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Wild Edible Plant Gathering Activities Practiced at Ecotones
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Wild Edible Plant Gathering Activities Practiced at Ecotones :
Two Contrasting Case Studies of Villages in Japan

Sarto Haruo

Ecotones have recently attracted attention in relation to the preservation of biodiversity and
resource management. While there has been discussion of the importance of ecotones as habi-
tats for wildlife, less attention has been given to how people use ecotones. This study exam-
ined human practices in ecotones through a field survey of gathering activity of wild edible
plants in two contrasting villages: Sasayama and Sawauchi. Sasayama is located in the warm
—temperate forest zone in the central part of Japan. Now most of the area is covered by sub-
stitutional vegetation. Sawauchi is located in the cool-temperate forest zone in the northern
part of Japan. A comparatively large proportion of natural vegetation remains there. People
who live in Sasayama collect wild edible plants at the secondary ecotone caused by agricul-
tural activities. By contrast, people who live in Sawauchi select either a primary ecotone,
caused by a freshet or snow glide, or a secondary ecotone, caused by forestry activities, ac-
cording to what they want to gather. In Japan changes in people’s lifestyle are causing rapid
changes in the vegetation around them and consequently in the status of habitats of wild ed-
ible plants. We can also see some changes in how wild edible plants are used in these cases.
These facts suggest the following three points, 1) The importance of ecotones as sites for
gathering wild edible plants: Many wild edible plants prefer to grow at ecotones, so gathering
activity is reliant on such ecotones, which represent limited areas in the local environment.
2) Disturbance and variety of ecotones: Ecotones are produced by both natural and artificial
disturbance. Character of ecotones varies according to what kind of disturbance the ecotone
has been made by. This means that people have many alternatives for gathering wild edible
plants. 3) Transience of the culture of using wild edible plants in response to environmental
change: Even when an ecotone is produced by human disturbance, wild edible plants grow
there independently of further human intervention. People think they grow there “naturally”,
in fact. People are not so interested in the change in productivity of wild edible plants and
have no inclination to manage the resources. We can consider that the culture of using wild

edible plants is changeable in response to environmental change.
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