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The Establishment of the Agricultural Experiment Station
System in Modern Japan

— On the Seed Breeding Business —

Nobuhisa NAMIMATSU

Abstract

There is concern that the survival of public seed breeding has been compromised by the relaxation of the Main
Crop Seeds Act in 2018. This paper considers the establishment process of the agricultural experiment station
system that has been at the core of public seed breeding, and clarifies the characteristics of public sector seed
breeding. Previous studies have clarified the formation of agricultural experiment stations and the evolution of
selective breeding, but the public nature of seed breeding has not been made clear.

Since the Meiji era in Japan, the breeding of major cereal seed varieties has been driven by the public sector.
Initially, the government established official experiment stations, but their activities were limited to the introduc-
tion of Western agricultural methods. During the same period however, influenced by study tours of Europe and
the U.S., the importance of systematic experiment research was emphasized. Subsequently, the government es-
tablished the National Agricultural Experiment Station and promoted the concentration of experimental research.
Following this, local governments established prefectural agricultural experiment stations. Prefectural experi-
ment stations focused on applied research and diffusion, while the National Station focused on basic research.
Thus, prefectural agricultural experiment stations were regarded as subordinate to the National Agricultural Ex-
periment Station. In fact, however, the prefectural stations conducted their own experimental research prioritiz-
ing regional characteristics. Rather than being conducted in isolation, experiment research became increasingly
systematic. The seed breed improvement of rice is a representative example of the successes of this system.

Until now, seed breeding in Japan has almost completely depended on the public sector. Therefore, what effect
the entry of private enterprise into the sector will have is unknown. If there is no clear separation between the
public sector and the private sector, there is a high possibility that seed breeding will gradually shift to the pri-
vate sector, and this would be accompanied by major risks. Around the world, there is a trend for “seed banks” to
be created by the public sector. It is necessary for Japan too, to review public seed breeding and the experiment

station system.

Keywords: Agricultural Experiment Research, Selective Breeding, Seed Breeding Business, National Agricul-
tural Experiment Station, Prefectural Agricultural Experiment Station
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