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Introduction
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(Rockström et al., 2009; Steffen et 
al., 2015; Folke et al., 2016; Persson 
et al., 2022).

Global biodiversity and 
Ecosystems threatened!
We need planetary health!
(Horton, et al., 2014)

The Japan Biodiversity 
outlook 3 issued by 
the Working Group 
for Comprehensive 
Assessment of Biodi-
versity and Ecosystem 
Services), Ministry 
of the Environment 
Japan (WGfCAoBaES, 
MoEJ), also echo’s the 
IPBES report and urges 
action. In response to 
Japan’s challenges the 
Ministry has launched 
the Circular Ecological 
Economy, proposed 
by the government in 
2018 in the 5th Basic 
Environment Plan.

‘Integrated Improve-
ments on Environment, 
Economy and Society’ 
(II2ES).  
(Cabinet Office, 
Government of Japan 
,2022) The plan aims to 
achieve the SDG’s (Unit-
ed Nations, 2015).

Combining II2ES plan 
with sustainable use 
of regional resources 
and creating partner-
ships, is synthesized in 
the Circular Ecological 
Economy vision (MoEJ, 
2021).

Transformative change is needed! (IPBES, 2019)

Nature positive/
Design for 
transformation



   The authors conducted desk research in Augmented Ecology 
(Funabashi, 2016; 2018), and prominent models of agroeco-
logy. 
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Satsuma Future Commons (SFC) 
Launched by the city to realize its vision 
of a circular city. In the background all 
of this initiative lies in the macro popu-
lation decline in Japan as well as aging 
population (MoEJ, 2021). 

Circular economy with 
innovation hub located at the 
240,000m2 area of former 
unused farmland in proximity 
to the SNPS (Kamio, 2022). 

The major economic 
driver however is the 
Sendai Nuclear Power 
Station (SNPS), with 
ongoing discourse 
regarding its future, 
alternative. 

Soil properties. 
(Adhikari &  
Hartemink,  2016). 

The city developed 
the plan with col-
laboration between 
Kyushu University, and 
Re:Public inc. 
Plans and vision were 
developed with expert 
input (incl. Inamura) 
with citizen dialogue 
including face to face, 
and correspondence. 

Adapted from “the 
SDGs wedding cake 
model” Azote for 
Stockholm Resilience 
Centre, Stockholm 
University

Wy Soil?  
Food, clothing and Shelter, the 
basic necessities included 
in the SFC vision, rely on 
nature, such as rice, natural 
fibers (e.g. silk, cotton, linen) 
and wood. Such provisioning 
services are examples of 
ecosystem services provided 
by nature. Agroecological 
(agriculture plus ecolo-
gy) practices reported to 
generally positively link with 
ecosystem services (Pala-
mo-Campesino, et al. 2018). 
All such provisions rely on soil 
as the fundamental enabling 
infrastructure.  Soil is the hid-
den nexus of food, water and 
energy ( Hatfield et.al, 2017)

OBJECTIVE  
This visual paper explores how to proto-
type this change from a design stand-
point and introduces the Soil Studio as 
a means to prototype transformative 
change from the ground level. The Soil 
Studio aims to explore what is Yutaka in 
relation to soil, where Yutaka is a holistic 
and regional conception of wealth, abun-
dance, and harvest.

The Soil Studio launched in 
September 2022, is a format 
where participants each plant a 
polyculture in adjacent plots which 
reflects their own needs, wants, 
aspirations and world views. This 
format has been piloted through 
a test bed in the outskirts of 
Satsumasendai city, on property 
provided by local citizens involved 
in previous projects.

Yutaka is drawn from tradi-
tional Japanese thought and 
defined here as a holistic and 
regional conception of biodi-
verse wealth and abundance.  

Typically Poly-
culture is used to 
denote agricultural 
species mixtures
 (Weißhuhn, 2017).



 

Results

 

What are te characteristics of the Soil Studio

1: Polycultural creativity 
The key difference is to foster the individual human aspira-
tions/desires/needs of the participants through polyculture.

2: Design Studio Concept
The Studio concept: ‘what is Yutaka in relation to the soil?’. 
This is a provocation to learn and develop new ideas for how 
to connect biodiversity to value. Design approaches have 
shown many possibilities of innovative use of natural materi-
als (Solanki & Corbin 2018). 

3: Yutaka Concept
Invoking the concept of Yutaka, abundance and wealth based 
on ancient and holistic world views, is a unique point of the 
Studio. 

4: Methods
Some key methods conducted during Studio praxis included, 
co-dreaming, meditative design methods, prototyping, and 
learning sessions. 
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Pilot Soil Studio Overview
People from various backgrounds tried to realize 
their own dream polycultures at the soil studio. 
Each mound of soil embodies their desire through 
emerging biodiversity, which in combination 
realizes the state of Yutaka.

The meditative methods developed by 
Inamura (Ito, 2021) was combined with 
co-dreaming of Sanders and Stappers 
(2012, 2014). With recent shifts in 
design research toward more-than- 
human conceptions (Sznel, 2020; 
Inamura 2022), co-dreaming has been 
expanded.

matches the re-
search on feelings 
of connection to 
nature. (Mayer &  
Frantz, 2004).
 

yutaka: how do we prototype the transformative change towards nature positive designs with soil



5:  Agroecological technique
Funabashi has presented a no tilling method (though hilling is 
allowed), minimum soil improvements and no external ferti-
lization (2016).  Here, Bamboo bio-char (a local monoculture 
issue) was used to improve soil conditions and be eligible for 
carbon credits. As for species of plants, commercial species 
were chosen, however the Studio format is open to local/her-
itage varieties and seeds.

6: SLOC scenario
Soil that is Small, Local, Open and Connected.
In line SLOC scenario proposed by Manzini (2011). 

7: Societal Context
The soil studio is part of a joint research project between in-
dustry and academia and built on a memorandum of cooper-
ation between the city municipal government and university 
faculty. The city’s vision reflects citizen feedback, national 
policy, and intergovernmental goals. As such the studio pilot 
is interlinked with layers of regional societal systems, con-
necting policy to individual.

Conclusion
A studio model was established based on Funabashi’s work 
on Augmented Ecosystems through desk research and a site 
visit. Agroecological methods were combined with the ‘col-
lective dreaming’ of Sanders and Stappers, utilizing Medita-
tive Design Methods developed by Inamura to explore latent 
aspirations of human participants to envision a thriving poly-
culture. The participants then engaged in prototyping and 
making based on the polyculture. The preliminary results and 
feedback were recorded. Participant feedback provided high-
ly encouraging anecdotes on the success of the pilot. These 
results were shown in a public exhibition in the city. The doc-
umented interactions of the participants indicate a sense of 
connection to nature and drive a virtuous cycle of dreams 
and inspirational learning from the emerging nature positive 
polyculture. The studio empowers participants with a potent 
means to explore what is Yutaka in relation to soil.

Relevance to readers

 

Future Research
Though the project is still early in its pilot stage, it has demon-
strated potential as a transformative model towards agroe-
cological states of Yutaka. Next steps will be to develop the 
existing Soil Studio, enabling participants, as well as quantita-
tive and digital approaches. The Soil Studio presents aspects 
that more than the sum of their parts, though based in local 
worldviews and ecological contexts, have clear structural, 
methodological, and societal aspects that can be adapted 
to other localities, beyond Japan and the Asia-Pacific region. 
Testing the studio format to see how it applies to other sites 
are also an important trajectory, considering the global spread 
of circular, participatory and nature positive approaches, it 
can be hypothesized that the soil studio format will be rel-
evant in many places, and the adaptations necessary also 
need to be clarified.
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The concept of Yutaka is relevant as an example of vernacular/
local worldviews to drive design development in the nature 
positive space.

Readers in the Societal, or design for government space, can be 
informed about how individuals might be engaged in large scale 
societal transformations on the ground level, with alignment to 
layers of policy.

Those who are researching mindfulness, meditation and related 
concepts will find novel applications reported through the case 
to add to the overall literature of meditative design processes.
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