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From February 24-26, the UNWTO International Conference on Heritage Tourism was 

co-organized by the Japan Tourism Agency (JTA) of the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 

Transport and Tourism (MLIT) with support from the Nara Prefectural Government and 

focused on the question: How Do We Foster, Present and Preserve World Treasures? 

The conference took place in Nara, Japan home to the Monuments of Ancient Nara, 

inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1998.  

 

There were 185 participants in attendance from the public and private sectors, 

international organizations, non-profits, and academic institutions representing 36 

countries from around the world. Speakers and participants shared their experiences in 

developing and promoting heritage tourism and the challenges they’ve encountered to 

maintain sustainable levels of visitation.  

Ms. Yuri Furusawa, Vice Commissioner of the Japan Tourism Agency opened the 

conference by speaking of Japan’s commitment to become “a tourism oriented country” 

and the importance of the election of Japan to the Executive Council of UNWTO. Mr. 

Hae-Guk Hwang Regional Deputy Director for Asia and the Pacific at UNWTO 

highlighted Japan’s impressive achievement to have a 45% growth for inbound tourism 

with an extraordinary 55% increase in earnings through November 2015. He also 

emphasized UNWTO’s commitment to further study the integration of tourism and 

culture with the establishment of the Tourism and Culture office UNWTO Headquarters 

in Madrid, Spain.  Mr. Turuo Namikoshi, Vice Governor of Nara Prefecture, officially 

welcomed welcomed all of the participants to Nara Prefecture and emphasized the rich 

heritage found throughout the prefecture. The conference consisted of three sessions: 

1) Compatibility of Preservation and Utilization 2) Refinement of Tourism Resources 3) 

Sustainable Utilization. 

 



Compatibility of Preservation and Utilization  

The first session was moderated by Dr. Kumi Kato, Professor, Deputy Director Center 

for Tourism Research and Deputy Head of Faculty of Tourism Wakayama University. 

The session began with a presentation from Dr. Donald Hawkins, Professor at George 

Washington University. Dr. Hawkins focused his presentation on the growth of tourism 

in urban areas and the importance for public-private partnerships to preserve and 

develop tourist sites in a sustainable manner. He explained the concept of Walkable 

Urban Places (WalkUPs) and the importance of making cities and tourist attractions 

walkable. Improving accessibility to heritage resources has the potential to increase 

visitation and provide a high quality experience for the visitor.  

Dr. Mounir Bouchenaki, Director of the UNESCO Arab Regional Centre for World 

Heritage, spoke of the role of UNWTO and UNESCO in the development and protection 

of heritage sites. He discussed the importance of partnerships, in particular, that the 

negative impacts of tourism can be minimized through cooperation between academic 

institutions and the tourism sector. Speaking from the perspective of UNESCO, Dr. 

Bouchenaki also emphasized that the international organization is emphasizing the 

importance for nominations to the World Heritage List to include a destination 

management plan.  

Dr. Noriaki Nishiyama, Director of the Center for Advanced Tourism Studies at 

Hokkaido University discussed the concept of living heritage and its protection through 

the formation of destination management organizations. He highlighted the example of 

Taketomi Island and its successful policies to manage living heritage, notably its 

integration of traditional architecture and carrying capacity restrictions.  

Refinement of Tourism Resources 

The second session was moderated by Ms. Harmony Lamm, Deputy Manager of the 

UNWTO Regional Support Office for Asia and the Pacific. The session started with a 

presentation by Mr. Yoshinori Ochi, Director and Secretary General of the Japan 

Association of Travel Agents who discussed the value of school trips in Japan to World 

Heritage Sites and how they engender a sense of cultural appreciation among students. 



He highlighted the example of how the UNESCO/UNWTO Conference on Tourism 

Culture in Siem Reap, Cambodia in 2015 illustrated the value of creating special cultural 

experiences by utilizing the heritage sites as backdrop at the conference.  

Mr. Masato Takemoto, Manager of the Tanabe City Kumano Tourism Bureau spoke of 

the efforts for the region to work toward sustainable tourism, in particular by promoting 

small group tourism, improvement of signage, and developing international tourism 

campaigns. The third speaker, Dr. Amareswar Galla, Professor of the Global Change 

Institute at the University of Queensland and the Executive Director of the International 

Institute for the Inclusive Museum, spoke of the revival of heritage and tourism 

development of the Amaravati Ancient Town in India, the birthplace of Mahayana 

Buddhism. He used the case study of the restoration of Hoi An in Viet Nam as a best 

practice as the funds generated from tourism are used to conserve the buildings in the 

city. 

Sustainable Utilization 

The final session was moderated by Mr. Yoshiaki Takahashi, Director for International 

Affairs of the Japan Tourism Agency. The first speaker was Dr. Jordi Tresserras Juan, 

Director of the Laboratory of Heritage, Cultural Tourism and Creativity (LABPATC) at 

the University of Barcelona who talked about heritage tourism and sustainable 

development using case studies from Spain and Latin America. He also described the 

concept of “orange tourism”, which is focused on fostering experiential tourism and 

responsible tourism management.  

H.E. Sok Sangvar, Deputy Director General of APSARA National Authority Siem Reap, 

Cambodia gave the second presentation and featured conservation efforts and 

tourism’s impacts in Angkor. He made the point that although there are a large number 

of visitors to Angkor, due to its size, site management has become of increasing 

importance. He emphasized that while it is difficult to completely eliminate the impact of 

tourism, it is possible to minimize the negative impacts as much as possible. Angkor is a 

positive example because initiatives have been implemented on visitor flow 



management, carrying capacity, industry relationships and communication, and visitor 

orientations.   

The last speaker was Mr. Satoshi Nagasaki, Director of the Tourism Resources Division 

of the Japan Tourism Agency, who spoke about the number of foreign tourists coming 

to Japan and the dramatic surge in international arrivals recenly.  He highlighted the 

example of Shirakawa-go (Shirakawa village) in Japan which was inscribed as a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1995. Although visitors to Shirakawa-go have 

increased after the site was inscribed, other World Heritage Sites in Japan have not 

experienced a consistent level of visitation. Shirakawa-go has been successful due to 

the cooperation of community members, upgrading local tourism resources, as well as 

collaboration with other regions.  The joint efforts of the community and the government 

have increased tourism’s benefits. For example the revenue generated from parking lots 

has been used to restore and conserve the old farmhouses which are iconic to 

Shirakawa-go.  

The conference showcased the interdependence of heritage and tourism, but took this 

concept further by highlighting the experience in Japan and around the world on how to 

manage these resources and to increase the promotion of the heritage’s value. The 

speakers provided a range of expertise and viewpoints on how to capitalize on the value 

of heritage without damaging its intrinsic value to host communities. To illustrate the 

efforts to further integrate heritage preservation and utilization, the Nara Prefectural 

Government hosted technical tours to Asuka-mura and Katsuragi City. The conference 

and technical tours demonstrated that tourism, when managed sustainably, has the 

capacity to foster, present and protect world treasures.   

 

 

 

 

 


