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Abstract 

This paper explores Nature-Based Tourism, particularly „green tourism‟ and rural tourism in 

mountainous areas of Japan. Japan witnessed an exceptional growth of „green tourism‟ 

activities since the 1990s, which took place in the general backdrop of hyper-aging and 

demographic decline in the rural areas. Since the 1990s, nature based tourism activities have 

raised the hope that increased awareness about nature and traditional lifestyle will help offset 

economic decline, promote rural-urban interaction and eventually bring new residents to 

depopulated hinterlands. This paper is based on field research in two of the most extremely 

depopulated areas in Japan, located in Yamaguchi and Shimane Prefectures. The research 

identified several encouraging new trends, such as the emergence of beautiful river basin 

landscapes as tourism destinations, a growing interest in experiencing traditional rural 

lifestyle, and involvement of citizen volunteers, schoolchildren and non-profit organizations 

(NPOs) in tourism promotion and landscape management. However, rural destinations are 

often packaged as a form of nostalgia for urban visitors.  The research also found that the 

nature conservation agenda has lagged behind the economic revitalization agenda, general 

awareness level about rural landscapes remains low, and it is difficult to sustain volunteer 

interest over time. Thus while there are several limitations, „green‟ tourism in depopulated 
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rural mountainous regions of Japan potentially offers a new pathway to sustainable tourism.  

 

Keywords: „Green tourism‟, Mountainous regions, Demographic transition, Nature 

conservation, Landscape, Japan 
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1. Introduction: Nature-Based Tourism and “Green Tourism” in Japan 

The term “Green tourism” became popular in Japan from the 1990s (Inoue et al., 1996; 

Miyazaki, 2011). The term is generally used for a broad range of tourist activities centering 

on agricultural villages, the traditional „satoyama‟ landscape (Note 1) and the concept of 

„rural-urban interaction‟ (Aoki, 2010; Miyashita, 2006; Tanaka, 2002). The central 

importance of „rural-urban interaction‟ is evidenced by the implementation of the 

„Agricultural village-stay leisure law‟ (Note 2) in 1995 (Chûsankan Chiiki wo Kangaeru Kai, 

n. d.) by the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF). Eventually, the central 

government adopted green tourism as an important part of the „Tourism Nation Promotion 

Basic Plan‟ in 2007 (MAFF, n. d.). The MAFF definition of green tourism is centered on the 

„villages‟ or „rural areas‟ of Japan, which are affected by a long and steady economic decline 

starting from the latter half of the twentieth century (Ono, 2008 ; Matanle & Rausch, 2011). It 

is worth noting the MAFF definition for green tourism here: “[Green tourism is] a form of 

leisure activity based on visitor stay in agricultural villages and enjoying the interaction 

between nature, culture and people” (MAFF, n. d.). This definition was standardized by the so 

called Green Tourism Law (Agricultural village-stay leisure law), passed in 1994 and 

implemented in 1995. This pattern of tourism is promoted as „developing a new kind of 

life-cycle‟ based on mutual appreciation between urban and rural areas, and development of a 

network of people, products and information (MAFF, n. d.). In this sense, it is nature-based 

tourism (NBT) with a particular focus on villages engaged in agriculture (mainly rice  

farming), community forestry and fishing, and a goal of „revitalizing‟ these rural landscapes. 

Jones (2013) has suggested that NBT itself has gone through a „life cycle‟ in modern Japan, 

its different phases consistent with major sociopolitical transitions, such as consolidation of 

the state mandate on land and natural resources beginning from the Meiji (1868-1912) period, 

intensification of growth and natural degradation in the postwar era, stagnation and decline 

during the bursting of the growth bubble and rejuvenation in the post-bubble growth period. 

Jones also documents that mainstream NBT has „evolved‟ in Japan, from an exclusive focus 

on the national parks and managed tours during the growth era to a more diffuse and 

„low- impact‟ form of tourism in satoyama-satoumi areas, with a focus on rural Japan in 

general during the „post growth‟ phase. Ecotourism, and other low-impact, rural or wilderness 

based activities are major themes in recent NBT activities in Japan. An important trend is 

„place-specific‟ tourism which emerged during this period. Known in Japanese as 

„Chakuchi-gata‟, this concept underlines the importance of „actually experiencing‟ rural life, 

rather than simply consuming the rural landscape (Takata, 2013). The overall trend therefore, 

is consistent with other economically developed countries, such as those in Europe—where 

rural tourism is coupled with the „sustainable livelihoods approach‟ (Campbell and Lopez 

Ortiz, 2011) that is distinguished by a focus on farm-stay and experiencing the rural way of 

life. This approach is not merely about visiting places but also linked to education about 

sustainable livelihoods (Francis et al., 2012; Sidali et al., 2011). Green tourism in Japan is 

also increasingly being considered as a way of educating urban generations about cultural 

association with nature, knowledge and techniques associated with food production, and 

about „identity‟ of a native place, generated through visiting rural areas (Ackermann et al. 

2008).  
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2. Rural hinterlands in Japan: Decline and Demography 

The demographic transition in Japan is a well- researched phenomenon. The demographic 

transition was precipitated by the fertility decline during the postwar period (Retherford et al., 

1996; Fauruqee & Muhleisen, 2001). In fact, the entire postwar phase of Japanese history is 

seen as one of long term fertility decline, and consequent demographic shrinkage (Faruqee & 

Muhleisen, 2001)—with the most recent and significant spike in demographic decline 

beginning in the 1970s. While the average childbirth per woman was 4.54 in 1947, it fell to 

1.50 in 1973 (Ogawa & Retherford, 1993). Aging and a rise in the life expectancy 

simultaneously pushed the remaining population into a „grey‟ zone, with the percentile of the 

older generation rising steadily (Matanle & Rausch, 2011). The „aged‟ population (meaning 

those over 65 years of age) was only 5% in 1950, but steadily swelled to 12% in 1990, and is 

projected to rise to 25% in 2020 (Ogawa, 1989). This is consistent with the pattern observed 

by Van de Kaa (1987) that populations in advanced industrial countries would eventually 

enter a second demographic transition, i.e. a phase of continual shrinkage that cannot be 

offset by new in-migration or structural alteration of the population. In the case of Japan, 

these effects are most acutely felt in the rural areas, or the „hinterland‟ regions that have not 

witnessed development of large industrial infrastructure like those in the Pacific seaboard (in 

the vicinity of Tokyo) or the Kansai region (near Osaka-Kyoto-Kobe) (Matanle & Rausch, 

2011). Ono (2008) documents how small rural communities in remote regions are facing 

imminent collapse, as over 50% of the population in these communities is aged over 65. He 

terms these communities as „extremely depopulated villages‟ (genkai shûraku). According to 

the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT), over 7800 extremely 

depopulated villages currently exist in Japan and over 400 of these might disappear entirely 

within a decade—which means there is ongoing significant depletion and disappearance of 

entire village communities even as this article is being written.  

Our research suggests that the effects of sustained demographic decline and low births are felt 

even more disproportionately in the remote rural villages of Japan, owing to the nature of 

their economy. Japanese villages have predominantly been rice farming communities, and the 

policies by the postwar Japanese state encouraged rice farming even more, by providing 

subsidies (Ohnuki-Tierney, 1994; Kawagoe, 1999).  Rice farming is a laborious process that 

needs extensive land clearing, maintenance of rice paddies (guarding the crop from forces of 

weather and invasion by other plants) and caring of the rice plant by irrigating and 

monitoring the crop. Once demographic decline sets in, the rice farming communities feel the 

process more acutely, as there is lesser and lesser able hands to maintain the rice crop. This 

pattern is is even more pronounced where the farming villages are located in mountainous 

regions, away from the fertile deltas or flat alluvial plains where agriculture is largely 

mechanized and irrigation provisions are easily available. Thus, mountainous areas of Japan 

represent the most acute case of the postwar demographic transition as far as decline of local 

economies and communities is concerned.  

The role of tourism to revitalize such communities is an emerging research theme. While it is 

generally hoped that rural travel and urban-rural exchange can provide a much needed 

window for the struggling communities to renew a sense of identity and also facilitate 
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repopulating the countryside, actual effects have either been extremely limited or 

insignificant to stem demographic decline (Matanle & Rausch, 2011). Nevertheless, we 

contend that studying these regions as tourist destinations offer significant prospects. While 

many communities will inevitably disappear as Japan shifts into a hyper-aged society, they 

remain important locations due to the strong connection of the rural population with nature, a 

history of low-impact lifestyle and traditional knowledge of environmental management. 

Together, these aspects are vital for developing any ecotourism or green tourism vision, and 

must be thoroughly evaluated before the villages disappear altogether.  

3. Research Method 

This research is mainly based on fieldwork carried out in the Yamaguchi and Shimane 

prefectures, located in the southern and southwestern tips of the main island of Japan, Honshu. 

The researchers visited a large number of mountain villages spanning a period of three years. 

In Shimane, the study sites are located along the 81 kilometer long Takatsu River, which 

flows through some of the most extremely depopulated communities in the country. In 

Yamaguchi the main study site is located in the Nishiki River Basin, known as one of the 

most visually beautiful areas in the prefecture.  

In depth interviews, mapping of cultural histories and participant observation were used for 

the field research. The research framework was qualitative, which allowed the researchers to 

compare the significance of the findings across multiple levels (Patton, 2001, Creswell, 2002), 

and explore dichotomies in narratives. The field-based design is considered especially 

appropriate for exploring the relationships between communities and nature from 

environmental sociological and human geographical perspective (Vaccaro et al. 2010) and the 

participatory nature of the fieldwork is deemed vital for analysis of tourism activities based in 

particular cultural settings (Richards & Munsters, 2010). The findings were compared with 

data from content analysis regarding the general backdrop and wider significance.  

4. Case Studies: „Mountainous Regions‟ in Yamaguchi and Shimane Prefectures  

 
Figure 1. Fishing enthusiasts enjoying a summer day near a clear stream in Shimane: A 

typical river landscape in the mountainous regions of West Japan 
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In this paper, we look at two river basins in Yamaguchi and Shimane Prefectures. In the 

Yamaguchi Prefecture, the focus in on the Nishiki River watershed, and in Shimane, the 

Takatsu River watershed (photo in Figure 1 above) is explored. Incidentally, geological 

studies spread across these two watersheds have revealed that the two rivers used to flow in 

an interconnected network of waterways, before artificial channel alteration in historic times 

(Yamauchi and Shiraishi, 2010). The two watershed areas share many similarities in 

landscapes, the most prominent one is the prevalence of mountains, and narrow valleys where 

human habitations are concentrated. Both basins, due to their topographic features, have 

precluded large scale industrial or traffic infrastructure development. Both areas are thus 

typical „mountainous regions‟ (chûsankan chiiki): a term specifically used to denote mountain 

villages and towns in Japan which are facing threats like aging, depopulation, and lack of 

urban economic development (Seki and Matsunaga, 2010). The term has recently attracted 

scholarly and policy attention, due to the fact that such „mountainous regions‟ are the most 

adversely affected by the demographic transition, while they retain naturally rich, beautiful 

landscapes ideally suited for rural tourism. The MAFF observes that 73% of the land area in 

Japan can be classified as „mountainous regions‟, which together cover 40% of all cultivated 

land, nearly 44% of the total population, and nearly 35% of the total agricultural produce of 

the country (MAFF, n.d.). In this sense, areas like the Nishiki and Takatsu River watersheds 

are fairly typical of the general rural landscape of Japan. Seki (2007) has pointed out that the 

Shimane example is a representative case for rural regions in Japan, and although these areas 

are generally seen as „inhibited by natural constraints (jôken-fu-ri-chiiki) (Miyazaki, 2000), 

they are also deemed extremely important for „sustainable regional planning‟ in a post growth 

Japan, and as model regions of relatively low-impact, close-to-nature lifestyle (Ibid).  

4.1 Yamaguchi Prefecture: Green Tourism at a Glance 

Yamaguchi Prefecture is located at the southern tip of the largest and the central island of the 

Japanese archipelago, Honshu. The prefecture has a total area of 6111 sq.km, and a total 

population of 1,421,370 (Yamaguchi Prefecture, 2013). The prefecture is seriously affected 

by aging and depopulation in the rural areas. In 2012, 29.2 % of the population was aged 65 

and above. What is alarming is that the 0-14 year cohort was smaller in size (12.6%) than the 

hyper-aged cohort (aged 75 and above) which stood at 15.6% (Yamaguchi Prefecture, 2013). 

Thus the long term prediction, in demographic terms, is that of an increasingly hyper aged 

society, with advancing depopulation the resultant effect. 4200 sq.km. (i.e. nearly 70%) of the 

land area is considered as „mountainous‟ and as of 2010, 367,000 people inhabited this area. 

This shows that the mountainous regions in the prefecture are very sparsely populated.  

The urban infrastructure and comparatively dense human habitations are concentrated in the 

southern part of the prefecture. Yamaguchi City (the prefecture capital), Shimonoseki City, 

Ube City and Shûnan City are some major urban areas. The northern part of the prefecture is 

mainly rural. During the „Great Merger of 2006 (heisei dai-gappei‟), many rural units were 

amalgamated into urban areas—this is seen as an important milestone as far as rural-urban 

tourist interchange in the prefecture is concerned (Asamizu, 2012).  

As noted earlier, green tourism centering on urban-rural interactions became a policy focus at 
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the national level with the passage of the Green Tourism Law in 1994. In 1997, Yamaguchi 

Prefecture issued a green tourism manual—this document focused on the rural lifestyle and 

sought to develop it as a tourism package. Notable examples of this „rural life‟ were Towa, 

Aga, Nishiki, Kumage and Ato Towns, all of which were amalgamated into larger municipal 

bodies in 2006 (Note 3). In particular, Towa, or the Suo-Ôshima Island became famous as a 

„successful model‟ of developing rural tourism.  

Early efforts to increase urban-rural exchange through tourism in Yamaguchi began with a 

focus on high school students, who go on to „educational trips‟ or excursions every year in 

Japan. Initial figures were modest: between 1989 and 1996 only 224 high school students 

could be attracted to a program called K ôkôsei-nôka Hômusutei Suishin Jigyô (Homestay 

Promotion for High School Students). Green Tourism and Slow Tourism Promotion Plans 

were formulated in 2004 and 2011 respectively. In 2011, the Slow Tourism Promotion Plan 

had a funding of 32 million Yen (Asamizu, 2012). Eventually, two types of tourism 

promotion involving schoolchildren developed: the first one primarily draws elementary 

schoolchildren from the relatively urbanized parts of Yamaguchi and surrounding prefectures 

like Hiroshima and Shimane, and the second type mainly draws high school students from 

large urban conglomerations like Tokyo and Osaka. University students have emerged as 

another focus group—with Yamaguchi University as the leading stakeholder. Students of 

Yamaguchi University provide farming help in the rural areas through various programs run 

by the Faculty of Agriculture, the Faculty of Education and the Faculty of Economics.  

 

Yamashiro (Yamaguchi): A Case of Promoting Tourism through Educational Excursions:  

 

Figure 2. Nishiki River and the former Nishiki Town 

 

Iwakuni City is an agglomeration of urban and rural bodies—and can be divided into a 

largely urban area along the coast and villages inland. The Yamashiro Area in the former 

Nishiki Town is a primarily rural landscape with a mountainous terrain. The area has the 



Issues in Social Science 

ISSN 2329-521X 

2014, Vol. 2, No. 1 

www.macrothink.org/iss 65 

highest average elevation among all urban and rural units in Yamaguchi Prefecture—narrow 

mountain valleys are carved out by rivers like Nishiki and Usa. The Jyakuchi River, an 

upland tributary of the Nishiki watershed, is registered as one of the „beautiful waterways‟ in 

Japan by the Ministry of Environment (MoE) for its natural landscape (MoE, n.d.). In general, 

the area is known for its natural beauty, and idyllic villages (see Figure 2 above).  

 

Figure 3. Filming a Promotion Video on the Nishiki River 

 

Figure 4. Students engage in fishing during a trip to the countryside 

An NPO, „Hotto Nishiki‟ was established in 2006 in this area to promote regional attractions. 

The NPO is engaged in promoting various types of tourism activities such as canoeing, 

fishing, cooking local delicacies and farming experiences (Figures 3 and 4 above). The 

formation of the NPO was directly related to the 2006 merger of urban and rural units, as 

local residents began to worry whether they would be sidelined from decision-making in the 

wake of centralization of administration in a distant location (Hotto Nishiki, n.d.). The idea 
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was to provide a sense of reassurance to the local residents (the word Hotto in Japanese 

means „relief‟)—and pursue a rural development program with local collaborators. The NPO 

website proclaims a unique brand of tourism for the area by focusing on the natural landscape 

of the Nishiki River basin. According to this approach, activities to engage in farming 

experiences (green tourism) and children‟s interactions with the river (river tourism or 

ecotourism) will be encouraged, successful examples will be studied and a main goal is to 

increase the number of repeat visitors. The vision statement is important because it mentions 

three points: that the natural landscape of the river basin is the most important tourism capital 

of the area, that schoolchildren will be a main focus of the activities, and that the organization 

will follow a path of trial and error, which can be seen as a form of adaptive tourism 

management with a community base.  

 

Figure 5. Students learning about protecting Japanese Salamanders 

Beginning from 2011, a group of students from the Faculty of Economics at Yamaguchi 

University frequented the Yamashiro region for a year. In the initial phase, Hotto Nishiki 

played a crucial role by introducing local culture, lifestyle and rural tourism destinations to 

these students. Eventually, the students participated in a range of activities, such as trekking, 

riverside walking, filming trekking sessions, canoeing, rafting, preparing local cuisine, 

farming, learning about endangered species like the giant salamanders (Note 4) (see Figure 5 

above) and escorting younger students from elementary to junior high school levels. These 

activities culminated in a seminar at Yamaguchi University and preparation of a report by 

student volunteers and researchers that was later presented to the local residents.  
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Although the overall project was a success—it was warmly received by the local 

communities and fondly reflected upon by student participants—there were a few problems 

that hinted at why such activities have not succeeded uniformly at the national level. Firstly, 

the number of repeaters were less than half (9 out of 19) of the total number of students. This 

suggests that the majority of university students, who are otherwise busy with writing reports 

and searching for jobs, quickly switched their interest away from this rural area. Secondly, a 

key part of rural or green tourism is the length of the stay. Students were encouraged to visit 

the site multiple times to familiarize themselves with the seasonal changes in the landscape, 

but again, only a minority visited the site in different seasons. This indicates that even in 

those who were apparently interested to visit rural areas, a long term involvement with the 

place did not develop. While the short duration of the project (less than a year) may have 

been a contributing factor, it nevertheless suggests that the rural destinations did not interest a 

substantial part of students to the extent where they would repeat their trips. 

4.2 Shimane Prefecture: Reviewing a ‘Model’ of Integrating Rural and Urban Societies 

Shimane Prefecture, located next to Yamaguchi and to the Western seaboard of Japan, has the 

one of highest depopulation rates in Japan. In fact, it is the only prefecture where all 

comprising cities, towns and villages are either termed as „depopulated areas‟ (kaso-chiiki), 

or are wholly or partially affected by shrinking population (Zenkoku Kaso Chiiki Jiritsu 

Sokushin Renmei, 2012). Shimane topped the prefecture level depopulation figures from 

1955 to 2005: in half a century, the prefecture witnessed a net population decline of 20.1%, 

while the fraction of people 65 and above also consistently ranked it as one of the most aged 

communities at the national level (Seki and Matsunaga, 2010). It is said that the Japanese 

word for depopulation. „kaso‟ was first officially applied to describe a mass out-migration in 

the Hikimi Town area (now part of Masuda City), in the 1960s—and hence, Shimane is 

known as the point of origin of Japanese depopulation. Like Yamaguchi, Shimane is 

characterized by mountains and narrow valleys, making it one of the archetypal mountainous 

region landscapes in Japan. The depopulation rates are especially high in the Western part of 

the prefecture, in Hamada, Masuda Cities and Tsuwano and Yoshika Towns—which are part 

of an area referred to as the „Iwami Region‟.  

The trigger to the depopulation in the prefecture is generally traced back to a particularly 

damaging snowstorm and series of avalanches that buried several mountain hamlets in the 

year 1963 (Seki and Matsunaga, 2010). 1963, 1964 and 1965 became three consecutive years 

of excessive snowfall, which crippled local industries and village life, forcing residents to 

leave the Hikimi region. 20 years later, in 1983, a flood devastated Masuda and Hamada 

areas, fragmenting yet more resident communities. Apart from such natural disasters, the 

general topography of the region precluded large industrial and urban development, and 

villagers consistently relocated themselves into nearby urban centers like Hiroshima and 

Okayama during the large part of the prefecture‟s postwar history.  

As Shimane was the first prefecture to be seriously affected by rural depopulation, it became 

a frontrunner in devising responses to address rural decline (Seki, 2007). Seki has also 

proclaimed Shimane as a „model‟ prefecture for the rest of Japan—he advocates the „Shimane 
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style‟ of revitalizing rural areas, by creating small scale „local brands‟ and through „link-up‟ 

of rural production and urban demand geographies. Seki and Matsunaga (2009, 2010) later 

developed this concept into a model of „Agriculture, Industry (Note 5) and Business‟ 

(Nô-kô-shô renkei), or alternatively, a model of „Lifestyle and Production.‟ A particularly 

interesting case is that of the Takatsu River Basin area—due to its „naturally rich‟ landscape 

with unique local fishing and food-production traditions. We chose this area as our field study 

site in Shimane—our findings are discussed in the next sub-section of this article.   

Shimane Prefecture, in general, has a variety of tourist attractions that are based on natural 

and cultural, landscapes. Notable examples are the Iwami Silver Mines (designated as 

UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2007), the Oki Islands Geopark that was designated as a 

Global Geopark in 2013, the historic town of Tsuwano (often locally referred to „little 

Kyoto‟) and the Grand Shrine of Izumo. The Ama Island, located to the West of the mainland 

coast, has long stressed the idea of „self-sufficiency‟ and „local sustainability‟—and has 

resisted amalgamation with the larger Matsue City (Meguri no Wa, 2012). The Ama Island 

has consistently emphasized the idea of „exchange‟ (Community Travel Guide Henshû Iinkai, 

2012), and actively sought to promote interactions with outsiders, especially by younger 

people and foreigners in the island, which is otherwise affected by the general trend of 

depopulation. In general, Shimane Prefecture witnessed a tourist growth of 9.3% between 

2004 and 2009 (Seki and Matsunaga, 2010: 63).  

In their work on the tourism in and around the Masuda City area (the Takatsu River Basin 

area), Seki and Matsunaga observe that in the general backdrop of visitor increase in the 

prefecture, Masuda City registered the most conspicuous figures, a rise of 39% between 2004  

and 2009. This rise is, however, not a reflection of a sudden cascade of green tourists, as 

figures during this period were boosted by the opening of the Grand Toit Art Museum in 

Masuda, which continues to be a major tourist attraction to this date. Seki and Matsunaga 

observe that „slow‟ tourism (such as „walking‟) is growing in the area, backed up by the 

popularity of Tsuwano Town, which they describe as a „beautiful, historical landscape with 

colored fish swimming‟ in streams flowing through the townscape. Nevertheless, they note, 

Tsuwano was marketed as a tourist destination mainly by the mass media; certain parts of the 

landscape were chosen for this marketing and these areas did not necessarily reflect the 

ambition of the local residents. Another major success story, according to Seki and 

Matsunaga, is the concept of „Michi no Eki‟ (Road stations)—spread across the Mito, Hikimi, 

Nichihara and Tsuwano areas. The Michi no Eki concept was developed by the MLIT in 

1993: the idea was to provide selling space for local farmers and food producers in major 

highway junctions, and to develop these „stations‟ as resting points where travelers could get 

acquainted with local culture and appreciate local hospitality. A typical Michi no Eki has 

well-managed toilets, food courts, souvenir shops, detailed maps of the area it is located in, 

and pamphlets featuring information on local customs, lifestyle and cultural events. These 

stations are observed to have had a significant impact in familiarizing rural products to urban 

visitors, thereby fostering urban-rural interaction at both national and local levels (Nakasawa, 

2012).  
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4.3 The Takatsu River Basin: Green Tourism and Civilian Engagement  

  

Figure 6. The Takatsu River flowing near Nichihara 

One of the authors conducted research in the Takatsu River basin (photo in Figure 6 above) 

for a period spanning nearly three years: in this section, we mainly describe the findings of 

this ongoing research, particularly the aspects related to nature-based tourism.  

 

Figure 7. A pool in the Takatsu River, photo by the author. Recently such pools are 

undergoing rapid change, locals observe 

 

The Takatsu River is an 81 kilometer long stream flowing from the Yoshika Town in West 

Shimane, to the Sea of Japan. The basin size is 1090 sq.km and the river is joined by several 

other streams on its way to the sea (MLIT, n.d.), such as the Hikimi River and the Tsuwano 

River. The river has topped national water quality surveys a number of times in the recent 

past, most recently in 2007—leading to the identity as the „cleanest river in Japan‟ (Seiryû 

Nihon- ichi). The Takatsu is one of the very few rivers in Japan to flow without a large dam 
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(Shimane Prefecture, 2011) and it is also famous for its sweetfish (ayu) catch. The basin 

landscape is naturally diverse, with landforms like narrow gorges, large rocks standing on the 

waterway, meandering flow through mountain passes, distinct riffle and pool sequence (see 

Figure 7 above) and rich broadleaf forests in the upstream area (Shimane Prefecture, 2011). 

Local experts claim that as many as 80 fish species inhabit the river, apart from crustaceans 

and amphibians—making it one of the most dynamic river ecosystems left in a relatively 

natural condition in today‟s Japan (Toyota, 2012, personal correspondence). 

 

Figure 7. Andante 21 NPO workers with volunteering schoolchildren, after a „survey‟ of the 

local Hamaguri clam population in Masuda City 

However, the river remains underexplored as a destination for nature-based tourism. In 

addition, there is a lack of precise environmental data—no comprehensive source material is 

available in either print or digitized form (in Japanese) that studies the river and its rich 

ecosystem from an environmental point of view. A local NPO based in Masuda City, Andante 

21, is the most notable organization that seeks to address this knowledge vacuum: it is 

engaged in surveying the river landscape with layperson volunteers and its own small group 

of specialists (one of the field study sessions carried out by the NPO is photographed in 

Figure 8 above). Andante 21 has had some amount of success in evaluating the natural 

ecosystems and potential of nature-based tourism in the basin area: its surveys on the rare 

Hamaguri clams found in the rivermouth area suggest that there is a stro ng correlation 

between flow dynamics, upland forest conversion and the population of the clams. The NPO 

has been successful in partially preserving a critically endangered species of waterborne 

flowering plant, the Himebaikamo (Ranunculus kadzusensis Makino) in the watershed. 

Andante 21 has also recently started an effort to develop a „theme park‟ and a „nature trail‟ 

along the river, and it hopes to eventually designate the area as a hub of nature based tourism 

(Toyota, 2012, personal correspondence).  

Although the Takatsu River is one of the most dynamic rivers left in Japan, it still faces a 

number of critical issues. Our research results suggest that the river has witnessed a drastic 

reduction in the flow volume in the recent past, which is possibly correlated with upland 
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forest conversion (change of broadleaf forest cover to coniferous plantations leading to a 

deterioration of water-retention function of the upstream forests), there are more than one 

location where significant eutrophication can be observed (partially related to the lack of the 

flow volume), and that the physical properties of the pools in the riffle and pool sequences 

have changed towards higher levels of thermal pollution (consistent with a shallower river). 

In the postwar period, most Japanese rivers were subjected to extensive engineering projects 

and lost their natural riffle and pool sequences (Chakraborty, 2012), which are a key to a 

river‟s natural fish stock. Although the Takatsu remains a popular sweetfish fishing ground, 

inter-species variety has declined steadily. In addition, some of the tributary rivers like the 

Tsuwano River carry a significantly high pollutant load—which adds to the deterioration of 

the natural environment.  

A particularly interesting aspect of tourism in the basin is the involvement of the local civil 

society. As observed above, Andante 21 is monitoring the basin environment, and exploring 

the potential of nature-based tourism. Nearly all participants who sustain these efforts are 

volunteers. Andante 21 aims to expand the scope of nature based tourism by attracting local 

administrative authorities, and since 2013 it has joined hands with the Shimane Prefecture 

Office to develop a nature trail. It is also developing a digital database of natural resources, 

tourist spots and important cultural landscapes in the basin through Geographical Information 

Science (GIS)—this project is also supported by prefectural aid. Most volunteer participants 

who are associated with nature conservation or tourism promotion have a background of 

engaging with the river: either as professional fishermen, or forestry workers, or farmers. The 

region has also seen an expansion of organic farming: with local products such as the 

Nameko mushroom (Hikimi area) as flagship brands, apart from the usual emphasis on 

producing good quality rice.   

5. Discussion: „Green Tourism‟: Key for Revitalizing the Region? 

From the foregoing description of green tourism and regional revitalization efforts in the two 

cases of Yamaguchi and Shimane Prefectures, several points can be noted. We see these as 

typical features of mountainous regions in Japan—particularly for those areas which face 

problems like aging society and depopulation, and are considered „remote‟ due to their 

distance from large urban centers and „backward‟ due to the lack of large industrial 

complexes.  

Firstly, it can be claimed that green tourism in mountainous regions of Japan is driven more 

by the „rural revitalization‟ agenda and less by the nature conservation agenda. This is seen in 

both the cases of Yamashiro and Takatsu River basin areas, where the typical focus is on 

„revitalizing‟ declining communities. In this sense, green tourism is based on the idea of 

„repackaging‟ the rural destination and aimed at increasing tourist numbers. Particularly in the 

case of the Takatsu River basin, our research suggests that the quality of the natural 

environment has actually declined over the years, though there was some degree of success in 

restoring a few key species due to active civilian monitoring of the basin ecosystems. A 

number of local respondents suggested that the extensive redesigning of the Tsuwano River, 

with the primary goal of decorating the landscape of the Tsuwano town, affected its riparian 



Issues in Social Science 

ISSN 2329-521X 

2014, Vol. 2, No. 1 

www.macrothink.org/iss 72 

environments adversely. Comprehensive environmental impact reports are non-existent, and 

existing research articles such as Seki and Matsunaga (2010) look mainly at the „economic‟ 

part of revitalization initiatives: the researchers describe the „historical town-scape‟ of 

Tsuwano in positive terms, and do not analyze ecological implications of revitalization or 

tourism development schemes.  

Secondly, the cases indicate that with demographic change in Japan, tourism patterns are 

changing. This finding supports the argument of Jones (2012) regarding the general transition 

in Japanese tourism. Our findings also indicate that revitalizing declining areas through green 

tourism is an emerging policy objective mainly due to the strong attachment of the Japanese 

society to rice-farming. In both of our cases, nature-based or „green‟ tourism arose out of 

efforts to conserve the „furusato‟ (Note 6) village landscape, the origin of the NPO Hotto 

Nishiki is a case in point in this regard. Green tourism, as exemplified by the Hotto Nishiki 

case, has also evolved as a means to attract funding and attention for rural societies which 

fear further sidelining due to merger of rural units into large municipal bodies.  

Thirdly, it can be observed that despite the primary focus on regional revitalization goals  and 

persisting problems with the environment, rural „green‟ tourism has actually resulted in a 

reevaluation of the rural landscape. While the term „rural‟ is created and handled as a form of 

tourism capital, the root that sustains this capital is the natural landscape. This realization has 

helped set the landscape conservation agendas at the local level. Typically, both cases feature 

an emphasis on „experiencing nature‟—based on slow, direct and on-the-spot (chakuchigata) 

forms of tourism, which are very much opposite  to the urban-centered, high-speed mass 

tourism methods. Thus, it can be observed that though the primary agenda is revitalizing rural 

communities, the natural capital of the landscape is vital for sustaining these communities.  

Fourthly, a conspicuous trend is the involvement of school students, university students, and 

the civil society in green tourism activities. In the case of Yamashiro, Yamaguchi University 

students developed a good relationship with the local communities. Yamaguchi prefecture in 

general has enjoyed a remarkable growth as a rural tourism destination, this almost certainly 

bodes well for the consolidation of nature-based tourism in the area. This type of activity is 

encouraged by both prefecture level and national level authorities, and possibly indicates a 

trend where tourism planners are becoming increasingly aware of the prospects of developing 

green tourism in Japan‟s depopulated countryside.  

Fifthly, both cases help shed light on some important challenges. University level student 

involvement remains sporadic, and the rural areas are rarely perceived as „places to live in‟ by 

urban residents. This negative perception hinders the scope of participatory tourism 

management. It is also intriguing that while planners emphasize urban-rural exchange, there 

is no comparable initiative to link up similarly affected rural areas.  

Finally as a sixth and separate point, it is worth reemphasizing that the deterioration of the 

natural environment and the lack of reliable monitoring form the most important set of 

challenges for developing sustainable green tourism. As the Takatsu River case shows, many 

rural areas in Japan must address both issues of regional revitalization and conservation of the 

natural landscape at the same time. This will require more financial commitment from the 
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authorities and systematization of participatory environmental monitoring. In short, more 

efforts are needed to evaluate the condition of the natural environment, which provides the 

base for this type of tourism.  

6. Conclusion  

In this paper, we discussed two cases of green tourism in Japan‟s mountainous regions. We 

described the general condition of these regions, which are witnessing a demographic 

transition towards shrinking communities, loss of farming hands, and peripherality. We then 

observed the unique features of green tourism in these regions, and concluded that green 

tourism here has evolved as a vehicle for regional revitalization, but it also aids a 

re-evaluation the human relationship with nature. We also identified some important 

challenges—such as the low level of participation by urban stakeholders, absence of 

environmental monitoring, and deterioration of the natural landscape in some cases—as well 

as gaps between ideals and practice, mainly exemplified through the point that the nature 

conservation agenda has lagged behind the economic revitalization agenda. An important 

finding of this study is that rivers are an emerging focus of green tourism and regional 

revitalization in Japan. Both study areas derive a major part of their identity from rivers 

(Nishiki River for Yamaguchi and Takatsu River for Shimane) and ongoing green tourism 

activities in both areas converge on the common theme of beautiful river basin landscapes 

sustaining farming villages.  

It is finally worth asking, what are the lessons these cases offer for nature based tourism in 

general, and what can be the implications at a wider, possibly global level? The answer to 

these questions is a twofold one.  

In the case of Japan, „green‟ tourism is actually a standardized term used to describe a range 

of tourism activities conducted in rural areas, or semi-natural landscapes. A main feature of 

this type of tourism is said to be the interaction between urban and rural communities. When 

we consider that Japan is a society with strong day to day and symbolical attachment to rice 

farming, this becomes an interaction between food producers and consumers. This kind of 

rural tourism, based on food systems, has also gained popularity in Europe (Sidali et al.  2011, 

Campbell and Lopez-Ortiz, 2011). Furthermore, as Japan is poised to become the country 

with the most rapid population shrinkage experienced among industrialized nations by the 

middle of this century (The Japan Times, 2013)—the findings on how rural tourism has 

become a regional revitalization pathway and the prospects and challenges of rural tourism 

have significant implications for nature-based, sustainable tourism in general. A particularly 

important lesson is that while ministerial organs like the MAFF have been prominent in the 

standardization of the rural tourism discourse in Japan, important regional variants exist, and 

continue to develop as distinct forms of tourism based on local perceptions of nature. 

Secondly, a key feature of Japanese green tourism is the engagement of the civil society. In 

this study, we focused on the activities of two NPOs in Yamaguchi and Shimane. In general 

NPO involvement in Japan‟s rural tourism is on the rise, making it one of the most dynamic 

fields to study the impact of tourism at the local level. In addition, involvement of 

schoolchildren and university students is another emerging pathway for the diffusion of 
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nature-based tourism activities. Both types of interactions are dependent on the rural 

communities, especially on the older generation who provide relevant knowledge of the 

landscape, ecosystems, and keep track of long term changes. It is in this sense that the rapidly 

aging but still active societies of Japan‟s mountainous regions offer a vital resource for  

sustainable, nature based tourism.  
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Notes 

Note 1. Satoyama is the Japanese term for a broad range of managed landscapes, usually 

created out of the interaction between sedentary societies and nature. The term is defined as: 

“…a mosaic of different ecosystem types—secondary forests, farm lands, irrigation ponds, 

and grasslands—along with human settlements, which has been managed to produce bundles 

of ecosystem services for human well-being” (JSSA, 2010: 4).  

Note 2. Nôson Kyûka Hô. This law is also called Green Tourism Hô in Japanese.  

Note 3. Towa Town is now Suo-Ôshima city, Aga and Nishiki Towns are parts of Iwakuni 

City, Kumage Town is in Shunan City and Ato has become a part of Yamaguchi City.  

Note 4. The Japanese giant salamander, ôsanshouo—is one of the largest amphibian species 

in the world. The species used to be widespread in Japanese rivers, but their numbers have 

dwindled recently.  

Note 5. Seki and Matsunaga generally imply small scale industries like food production, 

processing and apparel often based on household basis—through the term „industry‟. 
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