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Transformations of the Property Ward System in Modern Japan and Nagasaki

Maki NAKAKIHARA, Chieko UMETSU

Abstract
In light of Japan’s aging society, its diminishing number of children and the depopulation of regional communities, the
reactivation of regional communities has become an important policy issue among local governments. Toward this end,
the role of systems such as the property ward (zaisanku) system has been discussed. The property ward is a system of
community resource management that can be traced back to the Edo era (1603—1867), in which the land, waterways and
forests are managed for the benefit of the local community. The iriai system, i.e., the right of common resources, had
been developed earlier but after the Meiji restoration in 1868, the iriai system was transformed to the property ward
system. The property ward system has also experienced various government institutional transformations regarding the
rights of resource use in the community. An “old property ward” was formed after the merger of municipalities during
the Meiji era (after 1868), and a “new property ward” was formed during the Showa era (1926-1989). Mergers of
municipalities that took place during the Heisei era (1989—present) created a problem of decreasing flexibility in the
management of property wards. In 1889, when Nagasaki City was inaugurated, a total of 28 property wards were newly
established to manage the common resources for the benefit of the local communities under the City’s administration.
Since then, Nagasaki City experienced a series of expansions and continued to merge property wards under city
administration, and there are now 87 property wards in Nagasaki City. Although the property wards in rural areas have
been well documented, not many studies deal with urban property wards in Japan. In the present study we investigated
the history of the property ward system in modern Japan and the current status of communal resource management

system in Nagasaki City.
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