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Earth Science

The Earth is the only planet in our solar system that has an atmosphere that can support life. Water
can be found in all three states of matter (liquid, solid, and gas) and Earth also has a dynamic crust.
Forces are constantly at work changing the landscape on the Earth’s surface. Earth Science can be
divided into four branches. Geology is the study of rocks, minerals, and forces that wear down the
surface and build mountains. Meteorology covers weather, climate, and the atmosphere. Astronomy
investigates planets, stars, and other features outside of the atmosphere. The study of the oceans is

called oceanography.
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Geography of Japan

The Japan Islands are bounded by the Pacific Ocean on the east and the Japan Sea on the west.
They are connected with the Asian mainland by the relatively shallow-lying continental shelf. On the
Pacific side of the islands are two regions of extreme depth known as the Japan Trench and the 1zu-
Ogasawara Trench.

Several volcanic ranges running through the country have given Japan a great deal of variety in its
topographical features. Its rivers are short and fast-flowing and form deep gorges in the mountainous
areas. All of the major islands have highly irregular coastlines. Wherever travelers go in Japan, they
will be impressed by the many places of scenic beauty. The countryside is dotted with hot springs,
many of which have become popular resorts.

Lying in the Circum-Pacific earthquake zone, the Japan Islands are not only the site of considerable
volcanic activity but also are one of the world’s most seismologically active areas. Three particularly
disastrous earthquakes were the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 (Magnitude 7.9), the Great Hanshin-
Awaji Earthquake of 1995 (M 7.3), and the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 (M 9.0).

About 70% of Japan’s land area is mountainous. The most prominent mountains are found in the
Hida, Kiso, and Akaishi ranges of central Honshu where the highest peaks are over 3,000 meters.
These ranges are, in the order named, often referred to as the North, Central, and South Alps.
Collectively, they are called the Japanese or Nippon Alps. These designations were introduced into the
Japanese vocabulary by Walter Weston, an Englishman, in 1986.

Japan’s highest peak at 3,776 meters is Mt. Fuji, an almost perfectly conical volcano. Although
still classified as “active”, Mt. Fuji has displayed no volcanic activity in the nearly 300 years since its
last eruption, a major one, in 1707. The beauty of the mountain with its nearly perfect profile and wide-
flowing skirts is striking at any time but especially so in winter when its upper half is covered with
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Japan has about a hundred active volcanoes, the most famous of which are Mt. Asama, Mt. Aso,
Mt. Sakurajima, Mt. Unzen, and Mt. Mihara.

Most Japanese rivers are short and fast-flowing. Even the longest, the Shinano River, is a mere 367
km from source to mouth. Though fast streams that drop from great heights have certain advantages
when applied to hydroelectric power generation and are apt to provide picturesque canyons, they are
all but impossible to use as waterways and are susceptible to flooding.

Most of Japan’s lakes are in the mountains. Many are clear and scenic, but all are of limited size,
the largest being Lake Biwa which has an area of 674 km?. Japan’s deepest lake is Lake Tazawa which
reaches a depth of 423 meters. The country also has a number of lagoons, bodies of water which have
become cut off from the sea by sand banks or reefs. The largest of these is Kasumigaura, which has an
area of 168 km?.
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