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Chapter 1 

Land and Climate 
 

 

Mt. Fuji in autumn, viewed from Fujikawaguchiko Town, Yamanashi Prefecture. 
Standing 3,776 meters above sea level, Mt. Fuji is Japan's highest peak. 
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1. Land 

Japan is an island nation situated off the eastern seaboard of the Eurasian 
continent in the northern hemisphere. The islands form a crescent-shaped 
archipelago stretching from northeast to southwest parallel to the 
continental coastline with the Sea of Japan in between. The country is 
located between approximately 20 degrees to 45 degrees north latitude and 
stretches over 3,200 kilometers. It consists of the main islands of 
Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku, Kyushu and Okinawa, and more than 6,800 
smaller islands of varying sizes. Its surface area totals approximately 
380,000 square kilometers, a figure equivalent to 0.3 percent of the global 
land mass. 

Since the Japanese archipelago is located in a zone of relatively young 
tectonic plate movement, it is particularly prone to various physiographical 
phenomena. Therefore, the number of earthquake occurrences is quite high 
there, and so is the proportion of active volcanoes. The land is full of 
undulations, with mountainous regions including hilly terrain accounting 
for about three-quarters of its total area. The mountains are generally steep 
and are intricately carved out by ravines. Hilly terrain extends between the 
mountainous regions and the plains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1.1
Surface Area of Japan (2010)

(Square kilometers)

District Area

Japan ........................ 377,950
 Honshu ................... a) 231,115
 Hokkaido ................ 83,457
 Kyushu .................... 42,191
 Shikoku ................... a) 18,792
 Okinawa .................. 2,276
a) Excluding some areas of which 
boundaries are not yet fixed.
Source:  Ministry of Land, Infra-
structure, Transport and Tourism.

Table 1.2
Top 10 Countries According 
to Surface Area (2008) 1)

(1,000 square kilometers)

Country Area
World ........................... 136,127
 Russia ........................ 17,098
 Canada .......................  9,985
 U.S.A. ........................ 9,629
 China .......................... 9,597
 Brazil ......................... 8,515
 Australia ..................... 7,692
 India ........................... 3,287
 Argentina ................... 2,780
 Kazakhstan ................. 2,725
 Sudan ......................... 2,506

1) Comprising land area and inland 
waters. Excluding polar regions and 
uninhabited islands.
Source: United Nations.
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Figure 1.1
Famous Mountains of the World

Table 1.3
Mountains (2010)

(Meters)

Name
Fuji-san .......................... 3,776
Kita-dake ....................... 3,193
Okuhotaka-dake ............. 3,190
Aino-dake ...................... 3,189
Yari-ga-take ................... 3,180
Higashi-dake .................. 3,141
Akaishi-dake .................. 3,120
Karasawa-dake ............... 3,110
Kitahotaka-dake ............. 3,106
Obami-dake .................... 3,101
Source:  Ministry of Land, Infra-
structure, Transport and Tourism.

Table 1.4
Rivers (2010)

(Kilometers)

Name
Shinano-gawa .................  367
Tone-gawa ..................... 322
Ishikari-gawa .................. 268
Teshio-gawa ................... 256
Kitakami-gawa ............... 249
Abukuma-gawa .............. 239
Mogami-gawa ................ 229
Kiso-gawa ...................... 229
Tenryu-gawa .................. 213
Agano-gawa ................... 210
Source:  Ministry of Land, Infra-
structure, Transport and Tourism.

Table 1.5
Lakes (2010)

(Square kilometers)

Name
Biwa-ko ......................... 670.3
Kasumi-ga-ura ................ 167.6
Saroma-ko ..................... 151.8
Inawashiro-ko ................ 103.3
Naka-umi ....................... 86.2
Kussharo-ko ................... 79.6
Shinji-ko ......................... 79.1
Shikotsu-ko .................... 78.4
Toya-ko ......................... 70.7
Hamana-ko ..................... 65.0
Source:  Ministry of Land, Infra-
structure, Transport and Tourism.

Height

Length

Area



LAND AND CLIMATE 

4 

Forests account for the largest portion of the nation's surface area. There 
are approximately 250,000 square kilometers (which equates to 66 percent 
of the nation's surface area) of forests, followed by approximately 50,000 
square kilometers of farmland (13 percent). Together, forests and farmland 
thus cover approximately 80 percent of the nation. There are 
approximately 20,000 square kilometers of building land (5 percent). 

 

 

2. Climate 

The Japanese archipelago has a temperate marine climate, with four 
distinct seasons, an annual average temperature of between 10 to 20 
degrees centigrade, and annual precipitation of 1,000 to 2,500 millimeters. 
Japan typically experiences hot, humid summers and cold, dry winters. 
The topography of Honshu, however, features a series of major mountain 
ranges running from north to south. Because of this feature, the northwest 
monsoon in the winter brings humid conditions with heavy precipitation 
(snow) to Honshu's Japan Sea side but comparatively dry weather with low 
precipitation to the Pacific Ocean side. In summer, the winds blow mainly 
from the southeast, giving rise to hot and humid weather. Another unique 
characteristic of Japan's climate is that it has two long spells of rainy 
seasons, one in early summer when southeast monsoon begins to blow, and 
the other in autumn when the winds cease. From summer to autumn, 
tropical cyclones generated in the tropical seas develop into typhoons and 
hit Japan, sometimes causing storm and flood damage. 

Table 1.6
Surface Area by Use

(1,000 square kilometers)

Year Total Forests Farmland
Inland
water Roads 1) Building

land 2) Others

1975 377.5 252.9 57.6 12.8 8.9 12.4 32.9
1985 377.8 253.0 54.8 13.0 10.7 15.0 31.3
1995 377.8 251.4 51.3 13.2 12.1 17.0 32.8
2005 377.9 251.0 47.8 13.4 13.2 18.5 34.0
(%) (100.0) (66.4) (12.6) (3.5) (3.5) (4.9) (9.0)

1) Including farm roads and forest roads, etc.  2) Including industrial land and other land 
for buildings.  
Source:  Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism.
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Table 1.7
Temperature and Precipitation (Normal value) (1981-2010 average)

Temperature (℃) Precipitation (mm)

Observing
station

Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May June July Aug. Sep. Oct. Nov. Dec. Annual 1)

High -0.6 0.1 4.0 11.5 17.3 21.5 24.9 26.4 22.4 16.2 8.5 2.1 12.9
Low -7.0 -6.6 -2.9 3.2 8.3 12.9 17.3 19.1 14.2 7.5 1.3 -4.1 5.3

114 94 78 57 53 47 81 124 135 109 104 112 1,107
High 9.9 10.4 13.3 18.8 22.8 25.5 29.4 31.1 27.2 21.8 16.9 12.4 20.0
Low 2.5 2.9 5.6 10.7 15.4 19.1 23.0 24.5 21.1 15.4 9.9 5.1 13.0

52 56 118 125 138 168 154 168 210 198 93 51 1,529
High 6.8 7.3 11.0 16.9 21.6 25.0 28.8 30.9 26.6 21.3 15.5 10.2 18.5
Low 0.9 0.7 3.0 8.2 13.1 18.0 22.3 23.7 19.5 13.3 7.7 3.4 11.2

270 172 159 137 155 185 232 139 226 177 265 282 2,399
High 8.9 9.7 13.4 19.9 24.6 27.8 31.5 33.3 28.8 22.9 17.0 11.6 20.8
Low 1.2 1.4 4.0 9.0 14.0 18.8 23.2 24.3 20.3 13.6 7.8 3.2 11.7

50 68 113 116 161 214 220 132 176 121 71 48 1,491
High 9.4 10.1 13.4 19.5 24.1 27.3 31.2 32.4 28.4 22.8 17.2 12.1 20.7
Low 1.6 1.8 4.4 9.4 14.4 19.3 23.6 24.4 20.7 14.2 8.5 3.7 12.2

38 48 83 76 108 151 144 86 148 104 60 37 1,082
High 12.8 14.3 17.0 21.6 25.2 27.6 31.9 32.5 30.1 25.4 20.3 15.3 22.8
Low 4.6 5.7 8.4 12.7 17.1 21.0 25.3 25.6 22.8 17.5 11.9 6.7 14.9

78 112 180 205 221 452 319 223 211 102 92 71 2,266
High 19.5 19.8 21.7 24.1 26.7 29.4 31.8 31.5 30.4 27.9 24.6 21.2 25.7
Low 14.6 14.8 16.5 19.0 21.8 24.8 26.8 26.6 25.5 23.1 19.9 16.3 20.8

107 120 161 166 232 247 141 241 261 153 110 103 2,041

1) Annual average for temperature and annual total for precipitation.
Source:  Japan Meteorological Agency.
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The Great East Japan Earthquake 

1. Overview 

On March 11, 2011, a strong earthquake of a magnitude of 9.0 occurred in 
the Pacific Ocean near the coast of northeastern part of Japan at 2:46 p.m. 
The earthquake, which was followed by huge tsunami, devastated a wide 
area of Tohoku Region, or northeastern Japan, and its surrounding regions 
particularly in the Pacific coastal area, and took a heavy toll of lives 
estimated to be more than 20 thousand. In Tokyo, the intensity of the 
quake was observed at level 5-upper on the Japanese scale, but there were 
only light damages. The level of magnitude 9.0 was the largest ever among 
the earthquakes having occurred in Japan since measurement was started, 
and it was the fourth largest in the world since 1900. 

Largest earthquakes by magnitude

May. 22, 1960 Chile ： Valdivia 9.5
Mar. 27, 1964 USA ： Alaska 9.2
Mar.   9, 1957 USA ： Andreanof Islands 9.1
Mar. 11, 2011 Japan ： Tohoku region 9.0
Dec. 26, 2004 Indonesia ： Sumatra 9.0
Nov.   4, 1952 Russia ： Kamchatka 9.0
Jan. 31, 1906 Ecuador ： Colombia 8.8
Feb. 27, 2010 Chile ： Maule 8.8

Largest earthquakes by size of human toll

Dec. 26, 2004 Indonesia ： Sumatra Sumatra earthquake 283,100 9.0
Jul. 28, 1976 China ： Hebei Tangshan earthquake 242,800 7.8
Dec. 16, 1920 China ： Ningxia Haiyuan earthquake 235,502 8.5
Jan. 12, 2010 Haiti ： Port-au-Prince Haiti earthquake 222,570 7.0
Sep.   1, 1923 Japan ： Kanto region Great Kanto earthquake 105,000 7.9
Dec. 28, 1908 Italy ： Messina Messina earthquake 82,000 7.1
Oct.   8, 2005 Pakistan ： Kashmir Kashmir earthquake 86,000 7.6
May. 12, 2008 China ： Wenchuan Wenchuan earthquake 69,227 7.9
Mar. 11, 2011 Japan ： Tohoku region Great East Japan earthquake a) 15,550 9.0

Date Location Name Fatalities Magnitude

Ecuador - Colombia earthquake
Chile earthquake

Valdivia earthquake

Great earthquakes in the world

Date Location Name 　　　Magnitude

Alaska earthquake
Andoreanof Islands earthquake
Great East Japan earthquake
Sumatra earthquake
Kamchatka earthquake

a） As of July 11, 2011.
Source:  National Astronomical Observatory of Japan.

Source:  National Astronomical Observatory of Japan.
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Since the occurrence of the earthquake, the Government of Japan has been 
taking broad-ranging, prompt measures to recover normal life of the 
people in the area and to reconstruct infrastructure and socio-economic 
functions as soon as possible. As the first step immediately after the 
earthquake, the Government established the Emergency Disaster Response 
Headquarters headed by the Prime Minister. On March 17, the 
Headquarters for Special Measures to Assist the Lives of Disaster Victims 
was established to provide utmost support for the people struck by the 
disaster. On April 11, Reconstruction Design Council in Response to the 
Great East Japan Earthquake was organized to propose a grand 
reconstruction design of the future of the disaster stricken areas. 

2. Damages 

The earthquakes and the huge tsunami that followed caused heavy 
casualties and huge damages in the northeastern area and its surroundings, 
such as Kanto Region. As of July 11, the confirmed number of deaths 
reached 15,550 persons, with the missing 5,344 and the injuries 5,688. 
There were 99,236 displaced persons living in evacuation centers nearby.  

Human damages Building damages

Total 15,550 5,344 5,688 107,779 117,019 434,327
  Hokkaido 1 - 3 - - 5
  Aomori-ken 3 1 61 307 854 96
  Iwate-ken 4,584 2,247 186 21,004 3,313 2,668
  Miyagi-ken 9,300 2,807 3,777 66,929 54,006 87,607
  Akita-ken - - 12 - - 3
  Yamagata-ken 2 - 29 37 80 -
  Fukushima-ken 1,600 286 236 16,198 32,458 100,881
  Ibaraki-ken 24 1 694 2,265 15,890 138,497
  Tochigi-ken 4 - 131 257 2,079 57,627
  Gumma-ken 1 - 38 - 6 16,150
  Saitama-ken - - 42 - 5 1,800
  Chiba-ken 20 2 248 782 8,310 28,440
  Tokyo-to 7 - 90 - 11 257
  Kanagawa-ken 4 - 129 - 7 279
  Niigata-ken - - 3 - - 9
  Yamanashi-ken - - 2 - - 4
  Nagano-ken - - 1 - - -
  Shizuoka-ken - - 4 - - 4
  Mie-ken - - 1 - - -
  Kochi-ken - - 1 - - -

Damages (As of July 11, 2011) 1)

Prefectures
Deaths Missing Injuries Total collapse Half collapse

Partially
damaged

1) Including the damages caused by the earthquake on April 7 with its epicenter off  the coast of Miyagi Prefecture, 
the earthquakes on April 11 and 12 with its epicenter in the Hamadori area of Fukushima Prefecture and the 
earthquake on May 22 with its epicenter in the northeastern area of Chiba Prefecture.
Source:  National Police Agency.
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Lifelines of Tohoku Region were shattered in broad areas, and supplies of 
electricity, gas and water were halted. Infrastructure such as road, railways, 
and airports were also heavily damaged. In Fukushima Prefecture, 
accidents took place in the nuclear power plant due to the power loss of the 
cooling system, causing emergency situation. In consequence, people 
living in the surrounding of the power plant areas within approximately 20 
km radius were evacuated. 

Public utilities and the transport have been promptly recovered with 
concerted efforts of all parties. Sendai Airport came back into operation in 
mid-April, while Tohoku Shinkansen Line (High-speed service railway 
between Tokyo and Aomori) recovered its service for the entire line in late 
April. 

 
3. Assistance from Overseas 

The people and the Government of Japan received an enormous number of 
warm messages of encouragement, solidarity and condolences from 
citizens and governments of numerous countries, many international 
organizations and nongovernmental organizations all over the world.  
They also provided emergency supplies, rescue operations, donation funds, 
and various kinds of supports.  

The Japanese people have been grateful to all the messages and the 
supports given from many parties all around the world. Taking this 
opportunity, the staff of the Statistics Bureau wish to express our 
appreciation to the peoples, governments and organizations for providing 
heartfelt support and friendship.  

Assistance from overseas
  Offers of assistance 161 countries/regions, 43 international organizations
  Rescue Teams   28 countries/regions and international organizations
  Relief Supplies   61 countries/regions and international organizations
  Donations   88 countries/regions and international organizations

Assistance by U.S. forces
  Ships more than 20
  Aircrafts more than 160
  Personnel more than 20,000
Source:  Prime Minister's Official Residence. 

Emergency assistance from overseas (As of July, 12)


