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Current status of and perspectives on conservation and management for the forest
vegetation and sika deer populations in Japan. The perspectives on the cultural
background and the ecological problems in the forest and the sika deer. Yuri
Maesako (Graduate School of Human Environment of Osaka Sangyo University)
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Nara’s cute, destructive deer

Though sacred to some, have the ancient capital’s photogenic herds outgrown their habitat?

Winifred Bird
SPECIAL TO THE JAPANTIMES

ara’s Kasugayama Foreat
Reservedoesn't look likea
landscape in crisis.

Under the 300-hectare
old-growth woodland’s brilliant green
canopy now turning to its autumn glory,
trees and shrubs of every shape and size
grow inshady abundance, with nearly
1,500 of the trees spanning more thana
meter indiameter at chest height. A 1971
study counted more than 1,200 species of
plants growing in the forest, which was
protected from logging and hunting for
more than 1,000 years thanks to its status
asthe holy grounds of Kasuga Grand
Shrine. Today, the forest is protected hoth
asa Special Natural Monument and a
‘World Heritage site.

But when Yuri Maesako, a professor at
Osaka Sangyo University's Graduate
School of Human Environment, visits
Kasugayama Forest Reserve (KFR) as
she has done countless times in the last 20
years, she sees a habitat in peril. The
results of her studies over the last decade,
she says, indicate that the diversity of
plants there is declining and nonnative
species are increasing their hold. Even
more alarming, the number of young
native trees— the forest’s next
generation —is declining.

“If the situation continues like this, the
original evergreen broadleaf forest will
not be preserved,” says Maesako, who
holds a doctorate inecology.

The culprit, according to her and
others studying the area, is quite simply
Nara's world-famous and highly
phgtagcnic herq of deer.
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protection since the end of World War IT
have also contributed to overpopulation.
Specifically, he cites the enclosure of
pregnant and newborn deer by the Nara
Deer Preservation Foundation as a major
population-booster.

Enclosing deer before and after birthis
one of a number of things the foundation
saysitdoes to prevent people from being
harmed by deer, which canbe
aggressively protective of newborn
calves. The group also cares for sick and
injured deer, removes the horns of male
deer, posts signs to warn drivers to watch
out for deer, and oversees the production
and sale of biscuits for people tofeed to
the deer, among other activities.
Fukumoto says such initiatives haven't
caused a drastic increase in population,
and points out that car accidentskill
many deer each year.

“Wedon’t actually manage the herd,”
she says. “We just treat injured deer and
provide a little help to the wild deer that
naturally live in Nara Park.”

But Torii and Maesako say that even this
level of interference can have a major
impact on animals that have virtually no
natural predators, are protected from
hunting and live ina mild climate.

Natural population cycles would
eventually lead to a balance between the
deer and the environment, says Torii, but
inthe process the park and the forest
could be radically reshaped through
selective grazing. In other words, only
plants that can survive grazing (suchas
grass) and those unpalatable to deer
(suchis P. nagi and S. sebiferum) would
remain.

“Inthat situation, my bxggest concern
would be bmdnersnty loss 7 says’ Toru
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