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Japan's Southernmost Prefecture

he Ryukyu Islands are located at the

eastern side of the Asian continent,
squeezed between the Pacific Ocean and
East China Sea. The Ryukyus are shaped
liked an archer's bow, stretching for 1,200
kilometers from Yonaguni Island near Tai-
wan northward to a distance from the Japa-
nese island of Kyushu. The Ryukyu Islands,
along with the Daito Islands and Senkaku
Islands are collectively referred to as the
Nansei Islands. Okinawa Prefecture is made
up of roughly the southern half of the Ryu-
kyu Islands plus the Daito and Senkaku Is-
lands, consisting entirely of islands. Okina-
wa Prefecture is also Japan's westernmost
point, and has the southernmost inhabited
islands in Japan.
O The prefecture extends from 24 to 28 de-
grees north latitudes, 122 to 133 degrees
east longitudes, approximately 400 kilome-
ters north to south, and about 1,000 kilo-
meters east to west.

The Kuroshio Current Nurtures
Coral Reefs

he Kuroshio Current, also known as

the Japan Current, moves northward
from east of the Philippines to the coastline
of Japan. When the current reaches Japan, it
first encounters the waters on the western
edge of the Ryukyus, and flows along the
vast eastern edge of the continental-shelf of
China.~Between this continental shelf and
the Ryukyu Islands lies the Okinawa Trough,
an underwater depression (boat-shaped ba-
sin) running.parallel to the Ryukyu Islands
at a depth of 2,000 meters. Because of the
deep Okinawa Trough, marine sediment
from the major rivers of the Chinese conti-
nent, such as the Yangtze River, never exten-
ded to the Ryukyu Islands. For this reason,
the seas around the Ryukyus are clear and
provide ideal conditions for coral reefs to
flourish.
O However, the coral-reef sea has been pollu-
ted recently because of the outflow of red

200

300 0ooooooo

Precipitation of Normal year in Naha ~ 5¢
oooooooo

250  Precipitation of Normal year in Tokyo

28

185
180 180
174
170 165
148

150 138 141

125 129126

100

60
50

ooooooOooooo
Precipitation of Normal year in Naha and Tokyo

earth generated by various developments.
Therefore, protecting Okinawa's beautiful
coral reefs has become an important issue.

0 Coral reefs in the seas of Okinawa owe
their existence to the warm waters that flow
in from the Kuroshio Current, as well as the
seawater's clarity and high salt content.

O The coral-reef sea has been polluted re-
cently because of the outflow of redearth
generated by the various developments.
Therefore,protecting Okinawa's beautiful co-
ral reefs has become an indispensableissue.

Warm Climate

he warm Kuroshio Current gives Oki-

nawa its subtropical ocean climate.
Even in winter, temperatures remain higher
than in the rest of Japan. It is rare for the
temperature to drop below 100 (50°F),
and it never snows. Northerly winds begin
to blow in October (known as “the Mii-
nishi" in the local dialect, which means new
northerly wind), carrying Eastern buzzard-
hawks from Kyushu to Okinawa, and then
further south. From December to February,
Okinawa sits at the edge of a high pressure
area extending from the Asian continent,
which brings many days of cloudiness and
rain.- In -mid-January, Hikan cherry trees
(Prunus campanulata) begin to blossom,
the earliest blossoming in Japan. From
March to April, Deigo plants (Erythrina va-
riegata ) begin to bloom, ushering in the
early summer. In-mid-May comes the rainy.
season, which lets up toward the end of
June as_the Pacific high atmospheric pres-
sure kicks in. Stable weather follows, with
temperatures regularly over30 0 (86° F).
From July to October, however, typhoons
that originate over-tropical waters will occa-
sionally hit Okinawa.
O The average annual temperature is 21 to
240 (70 to 75° F), with annual precipita-
tion of 1,600 to 3,000 millimeters (63 to
118 inches). Half of the precipitation falls
during the rainy season-and in typhoons.
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A Photo of a High Island:Kerama Islands

Ryukyu Archipelagod 00 O O O O O O OHigh Islands and Low Islands

he Ryukyu Islands are sandwiched be-

tween the Ryukyu Trench to the east
and the Okinawa Trough to the west. They
consist of two distinct rows of islands, vol-
canic and non-volcanic. The former extends
from the Tokara Islands past loutorishima
Island to Kumejima Island. The latter ex-
tends from Tanegashima and Yakushima Is-
lands, past Amamioshima Island and the
Okinawa Islands, to Yonaguni Island. These
two rows jut out on the Pacific Ocean side,
for which they are known as the "arc-sha-
ped archipelago”.
O Intersecting this arc-shaped archipelago
at a near right angle are two fissures that are
over 1,000 meters deep. These are the To-
kara Strait (Tokara Structural Channel) on
the northern side and the Miyako Trench
(Kerama Rift) on the southern side. These
divide the Ryukyu Islands into three parts;
the northern, central, and southern Ryu-
kyus.
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he topography of the islands can be

divided into "high islands”, situated
at higher elevations and consisting of old
strata and volcanic rocks, and "low islands",
at the lower elevations, consisting of Ryu-
kyu limestone and the Shimajiri terrane.
There are rivers on the high islands, while
spring waters are common on the low is-
lands. The representative higher elevation is-
lands are Ishigaki Island, Iriomote Island
and Kumejima Island, while the representa-
tive lower elevation islands are Miyako Is-
land, Kuroshima Island and Hateruma Is-
land.
O The northern part of Okinawa Island is
mountainous with acidic and reddish-yel-
low (kunigami maji) soil, while the central
to southern part is lowland, with a soil of
generally neutral to weakly alkaline lime-
stone (shimajiri maji) or immature mud-
stone (jagaru).
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The first Half of Quaternary Pleistocene epoch(1.5 million years ago)

The Ryukyus, Once Connected to
Mainland

I n the Miocene epoch of the Cenozoic
era, 10 to 20 million years ago, a vast
region that included Okinawa Island and
Ishigaki Island became a landmass, with ani-
mals, including mastodons, immigrating
from the continent.
O Approximately 5 to 1.8 million years ago
(from the end of the Miocene epoch into
the Pliocene epoch), the land sank and a
thick layer of mud and sand was created
through sedimentation in the southern part
of Okinawa Island and Miyako Island (the
Shimajiri terrane). Then approximately 1.5
million years ago (the first half of the Qua-
ternary Pleistocene epoch), the Ryukyu Is-
lands were again connected to the conti-
nent, at which time the Ryukyu deer and
Habu snake crossed to the islands.

Ryukyu Limestone and Coral Reefs at
Present

C oral reefs developed in the warm cli-
mate of the interglacial period, after
the Ryukyu Islands were widely covered
with shallow water approximately 700 thou-
sand years ago. Those sediments originating
from coral reefs were raised out of the water
by upheaving, which became Ryukyu lime-
stone with several steps of flat.In Okinawa,
almost all of the coral reefs are fringing reefs
that are made around the islands, while
there are several barrier reefs that are
formed far from islands, such as the Sekisei-
syouko between Ishigaki Island and Irio-
mote Island. These present coral reefs have
been forming since 8,000 years ago.

Daito Islands Shifted from the Equator

K itadaito Island and Minamidaito Is-
land are 350 kilometers east of Okina-
wa Island in the Pacific Ocean. These is-
lands were located over 1,000 kilometers
south of their present location (around the
equator) 50 million years ago (in the Eo-
cene epoch, in the early part of the Tertiary
period of the Cenozoic era). The islands
then drifted northward while forming an
atoll (a ring-shaped coral island nearly or
completely surrounding a lagoon). About
two million years ago they rose out of the
water when they approached the ridge on
the east side of the Ryukyu Trench, forming
a rare raised-atoll island.
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