ENGLISH

To Be Listed as a Natural World Heritage
Requires Maintaining and
Conserving Universal Value

Aiming to Become a Natural World Heritage
A Global Natural Treasure: The Ryukyu Islands

The Natural Value of the Ryukyu Islands
—Recognizable and Therefore Protectable
"Biodiversity" and "Ecosystem" as Reasons
for Being Selected as a Candidate Site
In 2003, the Review Committee on Candidate Natural Sites for
nomination to the World Heritage List ( jointly established by the
Ministry of the Environment and the Forestry Agency) selected the

Japan's Last Undiscovered Region

Objectives for Listing as a Natural World Heritage Site

A Wondrous Forest

Yambaru Region

Iriomote Island

The objective for gaining such listing is to protect and preserve a
natural habitat that possesses outstanding universal value so that it
may be maintained as a heritage site for future generations.

The Value of the Ryukyu Islands as a World Heritage

Ecosystem

Ryukyu Islands as a possible entrant from Japan. The Amami Island,
Tokuno Island, the northern part of Okinawa Island (Yambaru), and

Outstanding example of an ecosystem
that clearly demonstrates a process of
biological evolution independent from that
on a continental island

Iriomote Island in particular were lauded for their ecosystems and
biodiversity. Despite the islands' geohistorical connection with the
Japanese mainland, the wildlife there have evolved independently and

Biodiversity

diversified while endangered species live and grow in great numbers.
The two most important factors when it comes to being listed as a

An important region even from a global
biodiversity-protection perspective for its
varied range of relict and newly endemic
species

UNESCO Natural World Heritage site are to be of outstanding universal
value and for that value to be one that will be conserved for the future.

Issues in Obtaining Listing as a Natural World Heritage Site

Defining the Protected Area

Abundance of Protective Measures

To obtain listing as a Natural World Heritage site
requires safeguards based on laws and similar
such that a site's innate qualities will not be
harmed. Appropriate means of preserving the
site such as declaring it a National Park or some
other type of preserve is desirable.

In recent years, such phenomena as predation by invasive
species like mongoose and feral cats, traffic accidents resulting in roadkill, poaching, illegal digging, and a worsening in
the habitat environment have been having an impact on
endemic and rare species. Effective measures to deal with
these issues need to be carried out on an ongoing basis.

An Okinawa rail that appeared
along a road

What Happens When a Natural Site is Listed as a World Heritage?
If the Ryukyu Islands are listed, more people around the world as well as in Japan will become cognizant of itsWhat
natural wonders.
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ral environment and is also expected to provide a stimulus to the region, including to its tourism industry. That said, there are also concerns about the burdens this will place on the environment due to over
use as well as the potential deterioration of an irreplaceable natural environment. After listing, each
individual’s awareness and modes of involvement will become of great importance. While also comforming to the changes in the local communities, the area must be appropriately managed for tourism
use, the behavior of visitors may need to be improved, and preservation activities must be encouraged.

For detailed information on being listed as
a Natural World Heritage Site:
http://www.pref.okinawa.jp/site/kankyo/shizen/sekaishizenisan/

The website above is only available in Japanese.

Iriomote cat
Image courtesy of Yamashiro Hiroaki

Okinawa rail

Ryukyu black-breasted leaf turtle
Crested serpent eagle
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Our Goal!!
Amami-Oshima, Tokunoshima Island, the Northern Part of Okinawa Island,
and Iriomote Island as a Natural World Heritage Site

A Wondrous Forest

Yambaru Region
The Yambaru region. Japan's largest subtropical evergreen
forest, spreads out across the northern part of Okinawa Island.
There are only a few subtropical evergreen forests in the world,
and this one forms the base of Yambaru's unique ecosystem.
The Yambaru forest provides the habitat for numerous rare
flora and fauna. It is called the "Wondrous Forest."

Why is it that people speak of
the natural environment of the
small Ryukyu Islands
as being precious?

In 2013, the international non-governmental organization Conservation International (CI) designated 34

The Ryukyu Islands
comprise a region
that is key to biodiversity

regions around the world as "biodiversity hotspots." This designation indicates an area that is particularly
biodiverse on a global scale, but whose abundant biodiversity is threatened with destruction. Japan as a
whole was one of the regions selected. Furthermore, 228 areas around the country were designated key
locations for maintaining biodiversity on international standards (key biodiversity areas, KBA). The largest
number of these were located in the Yambaru region and the Yaeyama Islands, including Iriomote Island.

Japan's Last Undiscovered Region

Iriomote Island

Mangroves spread in brackish waters and marshes are laid
out along the coast and riversides.If you head up into the
mountainous area’s primeval forests that have lasted since
time immemorial, undiscovered lands are to be found. It is an
environment where most people have never set foot. An area
that still remains unknown.

The islands might be extremely small,
but they have an abundance of wildlife
The Ryukyu Islands host a diverse ecosystem that includes forests,
rivers, mangroves, mudflats, sandy beaches, and coral reefs. A
multitude of wildlife inhabit and grow on those islands, some of
which live and grow nowhere else in the world except on one or
another of those islands. Though they may be small, the Ryukyu
Islands are home to a wide variety wildlife. As such, they are quite
precious on a global scale.

Okinawa woodpecker
(Sapheopipo noguchii)
Special Designated Natural
[ Monument
]
(National )

The prefectural bird of Okinawa,
this fowl is a relative of woodpeckers,
that are found only in the Yambaru region.

Yanbaru Long-armed Scarab Beetle
(Cheirotonus jambar)
[Designated Natural Monument ( National) ]

This insect that inhabits only the Yambaru
region is typified by its long forelegs.

Ryukyu black-breasted leaf turtle
(Geoemyda japonica)

[ Designated Natural Monument ( National )]
This leaf turtle is to be found only on Okinawa's main
island, Kume Island, and Tokashiki Island.

Okinawa rail (Gallirallus okinawae)
[Designated Natural Monument ( National) ]

This ecosystem inhabited by diverse
wildlife, includes some found nowhere else and others that differ
from island to island

These islands have seen
evolution proceed in ways unique to each

The Okinawa rail lives only in the Yambaru region,
while the Iriomote cat lives only on Iriomote Island.
There are also cases in which the subspecies of a
particular genus differ by region, such as the Okinawa tree lizard wherein the Japalura polygonata
subspecies may be found throughout the Amami and
Okinawa Islands while the Japalura polygonata
ishigakiensis subspecies is distributed throughout
the Sakishima Islands except for Yonaguni Island.

[

The Formation of the Ryukyu Islands

Iriomote cat
(Prionailurus bengalensis iriomotensis)

Asian mainland, but they repeatedly separated and rejoined with it
over the millennia as a result of changes in the sea level and other

[Special Designated Natural Monument ( National) ]

factors to take shape as the island we know today. There is wildlife
that originally inhabited the mainland, but owing to their separation
their respective environments.

Approximately
1.5 million years ago

Okinawa tree lizard (Sakishima)
(Japalura polygonata ishigakiensis)

Crested serpent eagle
(Spilornis cheela perplexus)

Once, in the distant past the Ryukyu Islands were connected to the

onto their respective islands, have evolved in ways distinctive to

Okinawa tree lizard (Okinawa)
(Japalura polygonata polygonata)

Approximately
15 to 20 thousand years ago

Topographic map courtesy of Ministry of the Environment, from
"Biodiversity of the Amami-Ryukyu Islands: The Diverse Wildlife That the Islands
Conceal" (partially revised)
https://kyushu.env.go.jp/naha/wildlife/data/tayousei_131017.pdf

The Iriomote cat inhabits only that selfsame Island. The
fact that the apex predator of this ecosystem has
inhabited this small island for tens of thousands of years
has been termed extremely rare and miraculous on a
global scale.
Image courtesy of Yamashiro Hiroaki

Special Designated Natural
Monument ( National)

This raptor is a relative of
falcons. In Japan, they
can only be seen on
the Yaeyama
Islands.

]

Kishinoue's giant skink (Plestiodon kishinouyei)
[Designated Natural Monument (National )]

The largest lizard species in Japan, this specimen can grow
to nearly 40 cm in length and can be found only on the
Miyako and Yaeyama Islands.

Yaeyama yellow-margined box turtle
(Cuora flavomarginata evelynae)
[Designated Natural Monument (National )]

This turtle inhabits only Ishigaki and Iriomote Islands.
When it senses danger, it closes the flaps of its shell to
take on boxlike shape.
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Why is it that the only place on
Earth where these wildlife live is here?

Biodiversity is a general term for the diversity that can
be seen at all biological levels, from the diversity of
species, genetic diversity, to the diversity of ecosystems. It can refer to the varied differences of character traits among individuals of the same species or
interpopulation; to the fact that varied species live in
great numbers at the regional or global level; or to the
existence of ecosystems with structures that vary from
region to region.
Biodiversity is a wellspring that generates a variety of
ecosystem services: it provides useful goods such as
foodstuffs and building materials; it has an effect on
maintaining environmental conditions such as regulating the climate and keeping water clean on an appropriate scale; and it has an effect on the spirit through
its aesthetic and religious influences. Given our fears
over how hard it may become for us to enjoy these
ongoing ecosystemic services due to a decline in
biodiversity, the deep connections it has with how we
live make it all the more important that we protect it.

A Wondrous Forest Yambaru Region

A Wondrous Forest Yambaru Region

Biodiversity and Its Importance

This fowl can be found only in the Yambaru region.
Its wings are small and for the most part it cannot fly.

Encouraging Future Generations
to Maintain This Spirt

Ryukyu broad-winged damselfy
(Matrona basilaris japonica)

The ecosystem of the Ryukyu Islands that was
formed in such a closed and geographically
isolated environment is extremely fragile. That
environment is something that we can preserve
and manage, and by doing so encourage future
generations to have the same spirit.

Okinawa woodpecker
(Sapheopipo noguchii)
Sword-tail newt
(Cynops ensicauda)

Ryukyu robin
(Luscinia komadori namiyei)

What Needs to Be Done to
Protect This Irreplaceable
Natural Environment?

Yambaru

Kagoshima Prefecture, listed as a World Heritage under the natural
site category. Obtaining the listing and receiving worldwide

Iriomote Island

beautiful natural environment of the Ryukyu Islands and pass it

Gossamer-winged damselfly
(Euphaea yayeyamana)

The government had already designated parts of Iriomote
Island as a special area, but in order to increase protection of its endemic species and ecosystem, efforts were
made to expand that designation to cover almost the
entire island.

Efforts are being made to capture invasive
species—including animals brought in from
overseas such the mongoose as well as those
from elsewhere in Japan—so that they do not
have a negative impact on those living animals
already in the region.

Measures to Prevent Roadkill

Japanese pygmy woodpecker
(Dendrocopos kizuki nigrescens)

Expanding the
Iriomote-Ishigaki National Park
and Improve Systems for Protection

with the Amami-Oshima Island and Tokunoshima Island of

down to future generations.

With the prospect of being listed as a Natural World Heritage site, the Yambaru region—a natural environment
precious on a global scale—was designated a National
Park so that it may be preserved on a lasting basis.

A captured mongoose

Local authorities have been issuing widespread
notices to prevent traffic accidents that result in
roadkill. These efforts include confirming locations
where these incidents occur, exchanging information, and conducting awareness-raising drives to
prevent their occurrence.

Greater tip-nosed frog
(Odorrana supranarina)

Iriomote cat
(Prionailurus bengalensis iriomotensis)

What Each of Us Can Do
Encounter Nature Firsthand and Learn About It

Image courtesy of Iriomote Wildlife Conservation Center
(Ministry of the Environment-operated)

Common emerald dove
(Chalcophaps indica)
Orange oakleaf butterfly
(Kallima inachus eucerca)

Sakishima rice frog
(Fejervarya sakishimensis)
Stimpson's skink
(Plestiodon stimpsonii)

We can learn a lot about wildlife and their ecosystem by encountering nature firsthand. When studying nature, we should stop bringing in and taking
out those wildlife that might destroy or disturb the
ecosystem. The only thing that we should leave
behind after visiting such an environment is our
footprints, and the only thing that we should take
with us are memories and photographs. There are
many conservation and volunteer efforts that you
can get involved with to protect the environment.
Give one of those organizations a call.
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Our goal is to see the Yambaru region and Iriomote Island, along

nations and ethnic groups, for all the world's peoples to protect the

The Yambaru RegionDesignated a National Park in 2016

Designating it a National Park and
stepping up legal restrictions will
result in more reliable protection and
maintenance for future generations.

Forming Links with the Future as a
Natural World Heritage Site

recognition will make it possible to transcend the barriers of

Okinawa rail
(Gallirallus okinawae)

A Wondrous Forest Yambaru Region
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Japanese green grass lizard
(Takydromus smaragdinus)

Measures for Dealing with Invasive Species

