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Visitation to Japan’s World Heritage Sites
Abstract:  Tourists are attracted to the places of special interest. Such characteristics are given to the specific tourist destinations the “universal value” and attracts increasing number of tourists but also an increasing number of positive and negative impacts. Therefore the inscription on the World Heritage List can be a key aspect for tourism development of certain destinations. This article axplains the Japanese experiences in this context.
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Introduction
Tourists are attracted to special places. Sometimes these places are so special that they are declared by UNESCO as places having “universal values” and they are inscribed on the World Heritage List. However, this is a mixed blessing. While designation as a World Heritage site requires the preparation of a management plan, it often draws attention to the place and attracts more tourists and investors to the vicinity, thus increasing the pressures on the site. While, theoretically, designation as a protected area should contribute to the preservation of sites, it can be a key aspect of strategies for regional and national economic development, and such places that possess cultural and natural heritage are exploited as tourism products (Ashworth and Tunbridge, 1999). In this way, World Heritage becomes a “brand” that is used for economic gain.

Given the above, it should not be surprising that visitation to World Heritage sites often increases following designation. However, along with the economic benefits, sometimes these sites suffer from the negative impacts of increased tourism. However, visitation and its associated impacts vary considerably from place to place. For example, in the case of Lijiang in China, World Heritage designation has been used as a marketing tool and the number of visitors has increased enormously and tourism business has boomed since the place became a World Heritage site Unfortunately, the built environment and local culture have been degraded. In contrast, Yellowstone National Park in the United States has a long history of tourism and World Heritage status is not widely proclaimed. The visitor may experience the place without even realizing that it possesses World Heritage.

This paper will briefly discuss the process of World Heritage designation and the consequences of this drawing primarily upon relevant literature. It will then examine World Heritage sites in Japan specifically. Emphasis will be placed on the effects of designation on visitation although examples of associated benefits and challenges will also be considered.
World Heritage
World Heritage sites are places which are recognized as being of outstanding value to humanity under the Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, which is an international treaty that was adopted by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2006) on 16 November 1972. According to the UNESCO World Heritage website, this convention has eight missions: 1) to encourage countries to sign the World Heritage Convention and to ensure the protection of their natural and cultural heritage; 2) to encourage states parties (usually countries) to the Convention to nominate sites within their national territory for inclusion on the World Heritage List; 3) to encourage state parties to establish management plans and set up reporting systems on the state of conservation of their World Heritage sites; 4) to help states parties safeguard World Heritage properties by providing technical assistance and professional training; 5) to provide emergency assistance for World Heritage sites in immediate danger; 6) to support states parties’ public awareness-building activities for World Heritage conservation; 7) to encourage participation of the local population in the preservation of their cultural and natural heritage; and 8) to encourage international cooperation in the conservation of our world’s cultural and natural heritage. These eight missions indicate that the purpose of the Convention is to protect valuable natural and cultural heritage by sharing concerns, and providing several types of assistance. Indeed tourism is not mentioned and the main purpose of designation is, at least theoretically, preservation rather than promotion of the heritage for the tourism. 
The Convention categorized three types of heritage: 1) cultural heritage, 2) natural heritage, and 3) mixed cultural and natural heritage. As of 2006, there were 830 properties in 138 state parties on the World Heritage List, of which 644 were cultural heritage, 162 were natural heritage and 24 were mixed heritage (UNESCO, 2006). Mixed cultural and natural heritage are the properties which satisfy a part or the whole of the definition of each of cultural and natural heritage. Cultural heritage and natural heritage are defined as follows;

Cultural Heritage:
- monuments: architectural works, works of monumental sculpture and painting, elements or structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and combinations of features, which are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, art or science;

- groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected buildings which, because of their architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the landscape, are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, art or science;

- sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and of man, and areas including archaeological sites which are of outstanding universal value from the historical, aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological points of view.
Natural Heritage:

- natural features consisting of physical and biological formations or groups of such formations, which are of outstanding universal value from the aesthetic or scientific point of view; geological and physiographical formations and precisely delineated areas which constitute the habitat of threatened species of animals and plants of outstanding universal value from the point of view of science or conservation;

- natural sites or precisely delineated natural areas of outstanding universal value from the point of view of science, conservation or natural beauty.









(UNESCO, 2005)
Nominations of properties are made for inscription on the World Heritage List. In order to be admitted as World Heritage sites, properties have to satisfy the criteria administered by the World Heritage Committee which define “outstanding universal values”. Although there is no formal limit on the number of World Heritage sites, the Committee will examine up to two complete nominations per state party annually, one of which should be a natural area. It reviews 45 properties annually. The Committee places a priority on properties submitted by state parties with no properties or which illustrate un-represented or less represented categories of natural and cultural categories (UNESCO, 2005). State parties have a tentative list from which they nominate sites for inscription on the World Heritage List. Nominated properties are evaluated by advisory bodies and final decisions are made by the World Heritage Committee. The selection process takes at least two years (UNESCO, 2005). Acceptance also requires the preparation of a plan but these emphasize preservation and they may or may not consider tourism adequately.
Benefits and Challenges
As described in the previous section, the main purpose of the World Heritage Listing is to protect cultural and natural heritage of “outstanding universal value”. However, impacts often occur, both positive and negative, on tourism, the economy and culture in the areas where  World Heritage sites are located. 
UNESCO mentioned that “the inscription of a site on the World Heritage List brings an increase in public awareness of the site and of its outstanding values, thus also increasing the tourist activities at the site” (UNESCO, 2006). Shackley (1998) indicated that “the enrollment of a new property on the World Heritage List, with the concomitant publicity, is virtually a guarantee that visitor numbers will increase”. For example, a survey conducted by Hall and Piggin (2002) showed that, after listing of the Tongariro National Park in New Zealand as a World Heritage site, between one-quarter and one-third of businesses experienced an increased number of client and almost 80% of all businesses considered World Heritage to be a factor to be used to attract visitors to the region. In addition, 41.4% of businesses actually used World Heritage in their promotional materials. 
In order to create further benefits from inclusion in the World Heritage List, World Heritage sites are sometimes used to promote other related tourism destination sites by creating linkages between them. According to Hawkins (2004), there are several benefits in developing networks of World Heritage sites, such as: 1) much needed financing for conservation activities can be generated at less visited sites by linking them to more popular sites; 2) linked sites can share management strategies and reduce costs by jointly producing brochures, interpretation, and web sites; and 3) the visitor experience is enhanced, as connecting sites allows important themes or stories to emerge, some of which help to communicate important conservation issues. 
However, negative impacts are also expected to result from the inscription of a site on the World Heritage List, and many studies show that it may modify the culture and economic activities in the area where the World Heritage sites are located. Hall (2001) mentioned that tourism provides a valuable justification for conserving heritage where other economic development activities may mean its destruction. Boyd and Timothy (2001) indicated that “there remain few world heritage sites that have been placed on the danger list as a result of over-visitation” but, for example, the World Heritage site of Machu Pichu appeared on the List of World Heritage in Danger, “the outcome having been delivered due to the idea of a cable car being introduced to deliver visitors to the Site” (Boniface, 2001). 
World Heritage Sites in Japan
Taking the above discussion as context, attention will now be turned to the implications of inscription on the World Heritage List for visitation at Japanese World Heritage sites. Comments will also be made on associated economic and cultural impacts at selected sites. As of 2006, Japan had 13 World Heritage sites, of which 10 were cultural and 3 were natural heritage site. The World Heritage sites in Japan and described briefly in Table 1. 

Table 1. World Heritage Sites in Japan
	World Heritage Sites
	Approved Year
	Category
	Description

	Buddhist Monuments in the Horyu-ji Area
	1993
	Cultural Heritage
	Around 48 Buddhist monuments in the Horyu-ji area, with some of the oldest surviving wooden buildings in the world.

	Himeji-Jo
	1993
	Cultural Heritage
	Finest surviving example of early 17th-century Japanese castle architecture, comprising 83 buildings with highly developed systems of defense and ingenious protection devices dating from the beginning of the Shogun period.

	Shirakami-Sanchi
	1993
	Natural Heritage
	The last virgin remains of the cool-temperate forest of Siebold's beech trees that once covered the hills and mountain slopes of northern Japan.

	Yakushima
	1993
	Natural Heritage
	A rich flora, with some 1,900 species and subspecies, including ancient specimens of Japanese cedar

	Historic Monuments of Ancient Kyoto
	1994
	Cultural Heritage
	The centre of Japanese culture for more than 1,000 years with Japanese wooden architecture, particularly religious architecture, and the art of Japanese gardens.

	Historic Villages of Shirakawa-go and Gokayama
	1995
	Cultural Heritage
	Villages with their Gassho-style houses subsisted on the cultivation of mulberry trees and the rearing of silkworms

	Hiroshima Peace Memorial
	1996
	Cultural Heritage
	Only structure left standing in the area where the first atomic bomb exploded on 6 August 1945

	Itsukushima Shinto Shrine
	1996
	Cultural Heritage
	A holy place of Shintoism. The shrine dates from the 13th century and the harmoniously arranged buildings reveal great artistic and technical skills.

	Historic Monuments of Ancient Nara
	1998
	Cultural Heritage
	The capital of Japan from 710 to 784. The city's historic monuments of Buddhist temples, Shinto shrines and the excavated remains of the Imperial Palace.

	Shrines and Temples of Nikko
	1999
	Cultural Heritage
	A sacred site known for its architectural and decorative masterpieces, associated with the history of the Tokugawa Shoguns .

	Gusuku Sites and Related Properties of the Kingdom of Ryukyu
	2000
	Cultural Heritage
	Five hundred years of Ryukyuan history are represented by this group of sites and monuments. The ruins of the castles, on imposing elevated sites, are evidence for the social structure over much of that period

	Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii Mountain Range
	2004
	Cultural Heritage
	Three sacred sites - Yoshino and Omine, Kumano Sanzan, and Koyasan - linked by pilgrimage routes to the ancient capital cities of Nara and Kyoto.

	Shiretoko
	2005
	Natural Heritage
	An outstanding example of the interaction of marine and terrestrial ecosystems as well as extraordinary ecosystem productivity influenced by the formation of seasonal sea ice at the lowest latitude in the northern hemisphere.


Source: UNESCO, World Heritage Website, 2006.
As described in the previous section, many scholars have observed increased visitor numbers after the inscription of a site on the World Heritage List resulting in positive economic impacts on the regional economy. Most Japanese sites experienced increases in visitor numbers after approval as World Heritage sites. The visitor numbers major World Heritage sites are shown in the Table 2. In order to facilitate the identification of trends, the year after inscription has been designate 100 and other years are shown proportionately to this. The Cabinet office of the Government of Japan (2005) summarized that most World Heritage sites experienced an increase in visitor numbers in the year following inscription, although there are several exceptions. Visitor numbers continued to increase at natural heritage sites such as Shirakami-Sanchi and Yakushima,  and at the historic villages of Shirakawa-go and Gokayama, but increases were temporary at many cultural sites which had been popular as tourist sites prior to inscription. 
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The Japan Small and Medium Enterprise Management Consultants Association (J-SMECA, 2005), Wakayama Prefecture Branch, estimated the economic impacts of inscription of the “Sacred Sites and Pilgrimage Routes in the Kii Mountain Range” on the regional economy of Wakayama, where this heritage site is located. Chart 1 reveals how visitor numbers changed before and after inscription. Efforts had previously been made to try to promote tourism but without success and visitor numbers had even diminished. However, in 2004 when the sites were inscribed on the World Heritage List, the number of visitors increased by 1,522,000 (J-SMECA, 2005). Various events and campaigns were held during October to December 2004, such as the Wakayama destination campaign in which 184 public and private tourism-related industries and a major transportation company (Japan Railways) were involved. J-SMECA (2005) estimated that the resulting increase of 790,000 in the number of visitors brought additional direct economic impact of 5 billion Japanese Yen (approximately USD43.5 million) and spin-off effects of 78 billion Japanese Yen (approximately USD 67.8 million). Unfortunately, data are not available to confirm whether or not the increase in visitation was maintained.

In another World Heritage site, “Historic Villages of Shirakawa-go and Gokayama”, more complex impacts can be seen on the small village which is located in a remote region in the middle of Japan. The traditional houses, called Gassho-zukuri, are still used by the residents of the area despite Japan’s economic boom in the 1960’s and the trend towards modern Western housing. Those unique houses exhibit a special building design developed to endure the area’s severe natural environment with heavy snow in winter and are they are adapted to the lifestyle in the area. In this site, the number of visitors has basically kept increasing since inscription on the World Heritage List in December 1995, albeit with some fluctuations. Table 2 shows that the number of visitors grew substantially from 1,385,000 in 1995 to 1,920,000 in 1996, the year following inscription. In 1998, the number of visitors fell somewhat. Recovery occurred from 2000 and a peak 2,296,000 was reached in 2002. However, this overall trend of increased visitation was not the result only of the effects of inscription. The village does not have train access and has been recognized as being a secluded spot but Shirakawa village, where the World Heritage site is located, was connected a major expressway in November 2002 greatly enhancing access which benefited both visitors and residents. In addition, according to Hotta (2002), other rural areas in Japan, the village had been suffering from depopulation. However, many young people who had left the village, having observed the booming economy, returned. They reconsidered the attractiveness and authenticity of the village and created events to introduce their culture to visitors. 
However, Shirakawa village also experienced some negative impacts. Inscription on the World Heritage Listing increased in the number of visitors and improved tourism-related institutions, altering the economic structure and system of the village. However, the growing tourism industry has not led to an increase in permanent employment. Furthermore, growing tourism has had some negative natural and social impacts in the village (Shirakawa village website, 2006). Nakagawa (2005) mentioned three factors which reduce the quality of this cultural site. They are: 1) presence of unregulated cars; 2) landscape which lacks authenticity; and 3) over-concentration of tourism-related businesses. Although 70% of residents hope that traffic regulations will be implemented in the village, comprehensive regulations have not yet been put in place because of fear that businesses may be adversely affected. He stressed that the World Heritage area should be a car-free zone in order to maintain the character of the village. Furthermore, he indicated that cultural activities have lost authenticity, parking lots have increased, and souvenir shops and business with and business with no relationship to local needs now dominate. Although the village has received certain economic benefits from the inscription on the World Heritage List, it must address many challenges if the “original Japanese landscape” is to be sustained. 
Conclusions
The main purpose of the World Heritage designation is to protect valuable natural and cultural heritage sites. However, inscription often leads to an increase in tourism which exploits the heritage as a product. This can result in negative impacts on the heritage as well as on the lives of local residents. In the case of Japan, an increase in the number of visitors has been observed in most World Heritage sites and is bringing economic benefits to the areas in which the sites are located. However, the visitor increases have been temporary in many cultural sites which already had some popularity among tourists prior to inscription. In the cases of the historic villages of Shirakawa-go and Gokayama, registration in the World Heritage Listing brought significant impacts, both positive and negative. it has become an important challenge to sustain the historic landscape and the traditional life of the local residents and, at the same time, to improve their economic situation by promoting tourism. UNESCO requires World Heritage areas to formulate management plans. These can mitigate the impacts of tourism when enforced (Boyd and Timothy, 2001). However, they have focused on preservation and have often not given adequate attention to the management of tourists and tourism businesses which often increase following inscription Comprehensive management for sustainable tourism should be required for World Heritage sites. 
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