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Conservation of World Heritage and Residents’ Lifestyles :
A Case Study of Shirakawago

SAITSU Yumiko

Fukuoka Institute of Technology
3-30-1 Wajiro-higashi, Higashi-ku, Fukuoka, 811-0295, Japan

Recently, several local communities have made attempts to be inscribed on
UNESCO’s World Heritage List. It seems that they consider inscription on the list as a
decisive success in community promotion. However, the consequences of inscription on
the World Heritage List are not always beneficial. I illustrate this point by a case study
of “Shirakawago,” which is one of the World Cultural Heritage sites of Japan. Critically,
it has been pointed out that the landscape of this area, which is the basis of its Cultural
Heritage status, has been changing in recent years.

- The expression “change” is often used to mean “deterioration” due to a rapid increase
in tourism. However, the changes that have taken place in Shirakawago cannot be re-
garded as only deterioration in the landscape. Since, the changes in Shirakawago have al-
so taken place in the name of “Shiikei,” which means an improvement project. In other
words, both “deterioration” and “improvement” have arisen in Shirakawago after in-
scription on the World Heritage List. In fact, it depends on one’s point of view as to
whether each change is regarded as “deterioration” or “improvement”, because there are
no objective criteria for determining the suitability of such changes. Therefore, who
judges the suitability of change inevitably becomes a problem. Moreover, there is also
the important issue of the tendency to disregard the residents’ point of view, though any
changes (whether “deterioration” or “improvement”) affect residents’ lifestyles.

In this paper, I attempt to bring the residents’ point of view to the foreground, and
show how overlooking their concerns can cause a kind of distortion within the conserva-
tion of landscapes, considering the conflict between the two protagonists : residents and
‘specialists’. Furthermore, this paper examines the reinforcement of regulations for “im-
provements” to the landscape after inscription on the World Heritage List, which have
not received much attention thus far.

Keywords : “Shirakawago”, “Gassho-zukuri” (traditional houses in the Gassho style), land-
scapes, “Shikei” (an improvement project), residents’ lifestyles
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