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Toward Building Schools for Coexistence Amidst Declining Birth Rates:
Based on Fieldwork in Seki City, Gifu Prefecture

Yasuhito TAMMA (University of Tsukuba)

Introduction

Amidst long-term declining birthrate trends, school downsizing and consolidation are progressing across Japan.
This social shift of population decline, intertwined with changes in work styles and family structures, is impacting
children's social relationships and lifestyles both within and beyond the school curriculum, including after-school
hours. Against this backdrop, learning needs within schools are diversifying, demanding consideration for students
with varied backgrounds and characteristics.

This paper explores the creation of schools as spaces for coexistence in a low-birthrate society, drawing insights

from a 2025 DFW visit to Seki City, Gifu Prefecture.

1. School Consolidation and Changes in Children's Lives

In Seki City, Gifu Prefecture, Itadori Elementary School will close in March 2026. Located in the former Itadori
Village, the school once had a peak enrollment of 120 students'. However, by the 2025 school year, enrollment had
dropped to just 9 students’. Articles in the school newsletter reveal that the school focused on hometown learning
and actively involved local residents in its development.

Starting in April 2026, children from the Itadori Elementary School district will commute by school bus to
Horado Elementary School. A concern arising from this change is how the children will spend their after-school
hours. However, moving forward, an after-school care program for children from working families will be
established using the local facility called the Itadori Community Center’. Even though the school itself will close,
the children's after-school gathering place will remain within their original community. We will be watching closely
for future developments in these efforts.

Regarding Seki City's overall school education system, the scale of municipal elementary and junior high
schools is as shown in Figure 1. The national standard scale is 12 to 18 classes per school. While some schools meet
this standard, a few large schools exceed it. Conversely, many schools are experiencing a trend toward smaller sizes.
The current Seki City consists of the former Seki City, which merged in February 2005, and surrounding two towns
and three villages. It is a large municipality covering an area of 472.33 km?. Even within the same city, regional

Elementary School Junior High School

(Number of Schools) (Number of Schools)
6 3

2 1

0 0
012345678 9101112131415161718192021222324252627 01234567 89101112131415161718192021222324252627

(Number of Classes) (Number of Classes)

Figure 1: Number of Seki City Elementary and Junior High Schools by Class Size (AY 2022)
(Source) Created based on the Gifu Prefecture School Basic Survey
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characteristics and challenges vary greatly. Population composition and projections differ significantly between the
central city area and the mountainous regions. Within this context, schools of remarkably diverse sizes are located
throughout the city to provide the necessary conditions for compulsory education.

Amidst this, junior high school consolidation was implemented in the former town and village areas in 2016.
Consequently, there are no longer any junior high schools in the former Itadori Village or former Kaminobo Village.
Since then, at least one elementary school has been maintained in each former town and village. However, with the
implementation of this consolidation, all elementary and junior high schools have now disappeared from the former

Itadori Village area.

2. Hometown Learning and Tourism Education in Closed School Areas

In the 2025 DFW program, research was done by two groups: Tourism and Education. The Tourism Group
focused on Oze Ukai (cormorant fishing) and Itadori Campground as primary case studies. Oze Ukai is a tradition
spanning over a thousand years on the Nagara River. On the other hand, the Itadori Campground provides an
experiential space for connecting with nature in the upper reaches of the Itadori River. Both tourism activities share
the common theme of rivers and humanity. For ecotourism to thrive within this context, it becomes necessary to
consider education from the perspective of nurturing successors. Concurrently, it is crucial for the residents living
in these areas themselves to engage in learning that helps them recognize the value of the resources within their
region.

Certainly, such learning could be developed for children in collaboration with school education. However, even
if attempting to utilize local resources as teaching materials for hometown learning, the very schools that would
serve as bases for this are being forced to close. Given this situation, the question arises: how can hometown learning
be developed in communities that have lost their schools? Research could examine changes in hometown learning
before and after school closures, considering not only the education at the consolidated school but also perspectives
from after-school and holiday social education programs. In this context, the framework of tourism education, which

connects local and external communities, might offer hints.

3. Japan's School System from the Perspective of Japanese Language Support Systems

Next, the DFW Education Group examined the theme of Japanese language learning for students with foreign
roots, clarifying the support systems and their actual implementation both within and outside schools. First, Table 1
summarizes the recent trends in the number of students requiring Japanese language instruction in Seki City. As of
the 2024 academic year, there are 54 students across 12 elementary schools and 21 students across 4 junior high
schools. Fluctuations were observed not only in the number of students but also in the number of schools involved.
Key support systems included the Friends Tawara Classroom, an initial adaptation guidance program for foreign
children and students administered by the Board of Education within the school system, along with the dispatch of
educational consultants for foreign students. Within the local community, initiatives like the Tsubasa Classroom and
Wakakusa Classroom were implemented through collaboration between civic groups and the International Exchange
Association.

Support for students requiring Japanese language education is needed not only in Seki City but across various

regions. Beyond the increase in the number of students with foreign roots, some municipalities also report an
6



Table 1: Trends in the Number of Students Requiring Japanese Language Instruction in Seki City

Academic Year| 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Number of Students 57 61 42 42 61 52 54
Number of Elementary Schools 9 10 9 9 12 12 12
Number of Students 35 28 18 18 19 21 21
Number of Junior High Schools 3 4 5 5 5 4 4

(Source) Created based on Education in Seki City for academic years 2019-2025

increase in the number of foreign languages spoken as a mother tongue by these children®. Consequently, the training
and securing of personnel for support provided by instructors and counselors in schools, as well as support from
local volunteers, has become an urgent priority.

For example, Nishio City in Aichi Prefecture has expanded its Colorful initiative, an early Japanese language
instruction program”. This is essentially a pre-class program. It provides regular, group-based instruction, typically
lasting about three months, to students who need initial guidance on Japanese language and school life in Japan,
such as those who have just arrived in the country. Nishio City established Colorful at one junior high school within
the city starting in AY2020 and added another school in AY2025. Instructors also visit elementary and junior high
schools where Colorful is not yet established. Instruction is provided in Portuguese, Spanish, Vietnamese, Filipino,
Chinese, Indonesian, and English.

Based on practices in Seki City and Nishio City, municipalities experiencing continued influxes of residents
with foreign roots will need to systematically build educational systems that include students for whom Japanese is
not their first language. This may involve combining individual support with group instruction both within and
outside the school curriculum. Collaboration and cooperation with civic groups will be essential to explore ways of
ensuring learning based on the process of acquiring both the student's everyday language and the language of

learning.

4. Creating Schools as Spaces for Coexistence

Finally, we would like to add two additional perspectives toward building schools as places of coexistence.
While these were not necessarily themes of the 2025 DFW, we wish to note them as important perspectives when
considering school development under declining birthrate trends.

The first concerns special needs education. Nationally, the number of special needs classes has continued to
increase in recent years®. In Seki City's elementary and junior high schools, as shown in Table 2, while the total
number of regular classes is decreasing in elementary schools and slightly increasing in junior high schools, the
number of special needs classes for autism and emotional disorders has significantly increased. Furthermore, Seki
City has implemented measures such as assigning special education assistants to support students who could not be
placed in special education classes, and establishing resource rooms staffed by teachers or itinerant instructors. This
highlights the challenge of how school education should respond to the growing demand for special education.

The second issue is addressing children who are not attending school. Here, we focus on the efforts of the
School-Based Educational Support Centers. Seki City's four junior high schools have established what are called L

Classrooms, essentially in-school alternative programs. In the 2024 academic year, a total of 53 students enrolled.



Table 2: Trends in Regular Classrooms and Special Support Classrooms in Seki City Elementary and

Junior High Schools

School Type Academic Year| 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Elementary School [Regular Classrooms 185 183 173 171 163 165

Special Support Classrooms 37 39 41 42 41 41

Breakdown: Intellectual Disabilities Special Support Classrooms 14 16 17 18 18 18

Physical Disabilities Special Support Classrooms 4 4 3 3 1 1

Autism/Emotional Disorders Special Support Classrooms 19 19 21 21 22 22

Junior High School |Regular Classrooms 75 75 76 79 79 79

Special Support Classrooms 19 19 19 20 25 25

Breakdown: Intellectual Disabilities Special Support Classrooms 9 9 8 8 10 10

Autism/Emotional Disorders Special Support Classrooms 10 10 11 12 15 15

(Source) Created based on Education in Seki City for academic years 2019-2025

The Gifu Prefectural Board of Education's School Safety Division outlines Support for School Non-attendance to
the Student's Condition, conceptualizing support in three areas: (1) Prevention, (2) Early Detection and Response,
and (3) Response to Prolonged Absence. The efforts of the School-Based Educational Support Centers fall under
category (2) ’. Although located within the same school building, it is neither a classroom nor the health room or
school library. It is a place where students can feel safe and at ease, and it has also been described as a space that
bridges the gap between inside and outside the school®. While the L Classroom is one approach within the school,
the challenge lies in comprehensively establishing learning support for increasing numbers of non-attending

children and students both inside and outside the school.

5. School Consolidation and Expansion Through Community Collaboration

From the above, it can be observed that under declining birthrate trends, schools are not merely downsizing in
scale. Rather, functionally speaking, there is a discernible movement toward expanding and enhancing their
capabilities for fostering coexistence. This raises the question of how to conceptualize the downsizing and
enhancement of schools. However, this is not a movement where schools alone take on new functions. The key to

"9, Realizing

achieving both smaller scale and multifunctionality in schools lies in envisioning "Schools as Platforms
this requires an approach where school education engages with local community challenges and resources,
collaborating with local talent and organizations to link community development with school development. While
maintaining this perspective of school downsizing and enhancement through community collaboration, we will

continue to monitor developments in Seki City.

Seki City Itadori Elementary School "School Newsletter" February 2026 Issue. (in Japanese)
2 Gifu Prefectural Board of Education "List of Schools for AY2025". (in Japanese)
* Seki City Board of Education Secretariat, Education Administration Division, "Itadori-gawa Junior High School District School Reorganization
Newsletter" No.3, November 2025. (in Japanese)
For example, in Chiba City, Chiba Prefecture, the number of native languages spoken by children and students other than Japanese increased from
22 languages (AY2020) to 32 languages (AY2025), according to reports. Chiba City Board of Education, "Issues and Future Measures Regarding
the Japanese Language Instruction System," 3rd Meeting of the Chiba City School Education Council, AY2025, Document 6, p.10. (in Japanese)
° Nishio City Official Website, "What is the Japanese Initial Instruction Classroom Colorful?" Nishio City Board of Education Secretariat, School
Education Division (https:/www.city.nishio.aichi.jp/kosodate/gakko/1005136/1001446/1005040.html), last accessed February 28, 2026. (in
Japanese)

¢ Kotaro Kawada, "Consideration Regarding the Increase in Special Needs Classes." Journal of The Human Development Research, Minamikyushu
University Vol.15, 2025, pp.3-8. (in Japanese)

7 Gifu Prefecture Official Website, "Support for School Non-attendance Based on the Student's Condition." Gifu Prefectural Board of Education
School Safety Division (https://www.pref.gifu.lg.jp/page/415635.html), last accessed February 28, 2026. (in Japanese)

8 Nakano Ayaka. "Exploring the Spatial Characteristics of In-School Educational Support Centers: Children’s Agency in Flexible Spaces." The Journal

of Child Study, No.31, 2025, pp.193-207. (in Japanese)

°  Tomoko Kashiwagi, Taketoshi Goto, Noriko Katayama, and Makito Yurita, Schools as Platforms: Management of Multidisciplinary and Multi-

agency Collaboration and the Role of Education, Minerva Shobo, 2025. (in Japanese)
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1. Introduction
1.1 Overview of Migration in Japan

Japan is one of the countries in the world facing concerns about an aging population. Over 28 percent of its
population is 65 years old and above, while less than 60 percent is in the working-age group (15 to 64 years;
Cabinet Office, 2019, as cited in Liu-Farrer et al., 2023). Such a trend has led to a shortage of domestic labor,
heavily affecting sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, care work and construction (Liu-Farrer et al.,
2023). In response, Japan has tried to attract foreign workers to fill labor market shortages (ibid).

As aresult of these migration policy efforts, Japan has had a growing number of foreign residents in recent
years, as can be seen from the data provided by the Immigration Service Agency of Japan (2025). Figure 1
illustrates that the number of foreign residents has increased from 2012 to 2024. Moreover, when looking at
data broken down by prefecture (Immigration Service Agency of Japan, 2025) it can be observed that growth
is not only in major cities but also in rural areas (Figure 2). Although there are fewer foreign residents in rural
areas than major cities, the numbers are growing. This trend indicates a nationwide shift, suggesting that

foreign labor is becoming an increasingly important part of Japan's regional and national workforce.

Figure 1: Number of Foreign Residents in Japan (2012 - 2024)
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Figure 2: Number of Foreign Residents by Prefecture in Japan (2012-2024)
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Like the national trend, there has been an increasing number of foreign residents in Gifu Prefecture. In
Figure 2, from 60,206 in 2019 the number grew to 74,750 in 2024 (Immigration Service Agency of Japan,
2025). Seki City, the area with the sixth highest number of foreign residents in Gifu Prefecture (Gifu Prefecture,
2025), also exhibits similarities with the national and prefectural trends, as shown in Figure 3. From 2017 to
2024, while the Japanese population has decreased, the number of foreign residents in Seki has grown.
Although there was a significant dip during the COVID-19 pandemic, the numbers bounced back in 2022 and
are likely to continue to grow. In Figure 4, in terms of origin, the largest group are the Vietnamese, who
accounted for 1,052 individuals, followed by Brazilians, Filipinos, Chinese, Indonesians, and others (Gifu

Prefecture Official Homepage, 2024).

Figure 3: Comparison of Population Trend between Japanese and Foreigners in Seki City
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Figure 4: Number of Foreign Residents by Nationality in Seki
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The trend is quite different for children with foreign roots living in Seki City, however. The Vietnamese
residents tend to be single and hold technical intern visas, which restricts them from bringing their families to
Japan, resulting in a low number of Vietnamese children. This leaves children with Brazilian, Filipino, and
Chinese roots as the predominant groups. Most of them are in elementary school (grades one to six), although
some are also junior high school students (grades seven to nine).

Many Brazilian students in Seki City are of Japanese descent, known as Nikkeijin. Migration to Japan from
Brazil increased in the late 1980s due to the revision of the Japanese immigration law which introduced a new
visa classification known as the 'Long-Term Resident (teijizsha)' visa, which permits individuals with Japanese
heritage, specifically of the second or third generation, to apply for residency under this category (Goto, 2006).
On the other hand, students in Seki City with Filipino roots typically come from families where the Filipino
parent married into a Japanese household. In these cases, the marriages were usually arranged before they
moved to Japan, a practice which has been common in the countryside of Japan and South Korea and is also

becoming more prevalent in rural China (Umeda, 2010).

1.2 Challenges Faced by Seki City Children with Foreign Roots

As its foreign population grows, Seki City is facing integration challenges among its foreign population.
One such challenge is that compulsory education is not mandatory for migrant students without Japanese
nationality (Joshi & Tabata, 2021; Tokunaga, 2018). The Japanese education system is typically six years of
elementary school, three years of lower secondary (junior high school or JHS), three years of upper secondary
(senior high school, SHS), and four years of university or other tertiary education (Birkner, 2024). Compulsory
education is the first nine and it is provided for free (Joshi & Tabata, 2021; Maruyama, 2018; Drinck, 2017 as
cited in Birkner, 2024).

As mentioned, it is not mandatory for children without Japanese roots, but they are still provided equal
treatment should they desire to pursue this level of education. While migrant students are eligible for free
textbooks and other forms of assistance, challenges remain in accessing accurate and timely information about
these educational opportunities (Joshi & Tabata, 2021; Maruyama, 2018; Tokunaga, 2018). Unlike Japanese
parents who are provided with information, migrant parents must notify the local board of education, as they
do not receive official orientation about the school system (Maruyama, 2018).

There is also the ongoing challenge of meeting the learning needs of children with foreign roots in Japanese
classrooms. Many children with foreign roots in Seki City still need Japanese language support during
compulsory schooling (Figure 5). Children with Brazilian and Filipino roots are the top two groups needing
language support. Without proper intervention, these children may face limited opportunities in life, especially

in employment.
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Figure 5: Number of Children Needing Japanese Language Assistance in Seki City
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Based on the literature, Nikkeijin and children of marriage migrants who lack fluency in Japanese may
encounter additional challenges in formal education. One challenge is the "glass ceiling" (Brody, 2002).
Despite their decision to remain in Japan, the education system offers insufficient support, especially during
junior high school, leaving Nikkeijin with limited prospects in the future (ibid). These limitations manifest in
difficulties accessing higher education and advancing in their careers. Nowadays, more second- and third-
generation Nikkeijin are gradually entering higher education (Nippon Foundation, 2025). However, the issues
of Nikkeijin in school are still complicated in many ways, such as educational adaptation, cultural assimilation,
language problems, and identity issues, among others (ibid). Some of these issues impact their self-esteem,
which also affects their school attendance (ibid).

The same is true for the Filipino-Japanese children of marriage migrants. These children reported having
unbalanced Japanese vocabulary skills. Some missed elementary school due to moving between their two
countries (Nobue, 2010). However, for others, they came to Japan after graduating from junior high school or
while they were still studying in high school in the Philippines (Sasaki, 2018). They aspire to become
professionals, yet these children with foreign roots recognize that they lack the necessary qualifications (Nobue,
2010). Nobue (2010) noted that, in some cases, Filipino-Japanese students attending night classes lack
important information about colleges and the different admission systems in Japan, leading many to drop out
after completing compulsory education. Hence, Japanese language support is crucial for their future

opportunities.

1.3 Implementation of Japanese Language Support Interventions in Various Areas in Japan

Fortunately, Japanese language support is available. According to the Japanese Language Education
Promotion Act (2019), the government needs to formulate and promote Japanese language measures to ensure
that foreign nationals and Japanese citizens can live “harmoniously.” While the national government oversees
the policy's overall legislative and financial aspects, local governments are responsible for formulating and

implementing measures tailored to their context (Japanese Language Education Promotion Act, 2019). Since
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interventions are decentralized to the local governments, this leads to potential variations depending on the
local governments' capacity.

Japanese language support is more established in areas with higher foreign population concentration, like
Tokyo and Shizuoka. For example, in Hamamatsu, Shizuoka, the local government has offered integration
programs since 1990 for families who have migrated to Japan (Takenoshita et al., 2014). They have also hired
language assistants to tutor children with foreign roots who are not fluent in Japanese (ibid). Furthermore,
nonprofit organizations (NPOs) and private schools that assist in educating these children also receive support
from the Hamamatsu government (ibid). Meanwhile, in Tokyo, most wards promote Japanese language
programs for children and adult migrants (Lee & Niiya, 2021). Moreover, government agencies in Tokyo have
created a Japanese language guidebook for teachers (ibid). Rather than relying on support from the Tokyo
government, there is a cooperative network between the local boards of education, schools, and non-
governmental organizations (Tokyo Metropolitan Board of Education, 2024).

In contrast, smaller cities like Niigata and Seki have only recently started to see a rise in foreign residents.
These areas may have had less time and fewer resources to build comprehensive language support systems.
Niigata Prefecture created a network to support the education of children with foreign roots and do activities
like literakoya, a study club run by volunteers that provides support by translating elementary school textbooks
into English and Chinese(Sasaki, 2018). Meanwhile, for junior high school, they created a lesson guide which
the students can use outside of class (ibid). However, this kind of study club lacks support from the government
(ibid).

In comparison, Seki City is providing Japanese language support differently. From the pre-survey we
conducted in June 2025, the Seki City Board of Education mentioned that out of the 26 schools in Seki (17
elementary and 9 junior high schools), 16 schools need Japanese language support. Hence, the Board
categorized the Japanese language support for students with foreign roots that they employ in these schools
into four groups:

1. Type 1: Education counselors for foreign children (/B A\ R EAEHERKE [Gaikoukujin jido
seito kyoiku sodan-in]). These professionals provide Japanese language instruction to students and
can also communicate with families in their native languages.

2. Type 2: Specialist adaptation advisors for foreign children hired by Gifu Prefecture (JME AR E
EEEISTEEE |Gaikokujin jido seito tekiou shido-in]. These specialists perform similar duties to
the education counselors, like assisting students in Japanese language acquisition.

3. Type 3: Friends Tawara Classroom (7 V> XH R ZE [Furenzu tawara kyoshitsu]), which
comprises three staff members. This program supports newly arrived students with little to no
proficiency in Japanese. They offer survival-level language instruction and guidance on essential
school rules for a maximum of six months.

4. Type 4: Special/Additional Japanese Teachers (H ZAFEHEEDOINELEE |Nihongo shido no kahai
kyoin)) are deployed across six schools with the highest concentration of students needing Japanese
language support. Each school is assigned one teacher.

Apart from these four types, there is also language support coming from Seki International Exchange

Association, which operates as a quasi-government organization:
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1. Tsubasa Classroom: An after-school class for primary and junior high school students to get
assistance with their schoolwork (Gifu International Center, n.d.-a).

2. Wakakusa Classroom: An after-school online learning support program for junior high school
students, providing supplementary support for school curriculum content and learning assistance for
students preparing for high school entrance exams (Gifu International Center, n.d.-b).

Despite the ongoing efforts in Seki City, challenges remain, including insufficient qualified teachers
available to support the children, the aging of volunteer teachers, financial constraints, and the changing needs
of learners, among others. Less attention has been given to how areas with a smaller yet increasing foreign
populations implement Japanese language support programs. With foreign residents making up 3.65% of Seki
City's population as of July 2025, just slightly above the national average of 3.04% (Immigration Services
Agency of Japan, 2024), this issue is becoming increasingly pressing. To effectively prepare for both current
and future needs resulting from a growing foreign population, it is essential for the city to recognize and address
these realities. Examining how Seki City addresses these challenges, while working with limited resources and

building institutional capacity, could provide valuable insights for other small cities facing similar challenges.

2. Research Questions
Given the situation described above, this research project focused on understanding how Seki City is
addressing the learning issues faced by students with foreign roots due to disparities in their Japanese language
abilities. This study attempted to explore the efforts made by government and quasi-governmental bodies by
addressing the following questions:
a. What institutional mechanisms exist to support the learning needs of elementary and junior high school
students with foreign roots in Seki City?
b. How do government agencies and other stakeholders cooperate in delivering these learning support
programs?

c. What are the gaps in the implementation of these existing learning support systems?

3. Methodology
3.1 General Description of Methods
Approach:
This study utilizes a case study design using Seki City as its case in question. A case study allows us to
highlight how Seki City has implemented learning support mechanisms for students with foreign roots.
Study Site: Seki City.
Data Collection Methods:

e Literature Review: A literature review was conducted to frame the research within broader academic
discussions on the educational challenges faced by children with foreign roots in Japan, as well as the
existing measures undertaken by the Japanese government and other local governments to address these
concerns. Materials used included journals, reports, books, and other sources.

e Observation: Classroom observations were conducted in one elementary school (identified as Seki City

Elementary School in this report) and one junior high school (identified as Seki City Junior High
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School in this report), as well as Tsubasa Classroom (in person) and Wakakusa Classroom (online). In
this report, these two will be identified as Supplementary Classes. Some of the four types of learning
support mechanisms under the Board of Education were observed in Seki City Junior High School and
Seki City Elementary School.

e Interviews: We conducted interviews with target respondents from the following institutions: Seki City
Municipal Government (Board of Education); Seki International Exchange Association; and teachers
from Seki City Junior High School and Seki City Elementary School, as well as instructors from the
Supplementary Classes who are providing learning support to students with foreign roots. Table 1 below

summarizes the content and purpose of interviewing each participant.

Table 1: Summary of Interview Purpose

Question

Interviewees

Information

What institutional mechanisms
exist to support the learning
needs of elementary and junior
high

foreign roots in Seki City?

school students with

Seki City Board of Education;
Seki International Exchange

Association.

Information on various support
mechanisms for the learning for

children with foreign roots

How do government agencies

and other stakeholders
cooperate in delivering these

learning support programs?

Seki City Board of Education;
Seki International Exchange
Association;

teachers.

Mechanism or ways by which
various stakeholders cooperate
in the implementation of the
learning interventions in Seki

City for students with foreign

roots
What are the gaps in the | Seki City Board of Education; | Challenges and gaps in
implementation  of  these | Seki International Exchange | providing learning support

existing learning  support | Association; teachers. interventions for children with
systems? foreign roots in Seki City.
Pre-survey:

Pre-survey fieldwork was conducted on June 23, 2025, to finalize the scope of the proposal. Representatives
of the Seki City Board of Education and Seki International Exchange Association were interviewed.

Fieldwork:

Table 2 below contains the summary of the fieldwork activities.

Table 2: Summary of Fieldwork Activities

Dates
September 18, 2025
October 6, 2025

Respondents/activity

Classroom Observation Tsubasa Classroom

Seki International Exchange Association

Seki City Board of Education
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October 7, 2025 Classroom Observation in Seki City Junior High School
Interview with Teacher from Seki City Junior High School
Interview with Teacher from Wakakusa Classroom

Interview with Teacher from Tsubasa Classroom

October 8, 2025 Classroom Observation in Seki City Elementary School
Classroom Observation in Friends Tawara Classroom
Interview with 3 Teachers in Seki City Elementary School
October 13, 2025 Online Observation of Wakakusa Classroom

3.2. Expected Outcomes

This study is intended to help Seki City recognize gaps in its current learning support mechanisms and
prepare for the growing needs of children with foreign roots residing in their city. Beyond Seki City, the study
also has broader significance, as its findings may serve as a reference for other small cities that are beginning
to experience similar demographic shifts and must adapt their policies and practices to foster smoother

integration of foreign residents, and of school-aged children in particular.

3.3. Limitations of the Study

One major limitation of this research is that the data it provides excludes some stakeholders. This study was
done through gathering data from teacher interviews, classroom observations, and consultations with
government and quasi-government representatives in Seki City. However, due to time, resource and
administrative limitations, the study was unable to gather direct insights from students with foreign roots and
their parents. This limits the understanding of their lived experiences and perspectives on the gaps in the
learning support that they are receiving. This study thus focuses on the institutional gaps and challenges faced

by the teachers and program managers.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Institutional Mechanisms Supporting the Learning Needs of Students with Foreign Roots in Seki City
4.1.1 Operation and Dynamics

Elementary and junior high school students with foreign roots can avail themselves of various learning
support services from the Seki City government. In terms of operation, children with foreign roots who have
zero to little proficiency in Japanese typically undergo the Type 3 intervention (Friends Tawara Classroom) for
a maximum of six months within the school calendar. This is intended for students who require support in daily
life and schooling at the beginning stage of their academic journey in Japan. The teachers employ various
teaching techniques, such as using flashcards, word and picture association, and conversational activities with
students to help students become familiar with the classroom learning taught in Japanese. Students with foreign

roots in this program learn subjects such as Japanese language, math, and general studies.
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Table 3: Topics Taught in Friends Tawara Classroom

Subject Theme Examples

Japanese Language Focus on reading and | Hiragana, katakana, and kanji
writing used in school and daily life.

Math Grade-appropriate math Fractions (on observation day)

Japanese Language | Survival Japanese, Basic | Conversation exercise about general wellness

Activities Japanese

General Studies Other subjects: Social, | English class talks about family

Science, English, Music,

Physical Education, etc.

Source: Friends Tawara Class Information Guide. Summarized and translated into English by the authors.

On a typical day, parents drop their children off at Friends Tawara Classroom. For the first part of the day,
teachers review the students' homework, conduct health checks, and assess their learning retention. The rest of
the day, students are taught various subjects as listed in Table 3. Students also participate in preparing lunch
and cleaning the classroom. Both activities are regularly conducted by all students in a Japanese school.
Engaging in the same activities may help students with foreign roots become familiar with the Japanese school
environment once they integrate after six months. The typical list of activities in Friends Tawara Classroom is

llustrated in Table 4.

Table 4: Usual Schedule of Students at Friends Tawara Classroom

e Going to School (Parents drop off)

e Homework Checking

e Health Check and Retention Activities

e Japanese Reading and Writing

e Mathematics (Depending on progress in the school year)
e Japanese (Survival, basic, and communication)

e Comprehensive Learning

e Lunch Preparation

e C(Classroom Cleaning

e Going Home (Pick up by parents)

Source: Friends Tawara Class Information Guide. Summarized and translated into English by the authors.

The setup differs when students with foreign roots have already been integrated into regular classes. The
other types of learning support teachers (Types 1, 2, and 4) are assigned by the Seki City Board of Education
to schools to provide in-class assistance. In elementary school, students with foreign roots sit with language
support teachers. The teacher provides additional explanations and answers the students' questions while the

lessons are ongoing. Students with foreign roots who require additional attention receive one-on-one tutoring
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with the learning support teachers. The teachers sit beside the students, guiding them through various subjects.
For example, since the lessons, materials, visual aids, and explanations are taught entirely in Japanese, some
students may require additional support in familiarizing themselves with Japanese kanji characters used in
various subjects.

For junior high school students with foreign roots, the other types of learning support teachers (1, 2, and 4)
are also assigned by the Seki City Board of Education. Unlike younger children, junior high school students
with foreign roots who need assistance are usually seated in the front of the class. The learning support teachers
are present in the classroom and on stand-by to assist students as needed. Junior high school students who
require additional support also receive in-school one-on-one tutoring, like the tutoring assistance provided to
elementary school students.

Two programs run after school under the Seki International Exchange Association are the Tsubasa and
Wakakusa Classrooms. These supplementary classes help students with foreign roots complete their homework
and practice other subject learning activities for one hour. Tsubasa Classroom offers in-person one-on-one
supplementary tutoring for elementary and junior high school students. There is no fixed curriculum for this
class, and the teachers assist students based on the homework they need to complete for their school classes.
If they have some remaining time, the Tsubasa Classroom teacher prepares personalized Japanese language
exercises tailored to each student’s proficiency level.

Another after-school learning mechanism run under the Seki International Exchange Association is the
Wakakusa Classroom. This online program assists junior high school students with foreign roots with their
homework and preparation for the high school entrance examination. Volunteer teachers and student teachers
in Wakakusa adjust their teaching style according to the students' learning pace, and sometimes students also
request specific materials or topics they would like to study from the teachers. They also utilize materials that
students use in school and supplement them with online resources.

These support mechanisms allow Seki City to provide students with foreign roots assistance in class and
after class. The figure below summarizes the structure and dynamics of the learning support mechanisms for

students with foreign roots in Seki City.
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Figure 6: Structure and Dynamics of Learning Support Programs for Children with Foreign Roots

Across the Academic Year

Before Classroom integration
(for those with zero to limited Japanese proficiency)

Up to 6 months Friends Classroom (Type 3)

During Class (In school) Supplementary (After class)

The whole duration
of the school year . .
Assist student in classroom

(Type1,2, and 4) Tsubasa and Wakakusa

v

Source: Based on a summarization of various interviews by the authors

4.1.2 Profile of Teachers/Volunteers

The following section shall discuss each type in terms of the characteristics of the teachers:

Type 1: The first group consists of nine education counsellors for foreign children (4} E A V2 &#EA=FE
HEMRE [Gaikoukujin jido seito kyoiku sodan-in]). Among them, three speak Portuguese, two
speak Chinese, one speaks Tagalog, and one speaks Vietnamese. The rest do not speak any foreign
languages. Eight of the counsellors are Japanese and one is Chinese. All nine are directly employed
by Seki City and specialize in supporting children with foreign roots.

Type 2: The second group includes three specialist adaptation advisors for foreign children hired by
Gifu Prefecture (#ME A VLB AE MG ICTEE B [Gaikokujin jido seito tekiou shido-in]). Their language
specializations include Portuguese, Tagalog, and Chinese. They are funded by the Gifu prefectural
government.

Type 3: The third group works through the Friends Tawara Classroom (7 L > X HJR#E [Furenzu
tawara kyoshitsu]), which comprises three staff members. Two staff members speak Tagalog. The rest
do not speak any foreign languages. They conduct their sessions at a facility within Tawara Elementary
School. They are directly hired by Seki City.

Type 4: Among the Special/Additional Japanese Teachers (H AFEFFE DB S [Nihongo shido
no kahai kyoin)), three teachers are working full-time and three are part-timers. They are directly hired
by Gifu Prefecture, and they are nationally certified, similar to a regular classroom teacher.

Tsubasa Classroom started as a trial class in 2007 (Heisei 19 in the Japanese calendar), and it formally
started the year after (2008 or Heisei 20). Elementary and junior high school students with foreign
roots who are residents of Seki City or those studying in Seki City schools are the target beneficiaries
of this supplementary activity. This is run under the Seki City International Exchange Association.
Wakakusa Classroom started in 2018 (Heisei 30). Like Tsubasa Classroom, it is a program directed

to help junior high school students with foreign roots who are residents of Seki City or those studying
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in Seki City schools. It is also run under the Seki City International Exchange Association. The

volunteer university students are education majors, while the teacher volunteers are licensed educators.

Table 5: Summary of the Characteristics of Teachers per Type of Learning Support

Type Languages of Each | Employer Duties Teachers
Teacher / Volunteer

Type 1 Portuguese (3) Seki City Assist students in regular | 9
Chinese (2) classroom,  communicate
Tagalog (1) with parents
Vietnamese (1)
Japanese (2)

Type 2 Portuguese (1) Gifu Prefecture | Assist students in regular | 3
Tagalog (1) classroom,  communicate
Chinese (1) with parents, go to each

school once a week

Type 3 Tagalog (2) Seki City Supports newly arrived | 3

Japanese (1) students with little to no
proficiency in Japanese for
six months.

Type 4 Japanese Gifu Prefecture | One-to-one support with | 6
students who need language
assistance.

Tsubasa Volunteer Teacher | Seki Supplementary tutoring, | 5

(Japanese) International teaching homework, extra
Exchange exercises based on school
Association curriculum/materials for
elementary and junior high
school

Wakakusa | Volunteer Teacher | Seki Tutoring, lessons for | 11

(Japanese) International students' needs for junior
Exchange high school students

Volunteer Students | Association

(Japanese)

Note: In the languages of each teacher, "Japanese" means they do not speak any other foreign languages.

Furthermore, unlicensed teachers or volunteers, such as student volunteers or multilingual teachers, must be

supervised by licensed teachers.

Source: Based on various interviews and summarized by the authors
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Seki City also utilizes digital tools to support the learning of students with foreign roots. In particular, in
the classrooms, each student is provided with a tablet with internet access. Translation devices, although
limited, are also available as an option to help bridge language barriers and improve communication between
teachers and students. In Tsubasa Classroom, technologies like Google Translate are used by the teachers to
help address the language barrier of students with foreign roots when necessary. Meanwhile, the Wakakusa
Class is operating through Zoom, which allows online learning. Since teachers and junior high school students

can do the program online, it offers convenience as there is no need to commute to the classroom.

4.2. Linkages Between Government Agencies and Other Stakeholders in Delivering the Learning Support

Mechanisms

Figure 7: Relationship of Various Stakeholders in Providing Learning Support Programs

for Children with Foreign Roots
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Seki City
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Source: Based on various interviews with the Board of Education, the International Exchange Association, and

teachers. Developed by the authors.

4.2.1 Funding Mechanisms

In Seki City, the learning support programs for students with foreign roots are funded in two ways. On the
side of the Board of Education, the Seki City government allocates budget to the board to support overall
program operations. Meanwhile, the Seki City International Exchange Association’s learning support programs
are funded through a combination of budget allocated by the Seki City government and membership
contributions from individuals and private companies in the city. The latter funding source operates entirely

on a voluntary basis.

4.2.2 Administrative and Human Resource Management
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For Type 1-4 teachers, the Seki City Board of Education allocates personnel to schools regardless of whether
they were hired by the Seki City government or Gifu Prefecture. Teachers are assigned based on the needs or
requests of the schools. Meanwhile, the International Exchange Association handles the teachers in Wakakusa
and Tsubasa Classrooms.

Teaching in the supplementary learning programs is voluntary. It is worth noting that one of the founders
of the Wakakusa program has an affiliation with a university. This allows Wakakusa to recruit additional
volunteer student teachers who are interested in gaining experience in tutoring. These student teachers are
monitored by licensed teachers during the tutoring sessions. The volunteers are given an honorarium for their
services. Despite this linkage with a university, long-term continuity is limited. For example, only one student

teacher continued to volunteer in Wakakusa after graduating from the university.

4.2.3 Information

In this case, information includes (a) information on students with foreign roots who need learning
assistance; (b) program information; and (c) guidance for teaching students with foreign roots. The Seki City
Board of Education is at the core of the flow of information within the different learning support mechanisms.
Schools initially submit information on students with foreign roots who need learning assistance to the Board
of Education. The Board of Education then compiles this information and forwards the list to the Seki City
International Exchange Association. Based on this list, the International Exchange Association prepares
program information, including flyers and registration forms for the Wakakusa and Tsubasa programs. Once

the school receives the program information, it distributes it to the students, who then pass it on to their parents.

4.3 Gaps and Challenges

Through this research, we identified three types of challenges: (a) academic learning, (b) accessibility, and
(c) administration. First, the students' struggles due to the differences in curriculum between Japan and their
home countries, as well as the need for more tailored learning support, fall under the academic learning
challenges. Meanwhile, accessibility issues refer to barriers such as transportation difficulties, a lack of
information for parents, and less flexible options, including online classes. The accessibility problems limit
students’ participation in the learning support mechanisms. Finally, administrative challenges involve limited
guidance from the national government and limited resources provided by higher authorities, leaving teachers
to create their own materials. Moreover, part of the administrative challenge is to maintain a stable pool of

trained or volunteer instructors.

4.3.1 Academic Learning
4.3.1.1 Education Disparities

Everyday learning experiences and school curriculum differ greatly across countries, creating a noticeable
academic gap of about two to three years. For instance, a student who would be in grade three in their home
country might only meet the standards of grade one in Japan. Because of this, students with foreign roots are
not only struggling with the language barrier but also have difficulty grasping academic lessons.

This academic gap often extends beyond the classroom, influencing not only how students learn but also
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how their families perceive and support their education. Parents often have high expectations that simply
attending Japanese school will ensure that their children can pass entrance exams and easily attend higher
education. Unfortunately, this misunderstanding adds pressure for students with foreign roots, both mentally

and academically.

4.3.1.2 Language Barrier in Academic Learning

Everyday Japanese communication differs greatly from the Japanese used in the classroom. For example,
in mathematics, & is equivalent to plus (+), % is equivalent to equals (=). Students with foreign roots may
be able to communicate in daily life yet still struggle to understand the lessons. Hence, they still require
assistance in the classroom. Students who have just arrived in Japan in the later part of their schooling may
find it harder to adjust because they also need to prepare for high school entrance exams, compared to those
who moved in the early years of their schooling. Moreover, some subjects like shakai (social studies) and
kokugo (Japanese language and literature) are particularly difficult even for Japanese students, making
academic adjustment even more demanding for students with foreign roots. Although Friends Tawara
Classroom provides support, it is only available for up to a maximum of six months, which may not be

sufficient time for some students to transition to a local Japanese school.

4.3.2 Accessibility
4.3.2.1 Communication

As shown in Figure 7, the school’s ideal information sharing goes through students. In this setup, students
are expected to inform their parents about the information they receive from school. However, students often
fail to convey the information to their parents, resulting in incomplete awareness of certain information and
program opportunities. Given the gaps in information sharing, the current participation statistics in Wakakusa

and Tsubasa remain small, with 13 students in Tsubasa and 4 in Wakakusa as of December 2025.

4.3.2.2 Class Attendance

Tsubasa and Friends Tawara are highly beneficial for students with foreign roots. These face-to-face
programs bridge language gaps and provide support with homework and other academic needs. However, the
attendance of students with foreign roots remains a significant challenge. Many of the parents of these students
arrived in Japan for work, and often they do not have the time to take their children to these classes. Hence,
even if the students are eager to participate, they are unable to attend the programs. A shuttle bus initiative was
initially considered to ease transportation challenges for these students. However, Seki City’s small population,
combined with its large area and boomerang-shaped geography, makes implementing such a service

challenging.

4.3.3 Administrative
4.3.3.1 Budget Constraints
Another major challenge is budget constraints. During the interviews, the Seki City Board of Education

emphasized the need for additional funds to hire certified language teachers. Moreover, the Board has
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introduced innovative ideas, such as the Pocketalk for School devices. This two-way translation tool is
designed to address the language gaps between teachers, students, and parents. The device has real-time verbal
and textual translation functions, making it useful for classroom instruction and daily communication.
However, the per-account licensing cost is around 50,000 yen. Auxiliary equipment, such as microphones, also
contributes to additional costs. Due to the expense of this initiative, it has not yet been fully implemented in
Seki City. Nonetheless, the Seki City Board of Education plans to continue negotiating for budget allocation

to make these innovations possible in the future.

4.3.3.2 Limited Guidance on Conducting Learning Support

The Gifu prefectural government provides the Seki City Board of Education with information on learning
levels that each student in Japanese schools is expected to achieve. However, the Seki City Board of Education
has not received specific instructions or manuals on how to assist students with foreign roots. Meanwhile,
although the Seki City International Exchange Association meets with volunteer teachers to discuss student
feedback and class planning, these meetings are infrequent. Consequently, Wakakusa and Tsubasa teachers
developed some of their materials independently and based on the students’ school textbook; they did not

receive guidance or templates.

4.3.3.3 Teacher Retention

The retention of teachers is also a major issue, particularly in supplementary classrooms that operate on a
volunteer basis. In Tsubasa, most of the teachers are retirees. Whilst honoraria are paid in this program, the
amount is insufficient to attract participants through financial incentives. Consequently, it primarily attracts
older volunteers who have both the time and experience. On the other hand, the Wakakusa Classroom differs
from Tsubasa in that it has a strong connection with a university professor. This allows the program to attract
younger teachers, particularly university students pursuing teaching licenses, as the experience is beneficial
for their future careers. These student teachers, mostly in their second year of undergraduate study, volunteer
without formal training. However, since the volunteers change every year, sustainability remains a challenge.

After graduation, most do not return to volunteer, with only one exception.

5. Observation and Suggestions
Based on the challenges identified above, we offer the following observations and suggestions for future

courses of action:

5.1 Academic Learning
5.1.1 To Prolong the Friends Program

Lengthening the program could help improve results. Some challenges arise from the short duration of the
transition program of Friends Tawara Classroom. The program only runs for six months, and each student with
foreign roots begins with a different level of Japanese proficiency upon arriving in Japan. Some students may
need only two months to adjust, while others require more than six months. Hence, it may be beneficial to have

an option for students with foreign roots to stay in the Friends program longer than six months, depending on
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their needs and progress. It may help students to adequately prepare or master the basics of Japanese for
academic learning, rather than placing them directly into regular Japanese classrooms. If they are not properly

prepared to learn in a Japanese school, their learning progress may be hindered.

5.2 Accessibility
5.2.1 Offering Online Learning Options for Tsubasa Classroom

By offering online options for Tsubasa Classroom, the program could better accommodate students who
cannot be dropped off by their parents due to time constraints. This option could also address transportation
challenges, particularly for children residing in more remote areas in Seki City. However, younger children

tend to have shorter attention spans, so offering an online platform may only be feasible for older students.

5.2.2 Improving Communication with Parents

To ensure that more families with foreign roots are aware of the learning support programs and their benefits,
it may be beneficial to strengthen communication channels with parents of students with foreign roots who
require learning assistance. Schools could reiterate information on supplementary classes during the periodic
parent-teacher meetings, and through electronic information sharing via email or other applications. This way,

even if the students fail to relay the information, parents could remain informed.

5.3 Administrative
5.3.1 Address Sustainability Concerns in Tsubasa and Wakakusa Classroom

These programs may not be sustainable due to a lack of new volunteers. To attract younger volunteers in
Tsubasa, and if an online session is considered, Tsubasa Classroom could adopt the same approach as
Wakakusa Classroom. Tsubasa Classroom could encourage university students to volunteer as online tutors.

Meanwhile, to increase the number of teacher volunteers at Wakakusa Classroom, it may be beneficial to
introduce the program to education majors from universities beyond its current network. By engaging
university students studying education, younger volunteers seeking practical experience may be attracted. This
could also help diversify the volunteer pool while simultaneously providing university students with a
meaningful platform to apply their skills in real-world settings. Additionally, establishing partnerships with
universities to offer academic credit for volunteer work could further incentivize participation.

Another potential approach is to involve adults of foreign roots who have graduated from these classrooms
as possible volunteer instructors for newly arrived children. For instance, in Hamamatsu, a university student
of Japanese-Filipino background who came to Japan at age 12 attended a non-formal education program run
by the Filipino nonprofit Filipino Nagkaisa. In return, she volunteered with the organization from high school
through university to support younger children of foreign roots (Taiwas, 2022). Although the Tsubasa and
Wakakusa classrooms are relatively recent initiatives, this example suggests that a similar graduate-volunteer

model could be developed in the future.

6. Conclusion
The Seki City government implements various learning support systems for children with foreign roots,

primarily through the Board of Education and the International Exchange Association. The government
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provides four types of language assistance to schools that need it. These include educational counselors for
foreign children, adaptation specialists for foreign children, the Friends Tawara Classroom, and special and
additional Japanese teachers. Meanwhile, the International Exchange Association provides supplementary
study support through the Tsubasa and Wakakusa classrooms to help students overcome educational barriers
in Japanese schools. These initiatives help students adjust both academically and socially as they transition
into the Japanese education system.

Moreover, although a strong and well-coordinated network exists among the stakeholders managing these
programs, several challenges remain that limit their effectiveness. Our research reveals a few areas that could
be improved. These gaps reflect significant academic, access, and administrative barriers faced by students
with foreign roots, including but not limited to learning disparities from their country of origin and Japan, as
well as academic language challenges and administrative concerns that lead to limited communication and
attendance difficulties. In addition, limited funding and the heavy reliance on volunteer teachers, many of
whom are retirees (particularly in supplementary classes), further limit support for students with foreign roots.
This challenge is intensified by the fact that enrollment of students with foreign roots in compulsory education
is not legally mandated in Japan. Collectively, these issues could lower their motivation to study and perform
fully under the Japanese education system. Oftentimes, a lack of success in education has socioeconomic
consequences for children with foreign roots once they become adults.

Nonetheless, it is clear from this research that Seki City has a genuine commitment to ensuring that children
in Seki, including those with foreign roots, can keep up and thrive in the classroom. Despite challenges, Seki
City continues to demonstrate proactive efforts, such as the introduction of new technology, to address human
resource constraints. Although the system still faces challenges, Seki City’s approach and continuous
improvement deliver results. With further refinement and sustained effort, Seki City could serve as a model

for other small cities facing similar issues with migration.
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JEHERIG BN B 1T BT Y — /L i LRI A REE L 7=,
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A DOFETHY ., 1 B HOBEEKICBOWTERINIERIIEDRNER > 2L T D
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1. Introduction

Due to its interdependence with many other industries, tourism offers significant opportunities to drive
economic development (United Nations World Tourism Organization [UN WTO], 2013; Azcarate et al., 2019;
Roblek et al., 2021). Despite this, when poorly managed, it can lead to harming the environment, disrupting
communities, and damaging tradition and culture. These concerns appeared alongside the idea of ‘sustainable
development’ in the late 1980s, which eventually led to ‘sustainable tourism’ (Choi, 2005; UN Environmental
Programme & UN WTO, 2005). Sustainable tourism is often framed as a comprehensive approach to managing
tourism - one that balances socio-cultural, environmental, and economic considerations in the long term.

The term sustainable tourism has been around for some time, but broader policy initiatives to promote it in
Japan only gained momentum in recent years. Reflecting a shift in focus from visitor quantity to destination
sustainability and quality, Japan formally positioned sustainable tourism as a central strategy for economic
growth and regional revitalization through the New Tourism Nation Promotion Basic Plan (2023-2025) (Japan
Tourism Agency, 2023; Japan Tourism Agency, 2024; Miyamoto, 2025). Despite Japan's institutional push for
sustainable tourism, studies on its implementation remain limited. As a result, questions about the direction
that regional tourism is taking and how sustainability can be integrated into local strategies persist (Ishiguro &
Nakajima, 2022).

Seki City, a small city within Gifu Prefecture, recently signalled plans to leverage its existing local assets
for tourism development (Seki City Local Government, 2024). Its tourism strategy explicitly references
sustainable tourism, which makes it a timely case for exploring how local destinations in Japan interpret and

operationalize national sustainability goals, especially in areas with comparatively limited tourism exposure.

1.1. Research Objective and Questions
The main goal of this study is to examine the ways in which sustainable tourism is being interpreted and
practiced in Seki City by its local government and tourism stakeholders. To address this point, the study aims
to answer the following overarching question: 70 what extent and how is sustainable tourism being practiced
in Seki City? To answer this, the following issues and sub-questions are addressed:
a. Interpretation: How do the local government of Seki City and tourism stakeholders interpret the idea of
“sustainability” in tourism?

b. Municipal Support: How does Seki City encourage and support the local community and local tour

operators in adopting sustainable tourism practices?
c. Engagement: How is the local community of Seki City involved in the planning and management of

tourism, and in what ways are they benefiting from it?

1.2. Research Significance

In recent years, sustainable tourism has increasingly become an important policy priority, globally and
within Japan (Guo et al., 2019; Japan Travel Bureau Foundation, 2022). Its appeal lies in its potential to balance
tourism development with the protection of local environments, cultures, and livelihoods. As mentioned
previously, although Japan has officially positioned sustainable tourism as a national development strategy,

research examining how this policy is being translated into practice at the local level remains limited. Many
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existing studies tend to concentrate on major tourism hubs or model destinations, leaving smaller cities and
emerging areas comparatively underexamined (Jia & Suzuki, 2023; Lee, 2025; Murakami, 2025; Yanagawa &
Chiba, 2025; Zhu, 2025).

This study addresses the gap by analyzing how sustainable tourism is interpreted and operationalized in
Seki City, a city with relatively limited tourism exposure. By examining stakeholder perspectives and
community engagement, the study will provide insight into how national sustainability goals are adapted in
practice.

Additionally, this study also offers practical insights that may help identify opportunities and challenges
experienced by local governments and communities working towards sustainable tourism. These findings may
be useful to local actors and stakeholders seeking to integrate sustainability into tourism development beyond

major destinations.

2. Background of the Study
2.1. Tourism and Sustainability

Sustainable tourism can be understood in various ways. However, the definition most widely adopted is the
one provided by the United Nations, which describes the concept as “tourism that takes full account of its
current and future economic, social, and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry,
the environment, and host communities.” (United Nations [UN] Environmental Programme and UN World
Tourism Organization [UN WTO], 2005, p.12; UNWTO, 2025). This approach requires that the following
three core components are satisfied in a sustainable way:

1. Management of natural and environmental resources;
2. Development of economic operations that support the local economy; and
3. Engagement of host communities in fostering participation, ownership, and cultural continuity.

The concept is widely promoted around the world, but many scholars caution that it often remains an
abstract and ambiguous concept unless supported by local governance structures, community empowerment,
and destination-level management practices (Weaver, 2006; Albrech et al., 2021; Miller & Torres-Delgado,
2023). Its implementation varies significantly across destinations, depending heavily on governance capacity,
policy integration, and local stakeholder involvement (Bramwell & Lane, 2011). Hence, this suggests that

sustainability must be examined through its practical translation at the local scale.

2.2. Sustainable Tourism in Japan

Japan’s policy approach to tourism has evolved over time. Earlier versions of national initiatives primarily
emphasized scaling inbound tourism and promoting Japan as a tourism-based country. This reflected a strategy
that is centred on competitiveness and visitor volume (Alduais, 2009). Although policy documents like Tourism
Nation Promotion Basic Law (2006) and the 2017-2020 Basic Plan referenced sustainability concepts, such
as ecotourism and responsible use of resources, sustainability was not yet explicitly highlighted and treated as
a central policy priority.

The New Tourism Nation Promotion Basic Plan (2023-2025) introduced a clearer policy shift, formally

positioning sustainable tourism as central to strengthening regional economies and advancing long-term
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revitalization of local communities. This strategy is intended to address long-standing challenges like aging
and declining populations, shrinking economy in rural areas while simultaneously addressing growing
pressures of over-tourism and pollution in highly commercialized urban centers (Jia & Suzuki, 2023; Japan
Tourism Agency, 2024). Consistent with prior directions, this plan continues to seek the involvement and
cooperation of a “wide range of entities in local areas, in the form of local governments, residents, and the
travel industry, in getting the grips with promotion of tourism,” but now, does so through an explicit
sustainability approach (Kawato, 2009, p.7). Before the release of the current plan, the Japanese government
also introduced the Japan Sustainable Tourism Standard for Destinations (JSTS-D) in 2020 (Japan Tourism
Agency, 2020). To further institutionalize sustainability in local tourism governance, this guideline offers a
framework and a list of measurable actions for local governments and tourism stakeholders to adopt tourism
models that reflect local identity, preserve natural and cultural resources, and engage communities. As outlined
in the guideline itself, it is intended to only be a reference and a self-assessment tool (Japan Tourism Agency,
2020, p. 9). Its adoption and application are therefore voluntary and flexible, as each locality is encouraged to

localize the practice at their own pace (Japan Tourism Agency, 2020, p. 14).

2.3. The Case of Seki City

Seki City is located in the south-central part of Gifu Prefecture. With a distinct “V’ or ‘boomerang’ shape,
it encompasses a geographically extensive area with diverse landscapes (Seki City Local Government, 2021).
The city has a population of 83,215 residents (Seki City Local Government, 2026). Seki City has been
experiencing a gradual population decline since the mid-2000s, which is consistent with broader demographic
trends in Japan (Seki City Local Government, n.d.).

Seki City’s tourism profile is characterized by cultural heritage, traditional industries, and nature-based
attractions rather than large-scale mass tourism. The city is known for its historical sword-making tradition
and contemporary cutlery industry (Seki City Local Government, 2024; Visit Seki Official Guide, 2025).

Through Seki City Tourism Promotion Strategy (Reiwa 6-10), Seki City expressed that it intends to better
utilize its natural and cultural assets by developing a more sustainable approach to tourism (Seki City Local
Government, 2024). While it will continue to promote its sword-smithing legacy and other traditional
industries, it specified directions that emphasize regional collaboration, revitalization of nature-based areas,
and the discovery of underutilized tourism resources. Based on this plan, Seki City is treating sustainable
tourism as a strategic component of tourism development in the area (Seki City Local Government, 2024).

The city is also not completely unfamiliar with the concept of sustainable tourism. Its tourism plan was
formulated in line with higher-level policies like Tourism Basic Law and influenced by development plans
such as the Gifu Prefecture’s Sustainable Tourism Region Project and prefectural tourism and regional
revitalization strategies, among others (Seki City Local Government, 2024). Furthermore, Gifu Prefecture is
considered a pioneer in promoting sustainable tourism in Japan and functions as a model destination under the

JSTS-D (Japan National Tourism Organization, 2022).

2.4. Local Implementation of Sustainable Tourism: Existing Studies and Gaps

Tourism governance in Japan operates through a multi-level structure, wherein the national government sets
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the overall policy direction, while regions, cities, and municipalities retain discretion in translating and
adapting policies or guidelines to local context in collaboration with local stakeholders (Japan Tourism Agency,
2009). With the mainstreaming of sustainable tourism in Japan’s policy discourse circles, empirical research
looking into how it is implemented at the local level remains limited (Jia & Suzuki, 2023; Lee, 2025; Murakami,
2025; Yanagawa & Chiba, 2025; Zhu, 2025). Hence, there are fewer studies exploring how sustainability is
operationalized by mid-sized or smaller cities or in lesser-known regions. Evidence points to uneven tourism
development across Japan, where major tourism hubs receive more investment while smaller regions are
overlooked for tourism development. This reinforces the need to understand how tourism and sustainability
are being implemented outside established hubs (Andonian, et al, 2016; Yanagawa & Chiba, 2025). As such,

examining how areas like Seki City interpret and apply sustainable tourism becomes particularly relevant.

3. Design and Methodology
3.1 Research Design

This study used the JSTS-D Guideline as the primary reference for assessing sustainable tourism practices
in Seki City. Developed by the Japanese Government, the JSTS-D translates internationally recognized
sustainable tourism principles into Japanese context.

The JSTS-D organizes the elements of sustainable tourism into four broad themes: (1) sustainable
management, (2) social-economic sustainability, (3) cultural sustainability, and (4) environmental
sustainability. Each thematic area contains a set of recommended actions and indicators that local governments
and tourism stakeholders in destination areas are encouraged to consider.

This study selectively drew elements from the guideline that are most visible in local tourism practices and
can easily be examined empirically through fieldwork and interviews. These elements were used to inform the
research’s overall approach to evaluation and the design of the interview questionnaire. Three analytical
perspectives were derived from the JSTS-D's emphasis on destination management, community involvement,
and value creation. They are specifically: self-analysis, communication, and promotion.

1. Self-analysis corresponds with JSTS-D's focus on planning, monitoring, and sustainable destination

management. Under this, the study examined stakeholders’ awareness of the relevance of sustainability to

tourism practices and the use of analytical tools in establishing tourism strategies.

2. Communication reflects the guideline’s emphasis on community engagement and participatory governance.

For this, the study investigated whether tourism sites have existing communication mechanisms with local

residents and whether local opinions are referenced in the establishment of strategies.

3. Promotion relates to the JSTS-D's attention to branding, information provision, and enhancement of

destinations’ tourism value. The indicators used for this are the language used for marketing and the contents

of their on-site tourist communications.

Self-analysis, communication, and promotion were treated as operational indicators through which the
guideline’s broader sustainability principles were interpreted at the local level. Stemming from the dimensions
of self-analysis, the JSTS-D listed several indicators and action plans operators can reference for the

localization of the guideline. Combined with the knowledge acquired from the preliminary research, specific
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sub-categories of the guideline that are applicable were selected for Seki City, then summarized into three
further aspects: interpretation, municipal support, and engagement.

This qualitative research investigated two cases: Ukai Cormorant Fishing in Oze and the Itadori Campsite.
The two case studies were selected due to (1) their relative popularity among visitors; (2) strong connection
with the Nagara River, which is central to Seki City’s identity and is emphasized in municipal, prefectural, and
national tourism strategies; and, last but not the least, (3) they are both managed by locals of Seki City.

After narrowing down the cases to be studied, specific respondents relevant to these businesses were
interviewed to represent the local community. Additionally, a number of institutional representatives were also
chosen to provide insight into the general level of awareness of sustainability and sustainable tourism in Seki
City. While conducting the actual field survey, area observations were also gathered to supplement the analysis
for this research.

This study draws qualitative data from both primary and secondary sources. As a secondary source, the New
Tourism Nation Promotion Basic Plan and Seki City Tourism Promotion Strategy Book gives an overview of
national and municipal approaches to sustainable tourism policy and the level of its institutionalization in the
country. Our primary source is our own semi-structured interviews. By comparing policy intentions with actual
practices in tourism, this research approach allowed us to identify gaps between policy design and
operationalization of these plans, which then allowed for an assessment of the application of sustainable
tourism in Seki City.

The questionnaire used for the interviews and list of respondents can be found in the appendix at the end of

this report.

3.2 Limitations

This research has a number of limitations that should be addressed. First, the time for conducting the
fieldwork was limited to three days, four days if the preliminary survey day is included. Hence, there was
limited time to comprehensively collect data. Second, this study relies on case studies and semi-structured
interviews. Case studies can only reflect the situation within a focused context, which may lead to
overgeneralization. To overcome the overgeneralization issue from the methodology, the research design puts
emphasis on triangulation by distributing the same interview questions to a diverse but relevant list of
respondents. However, these efforts can only minimize the overgeneralization but not eradicate the issue.
Furthermore, negativity bias sometimes arises in semi-structured interviews responses. For the present study,
participants may have neglected more positive aspects of tourism practices in Seki City when answering our
questions, since most of the respondents are tourism stakeholders that are critical to the development of the
industry. Third, at the time of the study, both researchers had a limited understanding of local customs and
language, which may have impeded precise communication. Fourth, the researchers may not have selected the
best participants or may misinterpret cultural and social contexts, since the researchers are unfamiliar with
community dynamics.

Additionally, Seki City’s implementation of policies that align with sustainable tourism has only begun
quite recently, indicating that our research can only examine the superficial aspects of the short-term effects.

Lastly, Seki City has a variety of tourism focuses, from nature to traditional craftsmanship. Hence, the selected
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case studies for this research may only represent the nature and cultural aspects, as these were the areas in

which the city had taken more visible initiatives related to sustainable tourism at the time of the study.

4. Findings and Analysis
4.1 Ukai Cormorant Fishing in Oze

One of the main tourist attractions of Seki City is a traditional activity called ukai. It was selected as a case
study because it represents a long-standing cultural tourism practice in Seki City that directly engages local
livelihoods and heritage preservation. As such, it provides a suitable site for examining how aspects of
sustainable tourism are practiced at the destination level, allowing the study to assess how traditional cultural
activities are maintained within the city’s broader tourism development.

Ukai cormorant fishing is an ancient fishing method that has continued for 1,300 years in Gifu Prefecture
(Visit Gifu, n.d. a). The fishermen, called Usho, train cormorant birds to catch fish, usually ayu. With a small
rope tied around their necks to prevent them from swallowing large fishes, the cormorants dive into the water
to catch fishes and return to the boat, where fishermen retrieve their catch.

This practice takes place in specific months of the year in several rivers across Japan, but the most prominent
is in Nagaragawa River in Gifu City (Japan Guide, 2025). The Usho fish from long wooden boats at night
during the operating season. Each cormorant master leads at least a dozen cormorants on leashes, and the
cormorants are guided by torchlight while fishing.

These days, ukai is held mainly as a tourist attraction. Oze Ukai in Seki City distinguishes itself as among
one of the few that continues a historically authentic form of ukai fishing called kari-kudari, a downstream
fishing style (Visit Gifu, n.d. b; Gifu City Tourism Navi, n.d.; Oze Ukai, n.d., b). Visitors typically participate
by viewing the fishing process on a nearby boat that follows the cormorant master’s fishing boat. As part of
the experience, cormorant masters provide visitors with explanations about the tradition and fishing process
before every viewing

Furthermore, the cormorant fishers of Seki City are affiliated with the Imperial Household Agency, which
means that these fishermen are employed by the Japanese royal family. The cormorant masters of Oze Ukai
have been under the jurisdiction of the Imperial Household Agency’s Board of Ceremonies since 1890 (Meiji
23) (Oze Ukai, n.d., b). Around eight times a year, representatives from the Imperial Household Agency collect
Ayu sweet fish from the cormorant masters. This connection with the Imperial Household Agency reinforces
the hereditary succession of the cormorant master role within designated families. According to the operators,
the first emergence of ukai fishing as a tourism practice in Oze originated with the companies of the hamono
industry showing their clients ukai fishing as a form of entertainment.

The main respondents for this case study were an ukai cormorant fishing tour operator - named Seki Yusen,
a cormorant master — Adachi Yoichiro, and the members of the group managing community affairs in Oze —

the Ayunose Local Committee.

4.1.1 Interpretation
The practice of Ukai Cormorant Fishing has a long and significant history within the Oze region, shaping

how sustainable tourism is understood in this context. Here, sustainability is primarily interpreted through a
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cultural lens. This comes quite naturally, given its association with the Imperial Household Agency. The
cultural interpretation is also closely related to a strong sense of responsibility among respondents, who
consistently emphasize continuation of the tradition as the most pressing concern. Taken altogether, these
views indicate that sustainable tourism, in the context of ukai fishing, is interpreted mainly as the preservation
of a culturally significant practice, rather than a strict balancing of cultural continuation, environmental
protection and socio-economic objectives.

For cormorant master Adachi Yoichiro, the true challenge related to the practice is ensuring the survival of
the tradition. Since the role of a cormorant master is hereditary, Adachi Yoichiro shared that he has felt a strong
sense of responsibility in carrying on the practice from a young age. At the same time, demographic and
livelihood changes have made it difficult to secure a successor, which is a concern shared by many of the
stakeholders. Respondents, including the members of the Ayunose Local Committee, expressed the view that
maintaining hereditary succession for the role of cormorant master is important for preserving the historical
and cultural significance of ukai fishing. When asked about the local community’s opinions of ukai fishing,
the members of Ayunose Local Committee mention that the locals do not have any complaints and the cultural
practice is embedded into the community leading the locals to perceive the practice as an organic aspect of the
community.

Nevertheless, Adachi Yoichiro, representing himself, indicated a degree of flexibility in his stance on the
succession of the cormorant master role. He mentioned that he does not mind allowing non-familial members
to join the practice if it is necessary for the continuation of the practice, as a last resort. Although there are
minor differences in emphasis on interpretation among stakeholders, the overall view of ukai remains
consistent and positive, with a shared recognition of its cultural value and the challenges surrounding its future
continuity.

While all respondents expressed similar interpretations of sustainable tourism in relation to ukai fishing,
some divergences were observed with regard to environmental change. First, both the cormorant master and
the tour operators observed environmental changes and their impact on ukai fishing. The cormorant master
noted the environmental policies altering the natural habitat of ayu fishes, the Nagara river, leading to the fishes
to shrink in size. On the other hand, the tour operator, Seki Yusen, highlights the lowering of river water levels
and connects it to making the waters look less appealing to visitors. These different views suggest that
environmental concerns are understood mainly in relation to how they affect the continuation of the practice
of ukai fishing. It is not treated as an independent sustainability objective. While Adachi Yoichiro, the
cormorant master is concerned with changing river conditions affecting the quality of the fish, elements directly
related to his practice; Seki Yusen expressed concern over the visual aesthetics of the destination for visitors.

Overall, the interpretation of ukai fishing stands consistent from the perspective of different stakeholders,
which reduces the possibility of the highly cultural practice to be misrepresented. Furthermore, consistency
leads to a cohesive narrative in providing educational values to the tourism experience, an integral aspect of

sustainable tourism.

4.1.2 Municipal Support

The Seki City Hall intends to promote ukai fishing as a major tourism attraction. In preparation for this, the
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tourism division of the Seki City Hall held regular meetings with the tourism stakeholders of Ukai fishing. The
tourism division is in contact with Seki Yusen, the tour operators of wukai fishing, regarding promotional
materials used on their websites, to reflect the opinion of Seki Yusen in municipal tourism promotion.

When scoping and considering the voices of the residents, Seki City Hall, specifically the Shimin Kyodoka
which roughly translates to the Citizen Partnership Division, employs the mechanism of surveys through the
Ayunose Local Committee. The survey itself is sponsored and monitored by Citizen Partnership Division, and
the Ayunose Local Committee distributes and compiles the results. Through this indirect method, the voices of
the residents are heard. Considering the size and closeness of the community, the communication network for
the region is substantial in scoping voices.

In addition to communication networks, it is worth mentioning the aspect of issue consultation of ukai
fishing. Seki Yusen once observed that the water levels of the river have lessened, causing tetra pods to be
revealed and decreasing the river’s visual appeal. To resolve this issue, Seki Yusen contacted and consulted
with Gifu Prefecture, since the Nagara River falls under the legislative control of Gifu Prefecture. The solution
to the issue would be to release the flood gates, which may lead to inefficient disaster prevention. As a result,
no changes were made but Seki Yusen understands and accepts the results. From the interaction mentioned here,
Seki Yusen demonstrates a clear understanding of municipal responsibilities and takes autonomous initiatives

into account in relation to issue resolution.

4.1.3 Engagement

Most of the staff and tourism stakeholders are residents of the area. An influential managerial stakeholder,
the owner of Seki Yusen is Adachi Taichi, a Cormorant Master (Oze Ukai, n.d., a). From the management to
the staff, the participants of ukai fishing are primarily composed of locals. Active participation of the local
community in the operation emphasizes cultural value and prevents misrepresentation of Ukai Fishing.

In relation to the economic aspect, while the tourism site provides additional employment opportunities to
the local community, the staff of Seki Yusen mentioned that the business is break-even. Another crucial
stakeholder, Cormorant Master Adachi Yoichiro, questions the potential in generating profit, due to the current
limits in its operating capacity and seasonality of the tourism activity.

The staff of Seki Yusen and the members of the Seki Tour Guide Association emphasized the issue of the
lack of boat leaders. Unlike the role of cormorant masters, boat leaders do not need to come from a certain
lineage. Despite reduced barriers to entry, recruitment and retaining boat leaders has been difficult, notes both
the staff of Seki Yusen and members of the Seki Tour Guide Association. A factor at play could be because this
role requires physical stamina and semi-specialized skills. Another reason could be that, unlike the role of
cormorant masters — which carries social and culturally-related responsibilities, boat leaders have less
obligations and incentives tied to the continuation of ukai fishing.

Since boat leaders come into direct contact with visitors, the number of available boat leaders plays a
significant role in maintaining the scale of operations and shaping the quality of the tourism experience Boat
leaders are responsible for tasks like navigating the viewing boats, managing visitor safety among many things.
As noted by Adachi Yoichiro, the challenge is further compounded by the highly seasonal nature of the activity,

which limits the possibility of offering full-time or stable employment. Such conditions reduce motivations for
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long-term engagement among boat leaders and create ongoing difficulties for tour operators in maintaining a
stable workforce.

Despite the small-scale practice of ukai Fishing, a couple of economic linkages through tourism activities
were observed. One of such linkage is a Japanese ryokan owned by Adachi Yoichiro. The ryokan provides
visitors the opportunity to stay in the historical residence of the Cormorant Master — providing a tourism
experience embedded with educational and cultural value. Guests are free to explore the area where the ukai
birds are kept, without having to pay any additional fees.

Another economic linkage was observed through merchandising activities associated with ukai fishing. At
the waiting room of Seki Yusen, soft plush toys modelled after ukai birds were available for purchase; and, the
same products were being sold at Seki Terrace, a tourism facility located in another area of the city. Despite
the small-scale tourism practice, merchandising provides the opportunity for economic linkage beyond the
local community.

Moreover, the branding of ukai fishing in the Oze region grants it a unique image. It has contributed to the
development of a specialized tour conducted by the Seki Tour Guide Association, a group that offers guided
tours around Seki City. In relation to ukai fishing specifically, the tours include visits to Adachi Yoichiro’s
ryokan, the river docks, and surrounding areas, with explanations of traditional houses, ukai fishing boats, the
clothing worn, and the cormorant birds. These activities integrate ukai fishing into a broader cultural tourism
context.

When asked about the residents’ views on tourism and ukai fishing, the members of Ayunose Local
Committee responded that there have not been any complaints on tourism, as ukai fishing is not causing
inconvenience to the daily lives of the residents, including traffic congestion. Additionally, the distributed
opinion survey suggests a positive review of ukai fishing across all age groups, since the practice was
mentioned as an appreciated feature of the community consistently (Ayunose Local Committee, 2025). Notably,
prominent appreciation for nature and water quality is equally prominent. (Ayunose Local Committee, 2025).
During the interview with the members of Ayunose Local Committee, the connection between community
pride and ukai fishing was asked. According to the members, rather than community pride, ukai fishing has
been a long-standing tradition that residents naturally view the practice as a part of the community. As
illustrated, local residents are culturally engaged with ukai fishing through reinforcing cultural values and
integrating the practice into their community identity.

The input of the residents is important in understanding the trajectory and scope of tourism activities related
to ukai fishing. For the tourism activities to be sustainable within the Oze region, understanding the scale of
tourism and range of engagement acceptable to the residents is essential in maintaining harmony in the
community through preventing negative feedback from locals and promoting positive interaction with visitors.
Moreover, ukai fishing holds a strong cultural presence in the local community, which requires positive reviews
from the local community to enrich the tourism value of the practice. Ultimately, the ukai fishing case presents
an interpretation of sustainable tourism that prioritizes cultural continuity, responsibility, and community

acceptance.
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4.2 Itadori Campsite

The Itadori region of Seki City draws both domestic and international visitors with its beautiful nature and
popular tourist spots. Camping rose to popularity during the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to an influx of
visitors. According to the observations of the Itadori Local Committee Chair, the camping trend has begun to
plateau but remains the most cited reason for people to visit the Itadori region, making it a relevant site for
studying sustainable tourism. Such research may provide insights into how tourism development can coexist
with environmental preservation and inform local governance and community practices on minimizing
ecological impact while promoting recreational and economic benefits.

One of the main respondents of this case study is a representative from the Itadori Campsite. Within the
area, the Itadori Campsite received widespread attention and was featured on several media outlets. Social
media helped with increasing its popularity, especially when one of the activities allowed visitors to take photos
as if they were floating above water. The other main respondent is the chair of the group managing community
affairs in Itadori, the Itadori Local Committee. All comments made by the Itadori Local Committee chair are
directed at the overall tourism situation and the campsite industry in general. Additionally, this case study

focuses on only one campsite in the region, making the details of the case study unique to one specific business.

4.2.1 Interpretation

Before discussing interpretations of sustainable tourism, it is important to highlight the pre-existing
relationship between the people of the Itadori region and their natural environment. The Itadori Local
Committee Chair mentioned that residents feel a sense of responsibility to preserve nature. This sense of
responsibility of environmental preservation relates to survival, as the Itadori region is located on a
mountainous area, where trees play a crucial role in preventing landslides.

This orientation toward environmental protection is not new. In fact, the Itadori region has a history of
protesting against dam construction for similar purposes. As such, the tendency to preserve nature is seen as
an essential part of the community's identity. Building on this identity, the interpretation of sustainable tourism
among the Itadori residents leans towards environmental preservation.

In contrast, the representative of Itadori Campsite, who was born and raised in the Itadori region, did not
express many thoughts on sustainable tourism. A few examples of sustainable tourism were given during the
interview, which then led the representative to mention observable environmental changes in the river over
time. In addition to observable environmental changes, the representative mentioned that the camping activities
were designed to educate children on the importance of nature and life, resonating with the regional identity
mentioned by the Itadori Local Committee Chair. From one perspective, the representative may have been
unintentionally incorporating elements of sustainable tourism within the business. When discussing
sustainability in the definition closer to the continuation of the business, he mentions business survival as a

more pressing issue, leading to an overall focus in marketing to increase customer flow.

4.2.2 Municipal Support
The municipal support provided by Seki City Hall leans towards building a communication network

between the different stakeholders. According to the representative of Itadori Campsite, he approached the
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Chamber of Commerce and Industry for consultation regarding his business, but he did not receive concrete
feedback. As a result, the representative of Itadori Campsite turned towards generative artificial intelligence
(A and digital resources for marketing ideas. Specifically, the campsite's logo and the layout of his business’
homepage were developed with these tools.

In contrast, the Itadori Local Committee Chair contacted Seki City Hall for issues that emerged from
tourism activities. Particularly, namonaki-ike, commonly known as Monet’s Pond, is located near residential
areas, leading to complaints about traffic congestion. After multiple consultations between the Itadori Local
Committee and Seki City Hall, additional parking spaces were constructed, and donation boxes to receive
voluntary environmental maintenance were installed. These measures demonstrate a reactive, issue-based
approach to municipal support.

The role of the Itadori Local Committee is significant in this context. Due to the decline of the campsite
association, there is no formal or systemized communication network that connects all campsite operators.
Consequently, the Itadori Local Committee assumes an intermediary role by visiting each individual campsite
to discuss emerging issues. For example, following incidents of visitors drowning in the river, the local
community became increasingly concerned about safety issues. In response, the Itadori Local Committee
initiated the provision of a life or safety jacket rental across individual campsites. Additionally, the Itadori
Local Committee has expressed concerns regarding the presence of bears in the area, particularly since

barbequing remains one of the most popular activities for camping visitors.

4.2.3 Engagement

At the operational level, the local community participates in tourism activities within the Itadori region
through the coordination of the Itadori Local Committee. Through opinion surveys of the local community,
Itadori Local Committee coordinates the action plans accordingly. For instance, the local community observed
an increase in foreign visitors, which led to the translation of safety pamphlets into several languages and to
foreign residents of the Itadori region assisting foreign visitors in navigating public transportation. Additionally,
the chair of the Itadori committee mentions that the participation of the local community assisted in guiding
visitors towards the north, allowing diffusion of the visitors. When visitors ask for directions, the local
community usually responds with recommendations for restaurants or tourist locations in addition to the
directions.

In terms of the engagement with Itadori Campsite, there is minimal linkage due to its geographic location.
For visitors to Itadori Campsite, accessing the closest supermarket requires a 20-minute drive. Additionally,
the representative of Itadori Campsite expressed difficulties in hiring employees, resulting in the employment
of temporary staff through online recruitment applications. Contributing to the challenge of hiring locally
includes the aging population of the Itadori region and the seasonality of the camping business. Moreover, the
representative said that he would appreciate more interaction with other campsites or with municipal
organizations, including the tourism division of Seki City Hall, particularly in sharing ideas for campsite

activities.

4.3 Gaps and Challenges
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From the two case studies that were studied, an overarching gap in sustainable tourism-related policy
implementation was observed as a commonality. Both the New Tourism Nation Promotion Basic Plan and
JSTS-D employ an ambiguous interpretation of sustainable tourism for the convenience of localization by each
municipal government. The ambiguity continues in Seki City’s tourism strategy, which leads to the absence of
clear definitions of sustainable tourism, despite sustainable tourism being listed as a goal of the strategy. Due
to the top-down nature of policy implementation, this leads to the interpretation of gaps of sustainable tourism
among stakeholders and the lack of guidelines for policy implementation.

With the first case study, ukai fishing in Oze, the interpretation of sustainable tourism remains consistent.
It emphasized that the role of the Cormorant master is hereditary, passed down from father to son. While this
serves as a comparative attraction for a tourism site, it also limits the scope of strategies for continuity. In
consideration of the early stages of implementing sustainable tourism, the Tourism Division of Seki City Hall
focused on receiving feedback. As a result, the concept of sustainable tourism did not pervade on the
operational level, leading to the absence of guidelines for establishing sustainable tourism practices. For the
engagement, there appears to be a significant challenge of unpredictability and instability caused by seasonality
and weather variability, which limits social and economic engagement between the local community and
tourism practices. Briefly mentioned in the previous sections, the two factors lead to the resolution of hiring
boat leaders as part-time workers, which deters potential applicants seeking a sustainable job. Additionally, the
weather variability causes difficulties in predicting the income of ukai fishing, restricting plans for expanding
the practice for tourism.

For the second case study of the Itadori Campsite, the results reveal a gap in the local community's and the
campsite representative’s interpretation of sustainable tourism. Although the gap in interpretation has the
potential to develop into a check-and-balance system for sustainable tourism, the current phase of tourism
suggests inconsistent approaches that lead to short-term resolutions. For example, the representative of Itadori
Campsite credits the reduction in visitors who do not follow safety caution rules to the increase of fees at his
campsite. However, accidents continue to occur in parts of the river that are open to the public, and the Itadori
Local Committee has attempted to address this issue by distributing pamphlets at selected points. Although the
pamphlets provide general safety information, they do not explicitly identify or warn visitors about areas that
are locally recognized as dangerous. Moreover, the distribution points are concentrated at specific locations,
such as fishing license distribution centers, causing information to only be distributed to specific groups of
visitors. As a result, the resolutions are functioning as reactive responses rather than preventive measures
grounded in local risk knowledge. The absence of targeted warnings and physical access restrictions suggests
that current resolutions prioritize short-term mitigation over long-term prevention. For municipal support, the
Chamber of Commerce and Industry could not provide a concrete response to the representative of Itadori
Campsite's consultation, and they suggested the representative of Itadori Campsite to contact other
organizations. Additionally, the Itadori Local Committee shoulders most of the responsibility of
communication. Since the purpose of local committees is to respond to community feedback, the plans and
resolutions focus on issues reflected in opinion surveys. Without agencies that provide specialized knowledge
to resolve tourism-related residential issues, the burden placed on the local committee is likely to continue to

grow. Finally, the overall lack of engagement for Itadori Campsite hinders the expansion of tourism capacity

94



for the Itadori region. While geographical distance poses a challenge, the communicational method and agenda
do not enable sufficient information exchange between the local community and the tourism site. Furthermore,
the local community, representative of Itadori Campsite, and other campsites can benefit from sharing existing

tourism resources, such as translated pamphlets and activity ideas.

4.4 Assessment of Sustainable Tourism

Overall, the study assesses and examines the application of sustainable tourism in Seki City. As the city
references national and prefectural sustainable tourism initiatives, the study employs the criteria mentioned in
JSTS-D to assess the extent of its application. The case studies will be evaluated on the following criteria of
JSTS-D: 1) support for economic activities, 2) preserve environmental resources, 3) maintain social-cultural
identity, and 4) promote sustainable management.

First, for the criteria of support for economic activities, the JSTS-D guidelines suggest indicators such as
the implementation of action plans that assist the development of economic mechanisms that are beneficial for
the local community. For instance, the guideline mentions purchasing local produce or services. In this criterion,
both ukai fishing in Oze and Itadori Campsite are categorized as low. First, for ukai fishing, the current scale
of tourism is small, suggesting that economic linkage is secluded. However, existing merchandising indicates
mobilization of economic linkages. On the other hand, Itadori Campsite’s low support for economic activities
centers on its geographic distance from the local community. The distance poses difficulties for economic and
social linkages centering on the campsite.

The second criteria, preserve environmental resources; the guidelines define this criterion as efforts in eco-
friendly practices, including establishing renewable energy usage goals of setting guidelines for nature tours.
Both tourism sites are evaluated at medium for this criterion for demonstrating efforts in preserving
environmental resources. In the case of ukai fishing, the reliance on the river led the operators to become aware
of the importance of natural resources, leading to their own initiatives of preservation. On the other hand,
environmental preservation serves as a core community identity of the Itadori region, which led to concrete
action plans. However, the representative of Itadori Campsite, while appreciating nature, seems to be unaware
of its connection with tourism practices.

The third criteria, maintain socio-cultural identity, the guideline leans towards the interpretation of actions
taken to uphold infrastructure or institutions indicating cultural identity for the community, which include
restoration of cultural heritage sites. In this criterion, ukai fishing displays a high level of application of the
principles of sustainable tourism, which may be caused by the pre-existing respect for the Cormorant Masters
and their connection to the Imperial Household Agency. The tourism practice of ukai fishing provides a
platform for the local community to demonstrate a unique feature of the area, which reinforces the socio-
cultural identity. On the other hand, for Itadori Campsite, the influx of tourism gathered through their nature
becomes a common challenge that binds the community. Especially when the community interprets
environmental preservation as an integral part of their community's identity, the incentive of environmental
preservation is associated with identity preservation.

Finally, under the category of promoting sustainable management, JSTS-D emphasizes the role of tourism

sites in communication strategies and connection with the local community. Starting with ukai fishing, the
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tourism site displays a high level of sustainable management for its active involvement of the local community.
Most of the operators are from the area, which enables efficient communication networks. On the other hand,
Itadori Campsite has a lower level of sustainable management in this regard. Ongoing labor shortages led the
campsite to rely on hiring workers from outside of the community, limiting opportunities to build community
ties or receive feedback from residents. While these short-term measures help secure the continuation of the
business, they have repelled the potential of building connection through human bridges between local
community and the tourism site, raising concerns about long-term sustainability from the lack of information
exchange through people. At present, much of the responsibility for addressing the impacts of growing tourist
numbers in the Itadori area falls on the local committee, with minimal involvement from the campsite operators
themselves. Not only does this lead to ad hoc solutions, but the resources meant for community development
purposes are redirected to manage immediate issues elsewhere. Greater involvement of tourism stakeholders
in communication and information sharing could help address gaps and support more sustainable management

practices over time.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions
5.1 General Findings

Through two case studies, this study assesses the application of sustainable tourism in Seki City. While
these two cases do not represent the whole city, they provide insights into the future development of sustainable
tourism policies. The first case study, ukai fishing in Oze, shows a high degree of sustainable tourism
application with respect to the preservation of local cultural practices and community involvement. The
practice intertwines with the identity and pride of the local community, which encircles positive attitudes
towards tourism practice. While the operators identified the factors hindering environmental and economic
sustainability, the operators lack the authority to address the issue with a concrete action plan with their sole
initiative. The other case study, Itadori Campsite, demonstrates the significance of pre-existing environmental
values transferring into local initiatives that assist in sustainable tourism. However, the tourism site and the
local community’s minimal level of communication demotivates the integration of environmental preservation

into tourism practices. As a result, this leads to a medium-low degree application of sustainable tourism.

5.2 Policy Recommendations

To apply the principles of sustainable tourism to Seki City, the following are a few brief recommendations
for the tourism division of Seki City Hall, operators of ukai fishing in Oze, and the stakeholders of Itadori
Campsite.

First, Seki City Hall's tourism division should consider establishing concrete guidelines by adapting the
JSTS-D to the specific situation of Seki City or to each targeted tourism site. Although the implementation of
sustainable tourism is still in its early stages, having concrete guidelines will provide a stronger foundation
that can build momentum as the tourism industry develops. Another recommendation is to hold seminars on
sustainable tourism for related stakeholders to promote the concept and allow key actors to familiarize
themselves with it.

Next, for ukai fishing in Oze, the researchers recommend establishing Cormorant Master as a sustainable
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career. This would incentivize eligible candidates to take on the role and secure the livelihoods of current
Cormorant Masters. To achieve this, designing off-season activities related to ukai fishing can stabilize income
sources by overcoming the seasonality restrictions of the practice. Some activities to consider include
promoting educational tours of the history of Cormorant Master through the tour guide association and
developing alternative indoor activities in collaboration with local NGOs, such as basket weaving.

Finally, the researchers recommend Itadori Campsite try to connect with the local community. Doing so
could expand tourism capacity, information sharing, and safety updates. Through increased interaction
frequency, a specialized network for campsites may develop, further enhancing sustainable tourism practices.

Some stakeholders for this specialized network include the newly established Seki City Tourism Association.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Questionnaire for Fieldwork Research
Common Questions

1. What is your impression of sustainability and how do you think it is related to tourism?

2. How would you describe the current practice of the tourism industry in Seki City? Do you see
opportunities or challenges for its future?

3. Have you observed any changes in the environment, culture, and economy made through tourism
practices?

4.  What kind of policies or rules do you think could be implemented to improve the management of
tourism sites in Seki City?

5. How do the local residents view this tourism site? What kinds of feedback, whether positive or negative,
have you observed?

6. To what extent have the compliments and complaints been addressed in how tourism is practiced or

managed here?

Specific Questions

Main Informant Questions

General Information

b. | Tourism Division of Seki | (The Tourism Division presented an Overview of the Current
City Hall Situation of Tourism in Seki City on May 21, 2025)

b. | Environment Division of

Seki City Hall (Both divisions were interviewed during Preliminary Survey)

Note: An early version of this research centered on ecotourism,
examining stakeholder awareness, existing nature-based tourism
practices, and perceived opportunities and challenges. The study
later shifted toward sustainable tourism. This pre-survey helped
map relevant stakeholders and informed the enhancement of the

final research focus and data collection tools.

c. | Seki City Tour Guide | 4. As a tourist activity, do you think the tours are a success?

Association How so?

5. Who contributed to the contents of the tour and how were
they decided?

6. Do the tourists have a new sense of appreciation of Seki

City and its culture after the tour? Why do you think so?

d. | NPO Organ 7. How do you see the future of sustainable tourism in Gifu

Prefecture?
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10.

11.

12.

Do you think Seki City practices sustainable tourism the
same way as the rest of Gifu Prefecture?

What do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of
sustainable tourism in Gifu Prefecture and Seki City?

If you could make changes to one aspect of the sustainable
tourism policies and practices of Gifu Prefecture or Seki
City, what would it be?

How do you think the government should support
individual tourism sites in practicing sustainable tourism?
As a media-related NGO, how do you think JSTS-D should
improve their promotional or communication with tourism

stakeholders?

Case Study 1: Ukai Cormorant Fishing in Oze

Members of Ayunose | 3. What cultural significance does the Ukai Cormorant fishing

Local Committee play in the local community?

4. Do you feel like vendors of Ukai Cormorant Fishing make
initiatives involving the local community?

Seki Yusen, the Ukai| 4. Asatourism site, do you think your business is successful?

Cormorant Fishing Tour How did you come to that conclusion?

Operator 5. How are the public promotional materials and channels for
Ukai Cormorant fishing decided on? Who is/are typically
involved in making the decisions?

6. Since Ukai Cormorant fishing is a nationally recognized
cultural heritage, are any governmental organs involved in
the management?

Ukai Cormorant Fishing | 4. What is the most difficult part of communication with

Master (Usho) visitors?

5. What type of support would you like to receive from the
local government? (For example, certain policy
implementation or subsidiaries)

6. Do you feel a sense of pride in participating in the
preservation of a tradition or cultural heritage?

Case Study 2: Itadori Campsite in Itadori

Itadori Local Committee | 3. Do you feel that the Itadori campsite maintains
communication with the local community?

4. How has the Itadori Campsite changed the lifestyle of the

area? Are more local people working in the tourism

industry?
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Itadori

Representative

Campsite

What are the strengths and weaknesses of Itadori Campsite?
How did you analyze the situation of Itadori Campsite?
How does Itadori Campsite approach its public promotion?
What tools are being used for promotion?

In your opinion, does the local government assist you in the

management and continuation of your business?

103




2026 £F 3 A¥ET
FITAT BEEAFAFRERFEFEATR
T464-6801 BRIRHEEHTEXAEHE]
IR—LR—Z : https://www4.gsid.nagoya-u.ac.jp/
EBBEE : 052-789-3993 FAX : 052-789-2666

104




