
Coral reef (Sekisei Lagoon in Yaeyama)

Nagura Anparu tideland (Ishigaki Island)

2　Current Environmental Conditions and Issues in Okinawa Prefecture

2-1   Subtropical Natural Environment

2-1-1  Marine Ecosystems

Current Conditions

The islands of Okinawa Prefecture are surrounded by well-developed coral reefs providing 
the basis for rich ecosystems.  However, coral bleaching, increased population of the crown-
of-thorns starfish, loss of seagrass beds and tidelands due to landfills, and red soil runoff into 
the ocean waters are causing environmental degrada-
tion.  

【Coral Reefs】
These are home to over 370 species of coral.  The reefs 
created by reef-building corals provide immeasurable 
benefits to the local people:  besides serving as natural 
breakwaters, the reefs offer scenic beauty, and resources 
for fisheries, tourism, and recreation.

【Seagrass Beds】
Often referred to as the“ocean's cradle,”seagrass beds are not simply habitats and feeding 
grounds for a diversity of marine life, but also provide spawning and breeding grounds for 
larvae and juveniles.  The Dugon, an internationally rare animal designated a natural monu-
ment in Japan, feeds directly on the seagrass, as do the green sea turtle and some fish.

【Tideland】
There are  large tidelands on Okinawa Island, Ishigaki 
Island, and Iriomote Island, which have fairly large riv-
ers such as the Urauchi River.  Manko Lake, a large 
mud flat at the mouth of the Kokuba River, has been 
registered under the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands 
for providing a superior habitat for wild fowl and di-
verse freshwater biota.

【Mangroves】
The roots of mangroves in the estuaries serve as a nur-
sery for young benthic creatures and fry, providing ref-
uge from predators.  Mangroves support a rich ecosys-
tem that includes diverse species of fish, crustaceans, 
and shellfish.

【Natural Coastline】
The islands of Okinawa serve as spawning grounds for the loggerhead, green sea, and 
hawksbill turtles.  Okinawa is the only Prefecture where three species of sea turtles lay their 
eggs.  Protecting the breeding grounds is important in conserving the sea turtles.

Challenges

Clarify the mechanism of coral bleaching.
Prevent coral predation by the Crown-of-Thorns starfish.
Maintain and conserve the functions and ecosystems of coral reefs, seagrass beds, man-
groves, and tidelands.
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2-1-2  Terrestrial Ecosystems

Current Conditions

The mountains of northern Okinawa Island and the Yaeyama region are covered in extensive 
natural forests of broad-leafed evergreens, primarily Itajii (Castanopsis sieboldii) trees.  The 
diverse, unique flora and fauna have global importance.

【Flora】
The northern area of Okinawa Island has natural 
forests of broad-leafed evergreens of genus 
Castanopsis.  The south-central section of the 
island, on the other hand, has long been inhabited 
by humans, and is largely cultivated with a few 
pockets of natural vegetation remaining in sacred 
groves.  
Much of the Miyako Islands has been cultivated 
for sugarcane and other crops.  Limited natural 
vegetation can be found on the cliffs along the coastline, and in sacred groves.
The hillsides and mountains of the Ishigaki and Iriomote islands are also covered with 
broad-leafed evergreens of genus Castanopsis.  Iriomote Island has dense forests with trees 
as tall as 20 meters.  There are rich mangrove forests in Ishigaki Island's Miyara River Island 
and Iriomote's Nakama River.

【Fauna】
Okinawa Prefecture is home to numerous indigenous species and subspecies, as well as to 
wildlife whose northern or southern distribution boundaries are in Okinawa.  So diverse and 
unique is the fauna that Okinawa is often called “the Galapagos of the Orient”.  The 
Government of Japan has designated the Iriomote cat, the Okinawa woodpecker, the Crested 
serpent eagle, and the Albatross as Special Natural Monuments, and 15 species including the 
Ryukyu long-tailed giant rat, Okinawa rail, and the Yambaru long-armed scarab beetle as 
Natural Monuments. 

【Alien Species】
Okinawa Prefecture is inhabited by many alien and naturalized species such as the 
mongoose, which seriously affects native species such as the Okinawa rail.

Challenges

Strengthen land use regulations and provide guidance for proper land use.
Reinforce monitoring to stem alterations of habitats and breeding grounds of rare wildlife, as 
well as illegal poaching.
Conduct detailed surveys and research on the lifecycle, habitat, and population of each rare 
species, to better understand their ecology and living environments.
Promote surveys and research on, and measures against, alien species.

Itajii woods of the Yanbaru area (Kunigami Village)

Ryukyu long-tailed giant rat Okinawa woodpecker Yambaru long-armed 
scarab beetle
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2-1-3  Freshwater Ecosystems

Current Conditions

Many of the fish, crustaceans and shellfish species in the freshwaters of the Nansei Is-
lands are amphidromous, migrating between ocean and fresh water environments 
(spawning in the rivers, spending larval stages in the 
ocean, and migrating up the rivers in adulthood).
Compared to the rivers of southern and central Oki-
nawa Island, the northern rivers remain relatively un-
polluted and rich in wildlife.  The academically im-
portant species inhabiting this area include the Blue 
Belly middle egg-goby (Rhinogobius sp. BB) and 
Okinawa great freshwater crab (Geothelphusa levi-
cervix).  However, their habitats are disappearing due 
to the erosion of fine red silt into rivers from agricul-
tural and other development in upstream areas, as 
well as from artificial development of the river channels.
The rivers in southern and central Okinawa Island are heavily 
polluted by effluents from households and livestock farms.  
River improvements focused only on flood control have also 
disrupted the river ecosystems.  But in some areas where na-
ture is still intact, important species such as the Killifish (Or-
yzias latipes) and the Sakamoto's fresh water crab (Geothel-
phusa sakamotoana) still remain.  
Ishigaki and Iriomote Islands have relatively large rivers, with 
estuaries covered by mangrove forests more extensive than 
those of Okinawa Island.  The fauna in these rivers are highly 
rich in diversity.
The rivers in the forests of northern Okinawa Island provide 
habitat for the larvae of frog species indigenous to the Ryu-
kyu Islands, such as Ishikawa's frog, Holst's frog, and the 
Ryukyu tip-nosed frog.  Anderson's crocodile newt, indig-
enous to Okinawa and the Tokashiki Islands, breeds in the 
puddles and wetlands inside the woods of the headwater area.

【Alien Species】
Following World War II, the Ryukyu ayu became extinct, and 
other native fish populations such as the killifish and paradise 
fish are significantly thinning.  However, alien species are rapidly multiplying. Alien 
species such as tilapia and guppies are especially prominent in southern Okinawa Island, 
eliminating native fish species in many areas.

Challenges

Strengthen land use regulations; provide guidance for proper land use.
Coordinate area and size of projects that accompany development and economic activi-
ties.
Reinforce monitoring against alterations of habitats and breeding grounds of rare wild-
life, as well as illegal poaching.
Promote surveys and research on, and establish technologies for, the protection and 
propagation of important wildlife species.
Strengthen controls on the import and marketing of pets to prevent alien species from 
impacting the wildlife species native to Okinawa.

Blue Belly middle egg-goby

Killifish

Ishikawa's frog
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