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Researching UNESCO Heritage and Tourism in Amami Oshima

Evangelia Papoutsaki

(Unitec Institute of Technology)
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Since 2017, | have been visiting the
Amami Islands, initially as an
International Research Fellow at
Kagoshima University’s International
Center for |Island Studies. | was
fortunate to be introduced to Amamian
culture by Professor Emeritus Sueo
Kuwahara, with  whom | have
collaborated on ethnographic research
exploring the islands’ communicative
ecology and information ecosystems.

This year, under a Japan Foundation
Research Fellowship, | returned to
Amami Oshima to investigate the
impact of its UNESCO World Natural
Heritage designation and emerging
tourism trends. This study addresses a
gap in the literature concerning the
intersection of tourism, communication,
and island studies within the Japanese
context. Specifically, it examines how
“islandness”—the unique socio-spatial
condition of being an island—shapes
tourism information ecosystems and,
conversely, how tourism influences
local narratives. The research also
explores the dynamic interplay between
natural/cultural  heritage and the
negotiation of external and internal
priorities. Amami Oshima serves as a
compelling case study for

understanding how island identity is
both affirmed and renegotiated within
its  distinct  micro-communicative
ecology and eco-cultural setting.
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Amami FM is an amazing community
radio that has done much to promote
and revitalize island music, dialects
and culture in general. It was a true
honour to get invited to talk by Yoko
Watari, the radio’s leading reporter, to
talk about our research.
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Over several weeks of fieldwork, I
employed  ethnographic ~ methods,
including photo-mapping changes in the
port area, engaging with cruise ship
visitors, and analyzing tourism
information materials and services.
Through interviews with community
members and key informants, several
trends emerged regarding the
communicative ecology of tourism in
Amami Oshima, including how natural
heritage tourism impacts and reshapes
local communication patterns; how
residents  reconstruct their island
identity through tourism promotion and
resistance (a paradoxical dynamic); how
tourism and the UNESCO effect
influences and galvanizes island
narratives; how island communities
negotiate the rising tensions around
tourism related developments including
the arrival of large-scale resort
construction and the introduction of
behavior rules; and the role of key
‘'storytellers/ island influential voices’
play in producing and negotiating these
narratives. Amami stands at an
important moment in its natural heritage
tourism development.

Amami Oshima stands at a pivotal
moment in its natural heritage tourism
development.  This  presents an
opportunity to craft a unique eco-
cultural identity while engaging visitors
through sustainable practices that align
with ecotourism principles— avoiding
the pitfalls of overtourism. As one
interviewee aptly noted, “Amami
should not make it so easy for everyone
to come.”

This fieldwork has been both
intensive and highly productive,
capturing early transformations in the
island’s  communicative  landscape

following UNESCO designation. 1 am
deeply grateful for the support of the
Amami  Research  Station, which
provided accommodation, workspace,
and invaluable resources. A particular
highlight for this fieldwork was hosting
my SICRI co-convenor, Dr. Meng Qu of
Hokkaido University, whose expertise
in island tourism greatly enriched this
research. It gave much pleasure to
introduce a fellow researcher to Amami
Oshimal

With my good friend, Futoshi Hamada,
a man with a passion for Amami’s
kurousagi!
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At Harahabuya’s shop in Naze, | love
the snake designs and how they
reflect the island’s eco-philosophy.
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