric belts around cities, but was
not as distinct as those of the other districts in Japan. Divisions D, and D, were dominat
in the Hokkaido District, which means that farming activities were still important. The
rural space of the Hokkaido District had less urban influences and remained rural in function
as in landscape except for relatively small areas near major cities. Therefore, the divisions
of rural space presented here are similar to the results of agricultural regionalism found
in other studies.





