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This study explores the historical transitions in the distribution of the freshwater eels from the Jomon period
to the present across Japan, and identifies factors driving these changes. In 2023, researchers reconstructed
past eel distributions by mapping archaeological data from Jomon and Yayoi period shell middens and Edo
period documents, and applied cost-path analysis to infer historical river migrations. It was found that, while
substantial upstream migrations occurred in ancient times, current barriers such as river constructions
significantly hinder eel migration in areas like Okayama Prefecture. Additionally, the distribution of eels
along the Sea of Japan has significantly shifted; whereas eels were scarcely present during the Jomon and
Yayoi periods, they were abundant during the Edo period. These distribution changes are believed to be
influenced by variations in the Tsushima Warm Current, a derivative of the Kuroshio Current, and possibly by
reduced resource levels in more recent times. The study also highlighted characteristics of eels considered
‘delicious' in the Edo period—narrow heads, lighter dorsal colors, white bellies, and high fat content,
confirming these traits through reviews of academic papers on eel morphology. Attempts to identify eel

species from bones through DNA analysis faced challenges due to poor preservation conditions at excavation
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sites, resulting in significant DNA degradation. These findings provide valuable insights into the

environmental and biological dynamics that have shaped the historical distribution of freshwater eels in Japan.
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