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The current situation of and problems related to "Ecotourism” in Japan: Field Studies in Iriomote

Island, Okinawa, Japan

Natsuki Okuda
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During recent years ecotourism has spread fast in Japan. Such tourism is now causing a threat to the environment.
Preliminary surveys have revealed many examples of human impact on the environment. Such cases are probably
derived from the absence of reasonable designs for the application of ecotourism in the target areas.

Field studies were conducted during three seasons (Aug 2005, Nov 2005, and Mar 2006) in Iriomote Island,
Okinawa, Japan. The areas used by tourist companies for guided nature tours and where human impact is seen were
identified, and guides and local inhabitants were interviewed. Evaluation of the programs for environmental education
included in the ecotours was conducted by joining tours. Many examples of human impact that could cause disruption
of the environment were found. It might not be appropriate for all tour programs to usefully act as agencies of
environmental education. Interdisciplinary discussion produced recommendations for conservation.

The design of ecotourism may need to be completely changed to fit the social conditions of advanced countries
such as Japan, since ecotourism was originally aimed to fit the socio-economic conditions of developing countries.
The current practices of ecotourism in Japan are unlikely to offer trade off for those natural ecosystems which remain
largely intact. This is because, compared with the local communities' traditional ways of getting access to natural
resources, the practices of ecotourism in those areas will cause more damage to the ecosystem. Therefore, ecotourism
in Japan should be limited or restricted in order to conserve the regional environment and traditional culture that give a
region its cultural identity.

Key words : Ecotourism, Nature Guide Tour, Iriomote Island, Regional Identity
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