


Summary

The program has been implemented by Kagoshima University since 2009 on an archipelago of islands in
southwestern Japan that is rich in natural biodiversity but faces challenges related to declining population,
industry, and communities, as well as the transmission of local culture.

The university saw the designation as a national park and registration as a World Natural Heritage site,
together with biodiversity conservation measures, as opportunities to increase the value of the region, slow
the decline in the local population, reaffirm the environmental culture of the islanders, and enhance their
well-being through two means: improved livelihoods and spiritual fulfillment.

This study highlights a successful capacity-building initiative in the areas of industry, welfare, education, and
the environment.

Community survey on environmental culture with residents Snapshot after community survey

Nishinakama Harvest Festival Field research on Amami’s environmental culture
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Challenges Addressed

The Amami Archipelago, with a population of less than 100,000, is an archipelago of eight islands with an
area of approximately 1,200 km2 located in southwestern Japan. In this region, as in many other regions
in Japan, the population is declining due to the aging of the population and the outflow of people. The
challenges are to secure a permanent and exchange population to stop this decline, create jobs to promote
the region, develop human resources to support the region, improve local medical care, and pass on local
culture.

In addition, alien species such as mongooses, feral cats, and many invasive plants are a threat to the
ecosystem of the island, which aims to be registered as a World Natural Heritage site, and the extermination
of these species and the establishment of a monitoring system have become issues.

The Amami Islands

Summary of the Process

When the government sought to designate the Amami Archipelago as a national park for registration as a
World Heritage site, it proposed two management concepts: “Ecosystem Management” and “Environmental
Culture.”

The Kagoshima Environmental Studies Program of Kagoshima University collaborated with the government’s
research on “environmental culture” and engaged in CEPA (Communication, Education, Participation, and
Awareness) efforts with the islanders. These efforts enabled the islanders to reaffirm the uniqueness and
value of their environmental culture, forming a foundation for the conservation of their natural environment
and capacity-building initiatives to improve their well-being.

Thanks to the efforts of many stakeholders, the Amami Archipelago was designated as a National Park in
2017, and parts of it were inscribed as a World Natural Heritage site in 2021. Around this time, measures
for resident participation, feral cat control, and monitoring invasive alien plants were advanced. In addition,
the mongoose population on Amami Oshima was successfully eradicated in 2024 under the government’s
initiative.

In addition, the university has been successful in promoting capacity-building initiatives, viewing the
reaffirmation of the islanders’ environmental culture as an opportunity to improve their well-being.
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1. Inclusive and Participatory Research on environmental culture
and CEPA’s efforts

When the Ministry of the Environment was seeking the designation of the Amami Archipelago as a national
park for the purpose of registration as the World Heritage site, it proposed two management concepts,
“Ecosystem Management Type” and “Environmental Culture Type,” with the support of Kagoshima University,
which had launched the Kagoshima Environmental Studies Project, a public-private collaboration aimed at
solving environmental problems in the region.

The “Ecosystem Management Type” concept aims to preserve the area as a registered World Natural
Heritage site, while the “Environmental Culture Type” concept supports cultural value by providing visitors
with a chance to experience the history and culture of people who have lived in harmony with nature in the
area, and have skillfully used and passed it on to future generations.

The purpose of Japan’s national parks is to protect natural scenic areas, promote their use, and contribute
to conservation of biodiversity. “Amamigunto National Park” was the first national park to propose the
concept of an Environmental Culture Type” national park that focuses on the nature and culture of the
region. The term “Amamigunto” means “the Amami Archipelago.

The Ministry of the Environment and Kagoshima University conducted an interview survey, as an attempt,
in collaboration with local residents in the Satoyama area of Amami, a candidate area for a national park, to
visualize the language and spirit that represent the culture of the islanders and how they live using nature,
and to understand the local environmental culture that has coexisted with nature.

Through many workshops and symposiums, including web-based workshops, the results of the survey
were shared with local residents and people from Amami living in the city, and through understanding the
uniqueness and value of the local environmental culture, the awareness that environmental culture has the
potential to strengthen community identity and seed independent economic development in the region
spread. This awareness has continued to spread.

What is Environmental Culture?
The concept of environmental culture is closely related to the nature-culture linkage.

In Kagoshima, this concept has been in use since around 1990, and more recently, it has been defined as:
“The general consciousness, lifestyle, and production style that local people have formed and acquired while
interacting with nature and influencing each other.”

Example 1:The topography and geology of the Amami Archipelago, characterized by “high island”
and “low island,” have significantly influenced the availability of natural resources such as water and
firewood, shaping the daily lives and cultural practices of the islanders. On the “high island,”
abundant river water allowed waterwheel-powered sugar manufacturing to flourish. In contrast,
the “low island” faced challenges in securing fire wood due to a lack of well-developed forests.

This scarcity led to trade with neighboring islands to obtain firewood, fostering cultural exchange.
The distinctions between these “high” and “low” islands have deeply shaped the islanders’ culture,
particularly their awareness of the importance of resource management. In turn, this awareness has
influenced their relationship with nature and played a role in defining the natural environment of the
islands.

Example 2: The awareness of the forbidden by the yokai Kenmun in the island’s folklore has
become a means of appropriate control of natural resources and coexistence with nature.
The “yokai” is closely related to the English word “ghost” or “supernatural creature”.

REHIHFEENOEFOLD, EXHEOEILAREEZBIRTERIC, MBOREMBEORAZBEL. ERBBOBESREZF IO IMEIL EIF TN
EBRERZOYR-MILY, TEEREBRE | LMREXCER I LVS2D0ERIV T ERELELAL, TEEREERR I, #HRAREEOEHFIREL TRE
ZEIET OO T TREXCR G, O BREREL, EFICRIALBAL TEEALZDELDER - XLEFRO—DEL TRHEL., XLOMFERELIE
505 ETTY . BADEI AR, BAORERMORESH A, EMSHEOERICFSTHILEBNELTOET M, D BREEICEALLT
BREXCRIEIABROIA 7P RESNADE, BEEHEEILBESOTTLUL, EXHEILETEEDE4IENVIBHKRTT,

REELBERERZRL. FREOHBEH T, —DOEAZLEL T, HEMYREICKY, BEXLAEORFBHIZOEEOEILTVTEZHLIC. BOADXILORKRTHDE
EOBH. BRAOFALLBESLORULEERZS(LL. BRAEHFL CELMIBORRXALEZEELEL, T WEBR—IXHBEULE<DOWSPI URITAZR
UT g ERPHBRACEUERHEELOTOFEORREHAL., HBOREXLOM B ECMEDCEREITHLT REXAAZ2ZTADTATUT4T4
DEALPHIFD B ISR FRBROECASTREEDSHHEDEHPBEMSYEL,



2. Biodiversity Conservation Activities with the Participation of Islanders

Through the efforts of the government, local government, and local residents, the Amami Islands were
designated as a National Park in 2017.

Subsequently, the extermination of non-native species such as mongoose, feral cat, etc., became a
challenge in maintaining the island’s biodiversity in preparation for the registration as a World Natural
Heritage site, and preserving the unique natural environment that forms the basis of the island’s
environmental culture. The mongoose, the biggest challenge of all, has been exterminated under
the government’s initiative and will be completely eliminated by 2024. Meanwhile, measures against
feral cats and monitoring of non-native plants were carried out with the cooperation of Kagoshima
University, the Ministry of the Environment, local governments, and local residents. In the case of feral
cat countermeasures, precedents from overseas were introduced and considerations for owners in
their daily lives were shared. In terms of invasive plant monitoring, continuous training sessions for local
residents have been held to improve their capabilities and share the results.
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Educational book on feral cats

Presentation at a local festival

Lecture before field training

Setting traps for feral cats

Training in identification of exotic plants

Snapshot after the training



Spring water of Kikai Island

3. Capacity Building through an Environmental Culture Approach

As the concept of environmental culture has spread throughout the island through research for national
park designation and CEPA efforts, Kagoshima University has developed a human resource development
program based on a reaffirmation of Amami’s environmental culture in order to halt the decline of the local
culture and community due to the decline in the local population and the spread of modern lifestyles. The
program is designed to help local people to develop their own business skills.

More than 100 people participated in the program, including local entrepreneurs and local government
officials. Participants in the program, who learned to integrate environmental culture with modern knowledge
and skills, have developed networks among themselves and are now independently developing product
development and experiential tour businesses, school education, and welfare programs.

Municipalities are incorporating environmental and cultural ideas in rebuilding aging meeting halls. In
addition, the number of outside collaborators and immigrants is increasing, and local communities that had
been on the decline are becoming more active. In addition, as an extension of the environmental culture that
has been used in the past, efforts are underway to consider how to interact with the natural environment
in the future. The environmental culture approach has improved livelihoods and enhanced the spirit of the
local community by strengthening ties between them, resulting in increased attachment to the island and
improved community well-being.

Web exchange meeting Snapshot after a training session

Paddy field in Amami-oshima Group work
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Kagoshima University’s Support for Research
Activities in the Amami Islands

Kagoshima University has established the International Center for Island Studies as one of its initiatives to
support not only the Kagoshima Environmental Studies Program but also the research and activities of local
residents, with the Amami Islands as a focal point.

Activities of the International Center for Island Studies

The Amami Islands have a subtropical climate. Much of the subtropical region in the world is characterized
by low precipitation, but the Amami Islands experience a subtropical marine climate with over 2,000 mm
of rainfall per year. As a result, subtropical rainforests thrive on the islands. Approximately 1,800 species of
vascular plants can be found there, about 60 of which are endemic to the islands. Some plants, such as
Quercus miyagii, grow into huge trees with buttress roots. Among the flora, around 300 species are exotic
plants. Some of these exotic plants, such as Eichhornia crassipes, invade the habitats of native plants.
Coral reefs flourish in the surrounding seas, supporting a wide variety of marine animals and algae.

1. Coral reef, Yoron Island
2. Quercus miyagii buttress roots

3. Eichhornia crassipes

The International Center for Island Studies at Kagoshima University was established in 1980 and has been
conducting research on the islands in southern Japan and the South Pacific. In 2015, the center established the
Amami Branch in Naze, Amami City, to accelerate research and education in the Amami Islands in cooperation
with local governments. Some staff members from Kagoshima University are stationed at the branch, which
consists of a laboratory, a seminar room, and a staff room.
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Based at the Amami Branch, about 40 university faculty members from the Faculties of Science, Agriculture,
Law, Economics, Humanities, and Education, as well as from university museums, conduct research and
education on a variety of topics. Research results are disseminated to the local community through symposiums
and workshops, and educational activities are also conducted for local residents in various fields, such as
frequent field observations of terrestrial plants and coastal organisms.

4. Plant observation program 5. Laboratory in Amami Branch 6. Marine life observation program 7. A research team heading for Suwanosejima

in the Tokara Islands on a ship belonging to the Department of Fisheries. 8. Pamphlet to introduce plants that inhabit the coast
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