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Abstract

Tourism has been declared as an essential pillar of Japan’s economy and efforts have been
made to achieve the “Tourism Nation”, as prompted by the official policies. Although Japan is facing
the harsh reality of an irreversible shrinking of population, and parallel to that a shrinking of domestic
tourism can be anticipated, the growing inbound tourism is seen as the driving force to develop this
industry in the future. Japan’s traditional rural destinations have to innovate and adapt to the new
needs of next-generation Japanese tourists as well as the foreign tourists coming to Japan. Inbound
tourism development has been the topic of many research paper, and the different areas where
public and private stakeholders try to improve the foreign tourist-friendly environment. Nonetheless,
communication is still cited as an area where development is needed, and language emerged as a
significant concern.

The aim of this research paper is to assess the current situation of rural heritage destinations of
Japan, with a case study and reference destinations as examples. Tsuwano, in Shimane Prefecture,
was selected for a closer detailed look of what a rural heritage destination can offer to the tourists,
and survey has been carried out to evaluate the foreign-friendly environment of both restaurants and
accommodations. The questionnaire for accommodations concentrates on general and inbound
specific difficulties as well as attitude questions on inbound tourism.

The case-study of a destination enables us to have a detailed look at the structure and current
problems of that specific community but makes it difficult to draw wider conclusions. Several similar
heritage destinations were chosen where the same survey was carried out, in order to have a
broader view and a reference point to the case study destination.

Tsuwano while similar to the reference destinations in the problems that it is facing, is proven to
be different in an important point, where the local private sector is not innovation or developing
towards the inbound market. The local authorities work in securing and branding cultural assets
through prefecture and national designations. This branding, through designation, shows a strategic
approach to the destination’s development, but this attitude is not reflected in the private sector.
While the linguistic landscape of restaurants is favourable with many English menus, it cannot be
said to be an endogenous development. The university project of a nearby created these menus aid
at foreigners, and not the initiative of owners and managers. Although there are examples of
successful non-endogenous development of destinations followed by intercultural (domestic or
foreign) differences, in Tsuwano’s case the lack of leadership in the private sector and the lack of
tourism resources attractive to foreign capital creates a different situation, where the public sector’s
strategically desitnation development is met with an indifferent private sector.
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