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Diversity in Water and Environment Usage in Rice Terrace Irrigation
Systems : Case Study of the Multiethnic Yunnan Border Region

NISHITANI Masaru

The study site is located in Zhemigu, one of the Laojizhai villages of the Lahu people in the Zhemi
region of the Autonomous County of Jimping Miao, Yao and Dai, belonging to the Honghe Hani and Yi
Autonomous Prefecture in China’s Yunnan Province. Here, mountains that are 2,000 to 3,000 meters
tall occupy most of the region, leaving little space for flatlands. Eight minority groups (i.e. non-Han)
account for most of the population in this region and are scattered throughout it. Each people lives
at a different altitude, ranging from a height of 500m in the valleys to 1,500m on mountain slopes,
where the geographical complexity and climate generate diverse ecological environments, resulting in
different living strategies for each people.

In this article, I studied how the differences in the irrigation system of each people are related to
the utilization of the environment, the living strategy and history of that people. I also compared their
different living strategies in regard to factors such as irrigation systems and irrigation canals, methods
for irrigating each rice terrace, and methods of paddy management.

As a result, it can be pointed out that in Zhemigu, differences in living strategies are generated
by each people/village utilizing different ecological environments, rather than there being villages
sharing the same utilization of the environment and an identical living style spread throughout
the region. Also, characteristic of the living systems of Zhemigu is a complexity created by three
differences: differences in ecological environment, utilization of the environment, and living strategy,
and related market systems. The complex living system is supported by a sustenance system
transcending the self-sufficient livelihood scope of each village, and its basis appears to be the living
strategy by which each people/village transforms the uniqueness of its ecological environment into

unique products/commodities.

Key words: complex living system, rice terrace, irrigation system, living strategy, utilization of the

environment
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