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The early days of Geoparks in Ja pan

Michiko YAJIMA1, *

1 To kyo Met ro pol i tan Uni ver sity, To kyo, Ja pan

Ab stract. Around the end of the 20th cen tury, all min eral mines and coal mines in Ja pan were closed. Ge ol o gists in Ja pan
be came wor ried about the fu ture of geo log i cal stud ies. At that time, news of geoparks came from Eu rope. “Rock Green Café”
played an im por tant role in the Jap a nese geopark move ment. As of 2025, 10 UNESCO Geoparks and 38National Geoparks
were es tab lished in Ja pan. Many geoparks in clude ex am ples of geohazards and ves tiges of aban doned mines as
georesources.
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STARTING GEOPARKS IN JAPAN

The Geo log i cal So ci ety of Ja pan (JGS) was founded in
1893.  The num ber of mem bers was 128 in 1897, reached a
max i mum of 5300 in 1999 and is now 3000 (Sasaki, 2018).
Around the end of the 20th cen tury, all min eral mines and coal
mines in Ja pan were closed, and ge ol o gists in Ja pan be came
wor ried about the fu ture of geo log i cal stud ies.

At that time, news about geoparks came from Eu rope. 
Some Jap a nese ge ol o gists at tended the first In ter na tional
Geopark meet ing in Beijing in 2004, the sec ond meet ing in Bel -
fast in 2006, and then in 2008 four Jap a nese ap pli cants at -
tended the Osnabrück meet ing.

In De cem ber 2007, the Jap a nese Geopark Li ai son Coun cil
was es tab lished with sup port from Jap a nese ge ol o gists and pri -
vate or ga ni za tions that were con duct ing geo log i cal sur veys,
and, with some lo cal au thor i ties and oth ers who wished to es -
tab lish Geoparks be gan ex chang ing ideas.

In De cem ber 2008, seven Jap a nese Geoparks were des ig -
nated as na tional geoparks. In May 2009, the Jap a nese
Geopark Li ai son Coun cil be came the Jap a nese Geoparks Net -
work (JGN). Geoparks in Ja pan started in 2009 (https://geo -
park.jp/en/).

THE “ROCK GREEN CAFE” AND GEOPARKS

In or der to prop a gate the con cept of geoparks, the JGS and
the Geo log i cal Sur vey of Ja pan (GSJ) in vited Dr Wolfgang Eder 
of UNESCO, who had re spon si bil ity for geoparks, and made
pro vin cial tours around Ja pan.

Dr Eder found a sign board for the “Rock Green Café” in the
coun try side of south-east Ja pan (Fig. 1).  This at tracted much
in ter est from him. At first I thought this was be cause he had
found a gram mat i cal mis take, be cause some for eign ers are in -
ter ested in the er rors  Jap a nese peo ple can make when us ing
Eng lish ex pres sions. But he told me that he had trav elled all

around the world, and this is the first time he had dis cov ered a
true ex pres sion of the spirit of geoparks. He stated that “Rock”
means ge ol ogy, “Green” means ecol ogy, and “Café “means hu -
man ac tiv ity (Fig. 2). These three words form three fun da men tal 
fac tors of the Geopark con cept, and hence rep re sent the spirit
of Geoparks (Yajima, 2008).

In Ja pan, there are na tional parks and quasi-na tional park
sys tems. Setonaikai, Unzen and Kirishma were des ig nated as
the first three na tional parks on March 16, 1934. Cur rently, Ja -
pan’s 34 na tional parks, 56 quasi-na tional parks, and 311 pre -
fec tural nat u ral parks wel come ap prox i mately 900 mil lion vis i -
tors ev ery year.

Since 1911, un der the Law for the Pro tec tion of Cul tural
Prop er ties, the na tional gov ern ment des ig nates, se lects, and
reg is ters the most im por tant cul tural prop er ties as Na tional
Trea sures, Im por tant Cul tural Prop er ties, His toric Sites, Places
of Sce nic Beauty, or Nat u ral Mon u ments and im poses re stric -
tions on ex ports and ac tiv i ties. There are 415 Places of Sce nic
Beauty (in clud ing 36 Spe cial Places of Sce nic Beauty), and
1,030 Nat u ral Mon u ments (in clud ing 75 Spe cial Nat u ral Mon u -
ments). Geo log i cal and min er al og i cal fea tures such as
partiicular rocks, min eral and fos sil pro duc ing sites, con form -
able and un con form able strata, folded and thrustdd strata, geo -
log i cal fea tures caused by the work of liv ing crea tures, and so
on, are also clas si fied as Places of Sce nic Beauty and Spe cial
Places of Sce nic Beauty.

Geoparks rep re sent a dif fer ent sys tem from the up per Na -
tional Parks and Nat u ral Mon u ments. Geoparks are ac tive and
at trac tive.  Geoparks are based on var i ous georesources of
global scale, they pro tect na ture and cul ture, and pri or i tize ed u -
ca tion and tour ism. A Geopark is a sin gle, uni fied geo graph ical
area where sites and land scapes of geo log i cal sig nif i cance are
man aged with a ho lis tic con cept of pro tec tion, ed u ca tion, and
sus tain able de vel op ment. Jap a nese ge ol o gists used the “Rock
Green Café” to ad ver tise these  three aims of geoparks.

A Geopark is a jour ney of bond ing and learn ing about the
earth, and a place to en joy geotourism. It is a place where you
can take a close look at moun tains and rivers, learn about how
they were formed, and think about their links to the eco sys tem
and to hu man life. A Geopark is where you think about Earth as* E-mail: pxi02070@nifty.com



a whole, from the ground at your feet to the boul ders around
you, and all the way into space; from bil lions of years into the
past all the way into the fu ture; and about the moun tains, rivers,
oceans, the at mo sphere, and the or gan isms that live within it.

FOSSA MAGNA MUSEUM’S ORIGINAL GEOPARK
CONCEPT

Be fore the geopark move ment be gan in Ja pan, the city of
Itoigawa in North east Ja pan had de vel oped an orig i nal idea of
geoparks in 1987, and pub lished the “Fossa Magna Re gional
De vel op ment Pro ject,” a lo cal plan to make use of the re gional
geo log i cal re sources for the pur pose of re vi tal iz ing the re gion.

Al though this was a very dif fer ent kind of Geopark from
those we see to day, the peo ple of Itoigawa peo ple be lieve this
was the first use of this term in the world. The Fossa Magna is
the large fault that di vides Ja pan, and named by Edmund
Naumann (1854–1927), the fa ther of ge ol ogy in Ja pan.

In 1994, the Fossa Magna Mu seum opened as a mu seum
ded i cated to the Fossa Magna, to Itoigawa’s fas ci nat ing geo -
log i cal his tory and to jade. Af ter sub se quent com plete ren o va -
tion, it con tin ues this mis sion and acts as the Re search and In -
for ma tion Cen ter of the Itoigawa UNESCO Global Geopark.

In 2007, the city of Itoigawa an nounced its plans to be come
a Global Geopark and, with other likeminded re gions, formed
the Jap a nese Geoparks Net work. In 2008, Itoigawa be came
one of the found ing mem bers of this net work and in 2009 its ap -
pli ca tion to the Global Geoparks Net work was ac cepted and it
be came Ja pan’s First Global Geopark. Since re ceiv ing cer tif i -
ca tion, Itoigawa Geopark has been striv ing to be a model re gion 
for Geopark-cen tred so ci etal de vel op ment (JGN https://geo-
 itoigawa.com/eng/about/aboutus.html).

GEOPARKS, NATURAL DISASTERS AND
ABANDONED MINES

As of July 2025, the JGN reg u lar mem ber ship con sists of 10 
UNESCO Global Geoparks in Ja pan and 38 Jap a nese Na tional 
Geoparks (Fig. 3). There are 7 as pir ing geoparks listed as as -
so ci ate mem bers. Ev ery year, the JGN Na tional Con fer ence
and work shops are held. Ac tive sup port is given to ar eas which
have suf fered from nat u ral di sas ters through shar ing in for ma -
tion about nat u ral di sas ters, such as vol ca nic erup tions, earth -
quakes, land slides and so on.

GEOPARKS WITH EVIDENCE OF VOLCANIC ERUPTIONS

Toya-Usu UNESCO Geopark: Sur rounded by moun tains,
the lake re sem bles a large caul dron. Ap prox i mately 110,000
years ago, an erup tion caused a huge de pres sion to form, and
the lake formed when the de pres sion filled with rain wa ter. Such
a lake is called a cal dera lake. South of Lake Toya is Mt. Usu,
an ac tive vol cano. Its fumarolic gas, bare rock and awe some
traces of erup tions con vey the might of the vol cano. Mt. Usu
has erupted at least nine times since 1663: four times in the
20th cen tury alone (1910, 1944–1945, 1977–1978, 2000).
These erup tions have had di sas trous ef fects and have im -
pacted peo ple’s lives. To keep the mem o ries of these di sas ters
from fad ing, build ings and roads dam aged by erup tions have
been pro tected as ev i dence of these events and a foot path has
been built to give vis i tors ac cess to these (https:
//www.toya-usu-geopark.org/eng lish/)

Unzen Vol ca nic Area UNESCO Geopark: Here one can
see the traces of di sas ters caused by the well-known ac tive vol -
cano, Mt. Unzen, while also en joy ing the bless ings of the won -
der ful na ture cre ated by Mt. Unzen.•This Geopark, fea tur ing
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Fig. 1. The sign board of the “Rock Green Café”
https://geosociety.jp/faq/content0073.html

Fig. 2. The geopark con cept ex plained with the “Rock Green
Café” https://geosociety.jp/faq/content0073.html



an ac tive vol cano, is quite unique in the world. A vol cano brings
in ter mit tent di sas ters how ever it also gives pre cious ben e fits to
us at other times. One of the main at trac tions of the Unzen Vol -
ca nic Area UNESCO Global Geopark is “Mt. Heisei Shinzan”,
the new est vol cano in Ja pan, show ing the re con struc tion pro -
cess from its di sas trous erup tions in 1990–1995. Forty three
peo ple in clud ing three vol ca nol o gists [Katia Krafft (1942–1991), 
Maurice Krafft (1946–1991) and Harry Glicken (1958–1991)]
died be cause of a sud den pyroclastic den sity cur rent in 1991
(https: //en.une sco.org/global-geoparks/unzen-vol ca nic-area).

Bandaisan Na tional Geopark: Mount Bandai cre ates
char ac ter is tic beau ti ful scen ery, as a re sult of vol ca nic ac tiv ity
that gen er ates re peated slides of snow and rock. One of these
trig gered by a phreatic ex plo sion started in 1888, killed 477 peo -
ple. The moun tain side of Urabandai (close to Mt. Bandai) was a 
waste land, but the ef forts of many peo ple led to suc cess ful tree
plant ing.  To day this is des ig nated as a na tional park.•In 1954
slope fail ure af ter heavy rain made good con di tions for s ski re -
sort.  Mt. Bandai and Urabandai be came a geopark (https:
//www.ban daisan-geo.com/eng/).

Izu Oshima Na tional Geopark: Fol low ing the fis sure erup -
tion in the north ern part of the cal dera on 21 No vem ber 1986, a
new fis sure erup tion started at 17:45 on the north west ern slope
of the outer rim on the same day as the first erup tion, which is an 

ex ten sion of the crater se quence. Eleven crat ers were formed
over a dis tance of about 1 km from south-east to north-west,
and high col umns of fire were raised. There was an out flow of
a’a lava’ from the larg est of these crat ers, which flowed along
Nagasawa to within 200 m of Motomachi. The town of Oshima
is sued an or der for all in hab it ants to evac u ate the is land at
22:50 and a si mul ta neous evac u a tion was car ried out dur ing
the night. One month later all these res i dents re turned to
Oshima is land (https://izuoshima-geo.org/en/).

Mt. Asama North Na tional Geopark: Mount Asama
erupted in 1783, caus ing wide spread dam age. The three-
month- long plinian erup tion that be gan on 9 May 1783, pro -
duced andesitic pum ice falls, pyroclastic flows, lava flows, and
en larged the cone. The cli mac tic erup tion be gan on 4 Au gust
and lasted for 15 hours, and in cluded pum ice falls and
pyroclastic flows. The com plex fea tures of this erup tion are re -
flected by rap idly formed de pos its of coarse pyroclastic ash
near the vent and the sub se quent flows of lava; and these
events which were ac com pa nied by a high erup tion plume
which in jected yet more pum ice into the air. At that time peo ple
ran to the tem ple ded i cated to Kannonn, climb ing more than 50
steps.  Ninety three peo ple were saved in this way, though 477
died be cause of ar riv ing too late. The tem ple is part of the
geosite (http://www.asamaen.tsumagoi.gunma.jp/en/geopark.html).
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Fig. 3. Geoparks in Ja pan

Red cir cles – UNESCO Geoparks; blue cir cles – Na tional Geoparks; green cir cles – as pir ing geoparks; https://geopark.jp/geopark/b



GEOPARKS WITH EARTHQUAKE HAZARDS

Sanriku Na tional Geopark: In re sponse to sig nif i cant
dam age to the Rikuchu Kaigan Na tional Park’s area dur ing the
Great East Ja pan Earth quake in 2013 the park merged with the
Tanesashi Kaigan Hshikamidake Pre fec tural Park and
Hachinohe city in Aomori Pre fec ture with the aim of aid ing re -
cov ery from the earth quake and pre serv ing les sons about the
dam age caused. The park took on its cur rent name, later in cor -
po rat ing the Minami Sanriku Kinkazan Quaisai-Na tional Park in 
2015 (https://en.kamaishi-kankou.jp/learn/geopark/).

Mt. Kurikoma Area Na tional Geopark: The 2008
Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku earth quake trig gered the larg est cat a -
strophic crit i cal land slide re corded in Ja pan. To show na ture’s
power to the eyes of vis i tors, the park shows the spec tac u lar
land slide mech a nism and its af ter math (https://www.kuriha -
racity.jp/w024/010/010/kurkoma-geoerea-pam phlet-eng lish.pdf).

GEOPARKS WITH ABANDONED MINES

Mikasa Na tional Geopark: The de vel op ment of Mikasa
started with the dis cov ery of ‘coal’, a gift of na ture, in the
Horonai area in the first year of the Meiji Era (1868). Since then,
the de vel op ment of the town has been closely in ter twined with
all things “Geo”. Hence the en tire city of Mikasa is now des ig -
nated as a Geopark (https://www.city.mikasa.hokkai -
do.jp/geopark/de tail_sp/00005579.html).

Mt. Kurikoma Area Na tional Geopark: Hosokura Mine
that was op er a tional for al most 1200 years, and af ter its com -
mer cial clo sure was opened to vis i tors as a park. Vis i tors can
learn about the con di tions in side the mine by ac tu ally walk ing
down into it. The tun nel is kept cool at 15 de grees year-round,
with out us ing air con di tion ing (https://www.kurikoma-sanro -
ku.jp/en/spots_winter05.html).

Sado Is land Na tional Geopark: Rocks formed dur ing the
vol ca nic ac tiv i ties in an cient times un der pin the is land and in -
clude gold and sil ver veins which were mined, lead ing to the
larg est pro duc tion of these met als in Ja pan. The Sado Gold

Mine is said to have been founded in 1601 by three moun tain
mas ters. In 1603, the Sado Mag is trate’s Of fice was es tab lished
un der the di rect con trol of the Tokugawa sho gun ate, and the
pro duc tion of gold coins also took place, sup port ing the fi -
nances of the Edo sho gun ate. In March 1989, un for tu nately,
op er a tions were sus pended due to re source de ple tion, and the
run ning his tory of nearly 400 years came to an end (https: 
//www.sa do-kinzan.com/en/knowl edge/).

MINE-Akiyoshidai Karst Na tional Geopark: Cop per was
pro duced at the Naganobori Cop per Mine in this geopark,
through the re ac tion be tween lime stone and magma 100 mil lion 
years ago. It was mined in ter mit tently from an cient times un til
to day. The cop per was mined and used to con struct the Great
Bud dha of Nara at Tôdai-ji (in around the 8th cen tury CE).  The
Naganobori Cop per Mine is the old est na tion ally-run cop per
mine in Ja pan.

The �mine Coal field in this geopark has pro duced an thra -
cite (coal that does not pro duce much smoke when burned).  A
large amount of the coal that was mined un der ground was car -
ried up to the ground here. The MINE In clined Mineshaft is one
of the most im por tant mineshafts in Ja pan. In the past there
were many rail way sta tions in the area which were used to
trans port coal (https://en.mine-geo.com/).

FUTURE GEOPARKS

The his tory of geoparks in Ja pan is rel a tively re cent, al -
though it has a lon ger his tory of pre ced ing ac tiv i ties, for in -
stance in pri vate or ga ni za tions in which I worked, fore run ners of 
the Jap a nese Geoparks Net work.

There are now 7 as pir ing geoparks listed as as so ci ate
mem bers 10 UNESCO Geoparks and 38 Na tional Geoparks in
Ja pan have to be judged ev ery four years.  All Jap a nese
geoparks are now very ac tive and at trac tive.  And now, the TV
pro gram of “Buratamori” in which the tele vi sion ce leb rity Tamori 
vis its each a geopark each week and ex plains its ge ol ogy in
sim ple terms, has es tab lished their deep-rooted pop u lar ity.
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