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OZE/KATASHINA FORUM:

The Japan’s second meeting
on the “Sustainable Tourism Standards”

From October 5 to 7, Ecotourism Japan
— with the cooperation of the UNWTO Re-
gional Support Office for Asia and Pacific
(RSOP), Ministry of Environment (MOE) Kan-
to Region Office, Japan Tourism Agency
(JTA), Global Sustainable Tourism Council
(GSTC), Japan Travel and Tourism Associa-
tion (JTTA), Oze Preservation Foundation,
Gunma Prefecture, Katashina Tourism
Association, Japan Ecolodge Association,
and East Japan Railway Company Takasaki
Branch — opened the OZE/KATASHINA FO-
RUM “Sustainable Tourism Standards” at
Katashina Village office in Gunma, Japan.

Participants included international ex-
perts from the ecotourism/sustainable
tourism field, national, regional and local
tourism boards, tour operators, interpre-
tative guides, accommodation owners and
operators, ecotourism bodies, community
leaders, nature schools, and scholars that
numbered over 100 individuals and organi-
zations. The forum emphasized on the im-
portance of recognizing the global sustain-
able tourism standards in the categories
in tourism destination, accommodation
and tour operator as well as the challeng-
es and benefits foreseen if the respective
standards were to be implemented in
Japan. The concepts of the GSTC Criteria
were recently introduced to align with the
Japan’s one of the new tourism strategies
- to improve the welfare and economy of
the local and regional communities while
linking to conservation and sustainable

04

destination management.

On the first day, a familiarization trip
took place in the Oze National Park where
the local mountain guides explained on
the history and natural aspects of the na-
tional park on its long wooden trails that
total nearly 70km within the national park
border. It was misty in the morning, but
later cleared its way while ‘white rainbow’
was seen by some of the lucky participants.
The group stayed overnight at one of the
mountain lodges to feel the atmosphere of
the park and observed how it is managed
as a preparatory study for the forum.

In the opening session, Mrs. Harmony
Lamm, the Deputy Manager of Program
and Public Relations at RSOAP, illustrated
the global picture of sustainable tourism
trend on behalf of Global Sustainable
Tourism Council (GSTC). It was clear to see
many parts of the world have begun to
embrace the criteria to benefit from apply-
ing them and also get high-lighted among
other neighboring competitors. It is a dy-
namic and opportunistic yet it may face
challenges to be more universally accepted
in the world.

The second speaker was Mrs. Ana Baez,
founding member of Costa Rica Ecotour-
ism Association (CANAECO) that also repre-
sented the Costa Rican Ministry of Tourism
who addressed the benefits of setting the
tourism standard that raised the awareness
within the industry. More importantly, the



idea must be implemented to make posi-
tive changes which in turn will be support-
ed by the visitors who enjoy one of the
best ecotourism destinations in the world.
She has underlined that the certification
scheme works regardless of the scale of
the businesses as most of the companies
certified in Costa Rica are among the small
entrepreneurs such as small hotels that
represent about 70% of the accommoda-
tion sector (60 or less rooms).

The third speaker was Kazuo Matsuura,
chairperson of Katashina Mountain Guide
Association, that reflected the local history
of the wetlands conservation as well as the
prospect of the protected area to be used
in a responsible manner by the tourists and
operators. Since half of the year is closed
down due to the heavy snow, the moun-
tain lodges and guides can enjoy working
seasonally that force them to look for an-
other half of the year as the part-timers
in often different fields. This seasonality
limits the type of people who stay there to
work, the people who enjoy the scenery
and the close interaction with nature. At
the same time others who do not like the
unstable seasonal job, walk away from the
village that is in fact leading to depopulate
the village.

There was a fruitful panel discussion im-
mediately followed the key notes, attend-
ed by Ministry of Environment, Tourism
Agency, Travel and Tourism Association,
and the vice mayor of the village with a
moderator with Asian Ecotourism Network.
It was unanimously agreed that some kind
of benchmarking process is necessary to
strengthen the monitoring and verifica-
tion of the tourism industry activities so
that minimization of the negative impacts

can be measured and controlled. In order
to achieve a better and more responsible
tourism community, Japan can use a good
platform with multi-stakeholder atten-
dance to study the feasibility of the imple-
mentation of the sustainable tourism stan-
dard, not in a distant future.

After these sessions, the floor was di-
vided into four concurrent sessions with
themes 1) accommodation 2) tour oper-
ator 3) destination 4) inbound tourism,
to study the application of the criteria at
the local level and to collect the voices of
the stakeholders how the criteria would
improve the resource management while
revitalizing the local economy that trickles
down to a resident level. Each topic came
up with a different idea to how to go by in
utilizing the criteria. Many argued that the
global standard may sound too much of a
big thing to embrace for the local people
especially among the elderly who often
take longer time to discuss when starting
something new. It may be easier to estab-
lish a good working-level model that can
demonstrate that the application of the
criteria works for both the people and the
earth.

The Oze/Katashina Forum has paved the
way for the adoption and implementation
of sustainable tourism management prac-
tices in Japan. This was not a replication
of Kumano forum that was held earlier
in the same year. The third forum is to be
held sometimes early 2017 with the first
training session of the GSTC criteria by the
authorized trainers to further study the
application of the criteria with the local
stakeholders in the different environment
both geographically and the nature/scale
of tourism practices.
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