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Abstract: This research explored the long-term relation between tourism development and coun-
terurbanization in a remote island in Japan, as the longevity of in-migrants’ role in low-amenity
tourism destinations has been questioned. Using data collected over 10 years at Yakushima Island,
the study investigated the island’s population trend, in-migrants’ motivation for relocation, their
contributions to tourism, and the lives on the island. The results showed that the trend of population
growth differed among Yakushima’s 24 villages likely because of accessibility, proximity to tourism
attractions, the weather, and housing availability. Yakushima’s natural environment was the key
factor in in-migrants’ migration choice. Encounters and connections with people on the island were
found to be another important factor. In-migrants introduced ecotours as an innovation in the 1990s,
and thereafter, many in-migrants moved to Yakushima with high aspirations of becoming tour guides.
Tourism stagnated starting in 2008, and some in-migrants began moving out of the island. Despite
the overall downward trend of tourism, an increase in international tourists created a niche market
before the COVID-19 pandemic, attracting foreign in-migrants as tourism entrepreneurs in recent
years. Similar to the main driver for Japanese in-migrants’ relocation, nature was also the main
motivation for international tourists’ relocation.

Keywords: counterurbanization; tourism development; nature-based tourism; Yakushima Island;
peripheral island; low amenity; longitudinal study

1. Introduction

Tourism and migration hold a symbiotic relationship, in which one generates flows for
the other and vice versa [1]. Counterurbanization, a phenomenon in which people relocate
from urban to rural areas [2], is fueled by such a symbiotic relationship, especially after the
1990s, when the demand for tourism and migration to rural communities began to grow [3].
Unlike post-industrial in-migrants who seek employment opportunities, in-migrants to
rural communities are typically motivated to seek a better quality of life [4]. Their moti-
vations are driven by their negative or unsatisfactory lifestyles before migration [5]. One
push factor of urban-to-rural migration occurs when people are fed up with life in the
urban space because of gentrification processes [6]. Disgust of a consumerism society also
plays a part in driving people to escape from their urban lives [7].

In the process of migration, people change their locations over time [4], and tourism
can be an initial step in this process [8,9]. Previous visits to a destination may contribute
as a factor in drawing tourists back to their destination as migrants or permanent resi-
dents [9]. Some even start tourism-related businesses after relocation [10,11] with varying
motivations. There are those who have a clear vision of starting up their businesses prior
to migration [12], whereas others become self-employed by accident or out of financial
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necessity [13]. Some are more reliant on their income from the business, whereas for
others, it is a side business [14], and they are motivated to share their lifestyle dream with
like-minded clients [15]. They may consider the tourism business as a way to combine their
hobbies with work [16].

Rural communities characterized by socio-economic downturn, a scarce population,
and a relative deficiency in services and infrastructure are called low-amenity rural ar-
eas [10,17]. Despite their limited resources, they offer a quality of life that in-migrants
seek, which is associated with a combination of material and intangible aspects, includ-
ing lower property rates [7], better environmental conditions [7], rural environments,
and places that offer slow and simple lives or that are safe and free from any external
constraints [18]. They often provide natural and aesthetic assets that allow in-migrants to
live their desired lifestyles [16].

There have been mixed findings regarding in-migrants’ contributions to rural com-
munities. While some studies claim that in-migrants can potentially provide benefits to
the economic development of rural areas [11,12], others question their contributions be-
cause lifestyle is often a prioritized aspect over business or economic achievement among
urban-to-rural migrants [14,19]. In low-amenity rural areas, in particular, in-migrants value
the experiential dimension of their lifestyle, which relates to their hobbies [13], and may
consider work–life balance more important [20]. Rurality or underdevelopment is often
a preferred character, which provides the basis for the slow life that many in-migrants
seek for [10]. Thus, if rural areas develop through tourism, they may no longer become
attractive places for in-migrants. Consequently, this raises a question about the long-term
symbiosis of tourism development and counterurbanization in low-amenity rural places.

The life stage of in-migrants likely affects their duration of migration [12]. For instance,
young in-migrants may be motivated to move to low-amenity rural areas during a certain
stage of their lives, but they may not stay for the long term as they enter into the next
stage of their lives [10]. Using the case of a winter tourism destination in Northern
Sweden [10], Carson et al. questioned the longevity of in-migrants’ role in low-amenity
areas, as very few respondents in the study had long-term plans. Similarly, Kuentzel and
Ramaswamy [21] concluded that there is a weak link between the availability of tourism
amenities and counterurbanization in Stowe, Vermont in the US, a mountain resort. While
Carson et al. [10] and Kuentzel and Ramaswamy [21] investigated counterurbanization
and tourism connections in the long term, the spatial locations of low-amenity rural
communities vary—some are located near urban fringes, whereas others are located in
peripherals—and attract different types of in-migrants [22].

Islands are good models for examining the connection between tourism and counterur-
banization, as tourism has become a key industry for many islands [23], and islands can be
one type of migration destination that perfectly fits the expectations of rural in-migrants.
Islands play a special role because of their strong image in tourism; they are perceived to
offer fantasy or even a paradise and provide people with an opportunity to escape from
their normal life [24]. Islands of “particular perceived charm” [25] (p. 471) are especially
qualified to attract second homes and retirement migration. As a result of benefitting from
tourism, in such islands, economics and populations can stabilize or even grow [26,27].
Yet, as found in previous studies, the long-term effects of counterurbanization in low-
amenity tourism destinations are questionable [10,21] and require further investigation in
the peripheral island context, where tourism is expected to play a strong role in counterur-
banization. Therefore, the present study discusses the long-term counterurbanization and
tourism nexus in the context of a peripheral island location in Japan that experiences youth
out-migration and aging.

Japan provides useful cases for examining the connection between tourism and coun-
terurbanization in the island context, as it is a country consisting of nearly 7000 islands [28],
and many of these islands have been struggling to revitalize their communities because
of their narrow economic base and limited resources [29]. Islands are generally regarded
as fragile places, both economically and ecologically, because of their small size, insu-



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8822 3 of 21

larity, isolation, and vulnerability to natural disasters [29]. These limiting characteristics
of islands lead to the continuous outpouring of younger generations to cities. The loss
of younger generations could then lead to a workforce reduction and an increase in the
aging population. In such communities, tourism is often used as a means of revitaliza-
tion [30], and counterurbanization trends are considered a key factor that affects aging
and depopulation.

Counterurbanization in Japan became a popular topic during the oil crisis in the 1970s.
Although it was never strong enough to become an actual trend, it has attracted renewed
interest from the media and researchers in recent years [31]. Since the 1970s, several steps
in the development of counterurbanization have been recognized. After the oil crisis,
employed sararı̄man (salaried permanent workers) dropped out of their permanent jobs
before retirement and relocated to the countryside using their retirement money to build
mostly Western-style inns called penshon [32]. In the 1980s, a revived interest in rural things
and places made tourists and in-migrants reappreciate rural heritage and idealize rural
landscapes as furusato (hometowns) [33]. After the bursting of the bubble economy in the
early 1990s, the structural instability of the labor market created some fluctuation out of
urban centers. Since the early 2000s, young people started moving to the countryside [34],
but retirement migration, especially for the first baby boom generation, also proceeded.
In 2009, the national chiiki okoshi kyoryokutai (Community Building Support Staff Program)
started to match young people and communities by providing financial support for three
years, during which in-migrants should set up their own way of making a living [34].

The Great East Japan Disaster in 2011 accelerated the search for new lifestyles [34,35].
In 2014, the government embarked on a policy for the revival of the countryside called
den’en kaiki, which is considered by some to be a possible beginning of counterurbaniza-
tion [36]. It can be assumed that the COVID-19 crisis in 2020 will become another factor
driving migration to rural areas, as dense living conditions in urban centers prove to be a
disadvantage during the pandemic.

The increased focus on migration is mirrored in international and Japanese research
on the topic (e.g., [35,37]). In-migrants are commonly divided into U-turners (i.e., those
who return to their hometown after a period of absence) and I-turners (i.e., those who
move to areas to which they are not connected in any way) [35]. However, as Klien pointed
out [35], semi-permanent moves are more common, and there is no such phenomenon as a
typical migrant. Diverse narratives, practices, and motives attract people of different ages
and genders to the countryside, where they look for work, their own self, a place to settle
down, or a life that contributes to society [34]. Even nationality becomes fluid, as Japanese
with international partners or experience in life abroad increasingly choose a new lifestyle
in rural areas (e.g., through the Community Building Support Staff Program).

While many island communities in Japan fail to reverse their declining trend in
population, and municipalities across the country compete to attract in-migrants, some
localities have successfully secured large numbers of new inhabitants. In Yakushima Island,
the focus of the present study, the constant influx of in-migrants has helped slow down
the rate of population decline for over a decade. The island is a well-known nature-based
tourism destination in Japan. It was designated as a UNESCO World Natural Heritage site
(WNHS) in 1993 and has thus far received more publicity for issues connected with the
management of its environmental resources [38–40] than for issues related to the constant
flow of in-migrants.

The present study contributes to the knowledge of tourism and counterurbanization
at a low-amenity tourism destination; their long-term relationship has been questioned in
non-island contexts. Given its remote location away from mainland Japan and the general
Japanese indifference toward the idea of moving to islands [36], Yakushima Island provides
valuable insight into the counterurbanization and tourism nexus. Specifically, the study
analyzes the 10-year trend of Yakushima’s in-migrants. Our research questions are two-
fold: In the context of a low-amenity peripheral island destination, (1) do in-migrants
contribute to stabilizing the population in the long term? (2) How do they contribute to
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improvements in the tourism sector? The aim is to identify the motivations of in-migrants,
the factors that make Yakushima an attractive destination for migration, and changes in
migration patterns during the different tourism development stages. We will also explore
the reciprocal connection between the role of tourism as a sector that creates business and
livelihood opportunities for in-migrants and the role of in-migrants in developing tourism.
The findings of the study would be useful not only for Japan’s peripheral island tourism
destinations but also for those outside Japan that are experiencing depopulation and aging.

2. Overview of Yakushima Island

Yakushima Island (Figure 1) is located in southern Japan, approximately 60 km off
the southern tip of the coast of Kagoshima Prefecture. It has a total area of 500 km2,
of which 90% is covered by mountains. Several mountain peaks of over 1800 m are located
in the central part of Yakushima, resulting in people settling in 24 communities along
the coastline.
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Because of its topographical features and remote location—the island is situated in a
location where the Kuroshio Current forms—Yakushima Island receives abundant rainfall
annually (4500 mm/year in the relatively dry and flat regions and 8000–10,000 mm/year
in the mountainous regions). The island’s climate varies widely, from subtropical at lower
elevations to subarctic zones at higher elevations. Yakushima’s climate has led to the
development of numerous flora (more than 1900 species) and fauna (16 confirmed species)
that are endemic to the island. Yaku-sugi cedar, an endemic flora, is a type of Japanese
cedar found in the southernmost part of Japan [42]. Jomon-sugi cedar, which is considered
the largest in Japan, is the most notable Yaku-sugi cedar on the island. Another feature that
is part of Yakushima’s flora is the moss. There are reportedly over 600 species of mosses
in Yakushima [43].

The tourism industry has played a significant role in the island’s economy, replacing
forestry when it was stopped for environmental concerns. With its designation as a na-
tional park in 1964 and the start of speedboat service in 1989, the island started attracting
tourists [44] (Figure 2). Later, the number of tourists continued to increase because of
Yakushima’s registration as a UNESCO WNHS. The annual number of tourists exponen-
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tially increased from approximately 100,000 between the 1970s and mid-1980s to 406,000 in
2007 [45,46]. However, it has been in decline since 2008 [47].
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Figure 2. Number of incoming visitors to Yakushima Island in 2002–2019 (Source: [48]).

Most tourists who visit Yakushima Island are drawn to see the old Jomon-sugi cedar
tree [45] and two mountain areas equipped with easy hiking paths that feature other large
cedar trees and moss forests. Hiking is a major tourist activity, but the island also offers
marine-based activities, such as sea turtle watching, snorkeling, scuba diving, and kayak-
ing. Yakushima is one of the few places in Japan where guided ecotours to visit natural
attractions have become a standard part of the tourist experience [45].

With the growth in tourist numbers, opportunities have emerged for work in the
tourism sector. The most obvious sectors are accommodations, restaurants, guides, souvenir
shops, and rental cars [49]. Results from our fieldwork revealed that other businesses have
a stronger place-specific aspect, such as the preparation and distribution of lunchboxes
for hikers, renting gear for outdoor leisure, and the production of souvenirs made from
Yaku-sugi wood and food from local resources, such as flying fish, deer, and tea.

Among these different types of occupations, mountain and ecotour guides have be-
come symbols of the connection between migration and tourism [50]. While mountaineer-
ing guides existed long before World Heritage registration, the first specialized ecotour
guide groups were founded in 1989 and 1993 by in-migrants. At one point, a number of
200 ecotour guides, of which 80% originate from outside Yakushima, became common
knowledge among researchers based on material provided by Yakushima town. Data from
2007, when the first tentative registration system was introduced, showed that only 31% of
116 registered guides originally came from Yakushima, but it can be assumed that many
local guides did not register themselves [50]. Ecotours can be considered an innovative
practice brought to Yakushima by in-migrants, many of whom have specialized knowledge
of ecology or outdoor leisure experience [45]. A low initial investment, the absence of
quality or proficiency control, the increased interest in nature-based tourism in Japan,
developing possibilities of direct marketing through the internet and social networking
services, and finally the chance to start as a member of an ecotour guide company or group
have made this sector the easiest entrance path for in-migrants to Yakushima.

Clearly quantifying the tourism industry in Yakushima is difficult, as different data
sources are based on different criteria. Data for the whole town of Yakushima include a
very small number of facilities on a second small island that is not the topic of this study.
One such statistic, the Economic Census of Japan, started in its current form in 2012. That
year, it accounted for 232 establishments in the sector of “Accommodations, eating and
drinking services”; this number increased to 285 in 2016.
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Statistics published by Kagoshima Prefecture show about 50 accommodation facilities
at the time of the UNESCO WNHS registration. That number climbed through the years to
108 (2000) and 181 (2007) to reach a peak with 238 facilities in 2014. It has since declined to
229. However, it is based on the number of operation licenses for accommodation, so it
may include facilities that own a license but are actually out of business [51]. Many tourism
businesses register as members of the Yakushima Tourism Association. In 2010, these
included 138 accommodations and 48 eating and drinking services. This number declined
to 81 and 29 in 2019. Once again, this may not reflect real numbers, as internet advertising
and reservation systems have made businesses less reliant on services provided by the
Yakushima Tourism Association, so they could simply have decided against membership.
As statistics from Kagoshima Prefecture suggest an increase that might only reflect the
number of license holders, the membership numbers of the Yakushima Tourism Association
imply a decrease that could be based on changed membership behavior. It is therefore
impossible to give a correct account of the change in the number of tourism businesses.

Guides are not classified as a separate group in any official statistics, so their numbers
can be grasped only from guide registration systems. As mentioned above, 116 guides were
registered in the first ecotour guide system in 2007; as of 2021, 75 guides are listed as Official
Certified Guides of Yakushima Guides by the town [52]. At the same time, the Yakushima
Tourism Association has 134 members in its guide sub-group [53]. During interviews,
guides often mention that they draw on part-time guides during peak seasons, so we can
assume that not all guides on the list are full-time professionals.

3. Materials and Methods

The present research adopted a longitudinal case study, which is considered invaluable
in using a single-case research design [54]. This long-term study allowed us to analyze
counterurbanization trends at different stages of tourism development in Yakushima.
The study used mixed methods of data collection, including secondary data published
by the municipal or national governments, questionnaire surveys, and semi-structured
interviews. To understand the migration trend in Yakushima Island over the last few years,
the study first analyzed the overall population of the island and the population trend by
village using secondary data.

The primary data were derived from several research projects conducted in Yakushima
between 2009 and 2020 concerning tourism development on the island. The first project,
from 2009 to 2011, focused on how tourism influenced the destination as a whole. It helped
us discover the important role that in-migrants played in tourism in Yakushima. The ques-
tionnaire that formed the main part of the following project in 2015 created an overview
of different business sectors that, for the first time, allowed for the quantification of in-
migration and the reasons behind it. The third project, conducted in 2017 and 2018, focused
on Japanese tour guides, their motivations behind moving to the island, and how they
make a living on the island, as ecotour guides are representative of a strong connection
between tourism and counterurbanization on Yakushima Island [50]. During this 2017
project, we discovered a few international in-migrants who are active in tourism businesses.
This led to the follow-up project in 2020 focused on this subgroup, which reflects the shift
from domestic to international tourism in Japan in the 2010s. All projects were conducted
in groups in which the researchers were in charge of designing the concepts and surveys,
and the investigators helped collect the data.

Although each project had different goals and objectives, meaning that the contents of
the interview questions slightly varied, questions related to the respondents’ background
information were commonly asked during the interviews. While not all interviews were
conducted by the same investigators, all were skilled at conducting interviews. Addi-
tionally, to secure continuity, some researchers and investigators participated in several
projects. Thus, the high data quality was maintained, and it was relatively consistent across
different research periods.
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As some interviews were conducted by different researchers as part of their own
research projects, some overlap of respondents might exist between the different projects.
Records of the interviews were kept by institution (i.e., hotel, tour company) and, for
privacy reasons, not by interviewee name. Even if the interviews were conducted in
the same institution, after several years, ownership changed, and different persons were
interviewed. As the questionnaire survey was conducted anonymously, we were unable
to identify the respondents’ identities. Therefore, the data were analyzed and reported
separately by research period to determine changes in migration patterns and the way
in-migrants became involved in tourism in Yakushima.

Table 1 presents the methods used in each fieldwork. From 2009 to 2011, a total of 46
semi-structured interviews with tourism businesses were conducted by visiting facilities
during the off-season in February. The results of the study between 2009 and 2011 were
grouped into three periods of tourism growth in Yakushima: Period 1—before 1992, when
the island was not yet registered as a World Heritage site; Period 2—10 years between 1993
and 2002, when the island started experiencing tourism growth; and Period 3—2003 to
2011, a period of rapid growth followed by tourism stagnation.

Table 1. Research periods, methods used, contents, and number of respondents.

Research Period Method Contents No. of Respondents

2009–2011
Semi-structured
interviews with

tourism businesses

Situation of and
problems in tourism

Story of the
business/owner

46

2015
Questionnaires
administered to

tourism businesses

Type of the business,
length of residency,

and opinions on
ecotourism

114

2017 and 2018

Semi-structured
interviews with tour

guides and town
officials

Reasons for
migration, how to

make a living,
and information on
migration policies,
including support

programs

16 (tour guides)

2017 and 2020

Semi-structured
interviews with

international
in-migrants

Reasons for
migration,

the business,
and problems

6

In 2015, structured questionnaires were administered to tourism businesses. For the
sample selection, 150 tourism-related businesses in seven communities were randomly
selected from the list of businesses registered as of 2015. The questionnaire was in Japanese
and then translated into English for analysis. Data analysis was carried out on 114 usable
questionnaires. Both descriptive statistics and Chi-square test were computed using SPSS
25 software. The results of the study in 2015 were grouped into four periods: Period
1—years before the WNHS designation (before 1992); Period 2—period of early tourism
growth (1993 to 2000); Period 3—period of rapid tourism growth (2001–2007); and Period
4—period of tourism stagnation and decline (2008–2015).

Semi-structured interviews were performed in 2017 and 2018 with 16 in-migrants who
work as tour guides, with Yakushima town officials in 2018, and with six international in-
migrants in 2017 and 2020 who were involved in the tourism business. For the interviews,
tour guides were contacted beforehand because many of them did not have an office.
Other businesses, such as accommodations, restaurants, and cafés, were visited without
appointments, and interviews were conducted on the spot. Interviews were recorded
upon the agreement of the interviewees and later transcribed. While conducting fieldwork



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8822 8 of 21

in 2018, one of the authors had an opportunity to talk with some locals and in-migrants
outside the official interview listed in Table 1. The relevant information they shared related
to migration will also be reported anecdotally.

As mentioned above, quantifying tourism businesses in Yakushima and their changes
over the years is difficult, so the relation of the sample numbers to the overall business
sector cannot be defined exactly. If we consider membership of the Yakushima Tourism
Association or registered guides as minimum numbers, at the start of our research, the num-
ber of accommodations would be above 138 facilities and that of guides would be above
116 persons, to name the two most prominent sectors. The number of international in-
migrants in the tourism sector is even more difficult to grasp. From the interviews, we
heard about two more persons who could have been possible candidates for our research.
However, as the Population Census counts only 73 non-Japanese residents in Yakushima
in 2015, the overall number is very small.

4. Results
4.1. Population Trend in Yakushima

Figure 3 shows Yakushima Island’s population trend from 1950 to 2020. As of 30 April 2021,
the population of the island is 12,026 [55]. Although the population has been in decline since
1960, in contrast to many other remote islands in Japan, the rate of decline has slowed down
over the last 30 years.
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The detailed population trend was further analyzed by village, as shown in Figure 4.
The villages whose population increased from 1990 to 2020 are indicated in orange,
and those that experienced population decline are indicated in blue. The size of the
circles represents the rate of growth and decline. Out of 24 villages, 10 had an increased
population from 1990 to 2020, and they are located on the southwest side. Among them,
Matsumine had the highest rate of population increase, which was more than 50%, from
329 in 1990 to 503 in 2020. Nagamine and Hirauchi followed, with their population increase
rates at 39.1% (284 to 395) and 34.6% (482 to 649), respectively.
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4.2. Interview Results in 2009–2011

The results of the semi-structured interviews conducted with tourism businesses
between 2009 and 2011 are presented in Table 2. We conducted 46 interviews with a focus
on accommodation facilities, guides, and shops. Twenty-three respondents originally came
from Yakushima, 19 from outside the island, and in 4 cases, especially larger organizations
or hotels, the place of origin was not clarified. Four in-migrants came from nearby Southern
Kyushu, 10 from the Tokyo and Osaka metropolitan areas, 2 from other rural parts of Japan,
and 3 did not specify. Among those respondents born in Yakushima, 10 confirmed that
they left the island for a certain period and later returned (i.e., they conducted a so-called
U-turn). Seven of the eight guides we interviewed moved to Yakushima from outside the
island (i.e., they I-turned). This result correlates with the aforementioned tendency that
guiding is a profession that is easily accessible for in-migrants. Only one of the guides
originally came from Yakushima but spent two to three years outside the island. For all
other types of businesses, residents outnumbered in-migrants. Most accommodation
facilities examined were small scale, with capacities between 8 and 45 persons. Two larger
hotels (with a capacity of 94 and 250 persons, respectively) explained that they employ
staff from outside the island and local part-time workers. However, information on the
interviewee himself was not given, and the number of in-migrants connected with these
hotels could not be confirmed.

Table 2. Number of respondents by type of business and place of origin.

Type of Business No. of Respondents No. of Respondents from Yakushima

Accommodation 17 10
Shop 11 7

Restaurant, Cafe 2 1
Guide 8 1

Transport 1 1
Tourism facility 4 3

Organization 3 0
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The businesses or organizations represented by the respondents were founded during
different periods. Seventeen businesses started operating before 1992, when the island was
not yet registered as a World Heritage site (period 1), 13 in the following 10 years between
1993 and 2002 (period 2), and 14 after 2003 (period 3). By type of business, accommodation
facilities started operating in all three periods, whereas seven guides started after the World
Heritage registration, when tourist numbers increased. Shops and tourist facilities, such as
museums and organizations, often predated this period.

Looking at the connection between place of origin and start of business (Figure 5),
businesses owned or managed by in-migrants dominated in 1993–2002, which is when
most guides started their work. Local businesses were either founded before 1993 or
after 2003. In one of the interviews, a local accommodation owner confirmed that after
Yakushima’s inhabitants witnessed the increase in tourists up to 2007, some started to
invest in the tourism business. Another owner explained that she owned a house that she
no longer used, so she put it on the market as simple accommodation without meals after
consulting with the Chamber of Commerce.
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As all locations were visited during the interviews, further differentiating locations
and contents between businesses founded by residents and those founded by in-migrants
was possible. Accommodation facilities run by in-migrants are located outside existing
villages, often surrounded by nature. Whereas the facilities run by locals comprise mostly
Japanese-style inns, in-migrant respondents explained that they deliberately chose types so
far not represented on the island, such as youth hostels or Western-style inns. Shops run
by local residents either sell a mix of everyday and tourism products or souvenirs from the
island, including craft products made from cedar wood. In-migrants, on the other hand,
offer products so far not available on the island, such as bakery, pottery, or outdoor goods
designed with Yakushima motifs. Three of the visited tourism facilities were run by the
town and employed residents.

Among the respondents who migrated to Yakushima, 11 explained their motivation
and how they became involved in their current work. These can be summarized into the
following categories, which sometimes overlap:

1. Early retirement: In-migrants retire early to move to the south and to nature. They use
retirement payments from their companies to build accommodation facilities located
in natural surroundings.

2. Nature: Many in-migrants are attracted by certain features of nature, especially moun-
tains, water, or trees. The possibility of working in nature and the work experience in
this sector further enhance this motivation.

3. Family reasons: People move to Yakushima to create a good environment for their
children or to provide healthy surroundings for sick family members.

4. Chance: Some respondents are invited to join an activity or facility when traveling in
Yakushima or through friends.
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5. Change: Looking for something different, the respondents end up in Yakushima.

As for U-turners, coming back for family or family businesses is an important motive.
One interviewee explained that he came back to look after his family, and he started a
restaurant because there was no other work available. For all respondents, moving to
Yakushima to live close to nature was the prime motivation, whereas the choice of economic
activity was secondary.

4.3. Results of the 2015 Questionnaire Survey

The demographic characteristics of the questionnaire respondents are shown in Table 3.
The respondents were evenly distributed in terms of gender, and 51.8% of those who
were involved in the tourism business were originally from outside Yakushima Island.
The length of the respondents’ residency in Yakushima reveals that only a few (14.9%)
are lifelong residents, with 29.8% having left the island for some time and returning as
U-turners. The accommodation business is the most common one relating to tourism
in Yakushima, so it has the highest percentage among the respondents (44.7%). On the
other hand, because the questionnaire was distributed through direct visits to the facilities,
the percentage of tour guides was low, as most did not maintain a permanently staffed
office. The majority of the businesses surveyed (58.8%) were owned by the respondents
or their family members. The results revealed that 67.5% of the respondents migrated
to Yakushima after it became a UNESCO WNHS in 1993, with the majority of this in-
migration occurring after tourism peaked in the island. Accordingly, a higher number of
the businesses surveyed (67.7%) started after 1993.

Table 3. Profile of the 2015 survey respondents in Yakushima.

Variable n = 114 %

Gender
Male 51 44.7

Female 51 44.7
Missing values 12 10.6

Place of origin

From outside
Yakushima 59 51.8

From Yakushima 46 40.4
Missing values 9 7.8

Residency type

Lived in Yakushima
since birth 17 14.9

I-turn 57 50.0
U-turn 34 29.8

Missing values 6 5.3

Type of business

Accommodation 51 44.7
Restaurant 23 20.2

Souvenir shop 10 8.8
Rental car 8 7.0

Guide 6 5.3
More than two

businesses 9 7.9

Others 5 4.4
Missing values 2 1.7

Position at facility (n = 112)

Owner 48 42.1
Manager 15 13.2

Owner’s family 19 16.7
Manager’s family 8 7.0

Staff 21 18.4
Others 1 0.9

Missing values 2 1.8
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Table 3. Cont.

Variable n = 114 %

Year of migration to Yakushima (n = 88)

≤1992 28 31.8
1993–2000 17 19.3
2001–2007 14 15.9
2008–2015 27 30.7

Missing values 2 2.3

Year business started

≤1992 32 28.0
1993–2000 19 16.7
2001–2007 25 21.9
2008–2015 23 20.2

Missing values 15 13.2

The results presented in Table 4 show the migration patterns of the respondents
from and to Yakushima. Based on the results, the majority of outgoing migration from
Yakushima occurred before its designation as an WNHS (83.9%). Although in-migration
to the island increased after its designation (I-turn = 74.1%; U-turn = 53.6%), a higher
percentage of I-turn in-migration occurred after tourism on the island reached its peak in
2007, whereas a noticeable percentage of U-turn migration to the island occurred before
the peak of tourism in Yakushima.

Table 4. Migration patterns of the respondents.

Migration Pattern
Year of Migration n (%)

≤1992 1993–2000 2001–2007 2008–2015

Migrated from
Yakushima

U-turn, left
Yakushima

(n = 31)
26 (83.9) 2 (6.5) 2 (6.5) 1 (3.2)

Migrated to
Yakushima

U-turn to
Yakushima

(n = 28)
13 (46.4) 5 (17.9) 7 (25.0) 3 (10.7)

I-turn to
Yakushima

(n = 58)
15 (25.9) 12 (20.7) 7 (12.1) 24 (41.4)

The results of the relationship between place of origin and type of business, position
at the facility, and the year the business started are presented in Figure 6. Although there is
no statistically significant difference in the relationship between place of birth and type of
business, the figure below shows that in-migrants are more involved in tourism businesses
than those respondents originally from Yakushima. However, their involvement is mainly
as managers or staff, with the majority of business owners being from Yakushima. A statis-
tically significant difference of 0.03 was found in the relationship between place of birth
and the year the business started. The businesses that were established before Yakushima
became a WNHS were predominantly owned by people from the island, whereas those
after designation as a WNHS were mainly owned by in-migrants. It was discovered that
the majority of businesses that started after the island’s WNHS status were established
in 2008–2015.
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4.4. Results of the 2017 and 2018 Fieldwork

In 2017 and 2018, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 16 tour guides who
migrated to Yakushima, of which 14 were male and two were female. Table 5 shows the
information on the respondents, including their period of moving to Yakushima Island and
their age when they did so. Fourteen respondents in-migrated after the island’s designation
as a WNHS in 1992. All respondents moved to the island when they were in their 20s or 30s.

Table 5. Demography of in-migrated tour guides.

Number of Respondents

Period of migration

1970s 1

1990s 3

2000s 7

2010s 5

Age upon migrating to
Yakushima

20s 10

30s 6

While the natural environment of Yakushima played an important role in attracting
in-migrants, there was a clear difference in how tourism contributed to the decision to move
between the groups who moved to Yakushima before and after the 2000s. For those who
moved in the 1970s and 1990s, tourism was not a precursor of migration. One respondent
moved to the island in 1977 with his father to start a pineapple farm. Another respondent
originally came to Yakushima as a national park ranger. He worked for the Ministry of
Environment for three years and later founded his own tour guide company. Similarly,
another guide who relocated to Yakushima in 1994 originally came for his previous work.

Tourism contributed to the decision to move to Yakushima for those in-migrants who
relocated after 2000, as all of them visited the island at least once before their settlement.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 8822 14 of 21

Many of them had a specific purpose of moving, which was to become a tour guide.
Consequently, Yakushima was chosen, as it is one of the few places in Japan where one
can make a living as a tour guide. Some push factors that drove the respondents to move
to Yakushima Island were mentioned during the interview. Three respondents stated that
they were sick of living in the city and needed a change. One of them mentioned that the
2011 Tōhoku earthquake and tsunami disaster were the main triggers behind his decision
to move out of the city.

When deciding where to move, some in-migrants had other places in mind besides
Yakushima, such as Nagano Prefecture, where the Japanese Alps were located, and Oki-
nawa in Southern Japan. They ended up choosing Yakushima, as it had everything from
relatively high mountain peaks, rivers, and the sea. One respondent said, “Yakushima’s
forest is one of a kind and cannot be found in any other parts of Japan” (respondent A).
While many of them liked to be in nature, and this was the reason for migration, some
also mentioned that their positive experience with people when visiting Yakushima was
another factor that motivated them to move to the island. For instance, one respondent
stated, “The reason I moved to Yakushima was the people I met on the island. I had a nice
experience with them. They were welcoming” (respondent B). Positive interactions with
Yakushima tour guides were also the reason why some in-migrants relocated to Yakushima
and begin working as tour guides.

Although being a tour guide is an established job in Yakushima, much tourism activity
on the island is seasonal, concentrated in the spring, summer, and autumn. During the
off-tourist season, when there are few clients, some tour guides help farmers harvest crops,
such as tankan oranges, a local specialty fruit. Others spend a few months outside the
island. Three respondents had other jobs besides working as a tour guide: one worked
as a high school teacher, another ran a café and nonprofit organization, and the other
respondent was involved in forestry.

While some in-migrants have been residing in Yakushima for years, an additional
interview with town officials in Yakushima and personal communications with some locals
and in-migrants revealed that there seems to be a certain number of in-migrants who
moved out of the island after a while or are unwilling or unable to integrate into existing
communities. The town officials were uncertain about why some in-migrants moved out,
but they assumed that a limited job opportunity was one of the main reasons. Housing can
also be another reason. Some in-migrants contact town officials because they are unable
to find a place to live. To help them find a home, officials began providing a program for
in-migrants in Yakushima in 2016. Officials mentioned that some villages were unwilling
to cooperate with the town office in promoting the villages to potential in-migrants, which
could be a barrier to revitalizing the island’s population.

One local resident shared his experience with in-migrants and his own view of
tourism’s contribution to the island’s sustainability:

“I gave a tour of my village to a lady who left Yakushima today . . . The population
of Yakushima did not decrease for a decade, but young in-migrants started moving out
recently because of limited housing and poor internet connectivity. It can’t be helped
because they move to the island to get healed. You can’t make a living just by wanting to
get healed . . . I think tourism declined because we ignored tourism development in the
village area . . . There are new restaurants, but at the same time, there are many that go out
of business. In total, the number of restaurants is not increasing . . . ” During the fieldwork,
the author (R.U.) met a young female in-migrant who originally moved to Nagata village
on an island in the north. However, she was unable to integrate into the community and
relocated to Miyanoura, the most populated village on the island. Although she was living
in Miyanoura at the time of the fieldwork, she told the author that she wished to live in
Nagata in the future, as she liked it the most.
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4.5. Results of the 2017 and 2020 Interviews with International In-Migrants

The steep increase in inbound tourism in Japan since 2013 has extended its influence
to even remote parts of the archipelago. While domestic tourism is still dominant in
Yakushima, international visitors have been increasing slowly. However, concerning
population, out of 12,913 residents counted in the Population Census of 2015, only 73 were
non-Japanese compared with 71 out of 13,761 residents in 2005. The percentage of 0.6% is
less than half the national average of 1.4%. Through the interviews, we aimed to determine
how the motives and business choices of international in-migrants differ from those of
Japanese in-migrants. The characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 6.
Further details from the interviews are summarized and not directly attributed to each
individual in the table for privacy reasons.

Table 6. Demography of international in-migrants.

Gender Nationality Residence before
Yakishima Job(s) Job(s) before

Yakushima
In-Migrated

with Year of Move

Male NZ NZ AirBnB, Rental car Tourism (ski guide,
etc.)

Partner
(Japanese) 2017

Male USA USA Graphic designer Graphic designer Family
(Japanese wife) 2015

Male USA USA Guide, farming Gardener
Alone (met his

wife in
Yakushima)

2016

Male NZ Japan Guide Guide, other tourism
work

Family
(Japanese wife) 2011

Male UK Japan Guide, English
language services

Music event
organizer

Family
(Japanese wife) 2010

Female USA Japan for 9 years,
then USA Guide Studied sports in a

Japanese university Alone 2012

Even among six interviewees, their motivations to move to Yakushima differed greatly.
Although all male interviewees had Japanese partners, only one of them had direct family
connections with the island and had visited several times before moving there. Another
married a Japanese woman who had in-migrated to Yakushima herself. While two couples
had considered Okinawa and other islands in southern Japan before settling in Yakushima,
three other respondents decided to live on the island rather spontaneously after just one
visit. For two couples, affordable property and living costs compared with those in their
former living environment abroad were a decisive factor. One respondent from New
Zealand stated that his wife had promised her family to stay in Japan, so he was very
happy to find Yakushima, as the island’s nature and culture reminded him of his home.
Two mentioned that it seemed like a good place to start a family. Nature, the sea, and the
fact that Yakushima was less developed than other islands all played a role. Five of the
interviewees bought or built their own house(s). On the other hand, the only female
respondent left Yakushima in 2020 to go back to graduate school in the US after working
on the island as a guide for eight years.

Even without former experience, in-migrants chose guiding as their preferred profes-
sion, which was supported by an increase in the number of international visitors. Only
a graphic designer worked originally outside tourism, but this respondent later became
involved in designing local restaurants, shops, and products. AirBnb was still a new form
of accommodation in Japan when the couple from New Zealand started their business.
The empty houses available on the island offered an affordable opportunity to expand to
several facilities and a rental car service. Unused farmland gave another respondent the
chance to start farming.

For all in-migrants in rural Japan, blending in with the local community was a difficult
task. However, most interviewees explained that they encountered few problems because
they had Japanese spouses and children; one even mentioned that he felt very welcome.
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All of them lived in the southeastern villages of the island, where newcomers were concen-
trated (see Figure 4 above). They also actively try to blend in by joining neighborhood and
guide associations or local sports and traditional music activities. One guide stated, “We
didn’t want to be too successful too quickly; we wanted to develop local relationships first”.

Foreigners come to live in Yakushima because, as one guide explained, “This place at-
tracts very interesting people, people who just think differently. This is a kind of safe place
to develop your alternative skills . . . so some interesting people turn up in Yakushima”.
Another respondent mentioned that he felt Yakushima is very cosmopolitan. He pointed
out that among foreigners, attitudes differ in that some emphasize business, whereas
others focus more on a relaxed lifestyle. According to their opinion, the influx of interna-
tional tourists and residents has led to a higher quality of services and accommodations,
approaching international standards.

5. Discussion
5.1. Population Trend by Village

Yakushima Island experienced a rapid drop in its population during the 1960s, similar
to many other rural communities in Japan. However, it has put the brakes on its population
decline because of the increasing number of in-migrants. This change coincided with
the period during which the island experienced its highest influx of tourists [46]. Yet,
the number of tourists has been steadily declining since 2008, and tourism’s influence
on the long-term trend of in-migration is yet to be explored. Therefore, the aim of this
research was to examine the longitudinal trend of counterurbanization in Yakushima Island
associated with tourism development.

Our detailed investigation into the population trend by village in Yakushima revealed
that some communities experienced population growth, whereas others saw a decline in
their population. Those communities that underwent population growth were mainly con-
centrated in the southern and eastern parts of the island, whereas most of the communities
in the northern and western parts shrank over the last two decades.

Several factors presumably contributed to the different population trends on the island.
Accessibility is considered to be a key factor influencing settlement. Because of the island’s
geographical characteristics in which several high mountain peaks are located at the center
of the island, the roads that connect communities run along the coastline. The east side of
the island has the access points to the major tourist attractions (i.e., the main trail entrances
to the Jōmonsugi cedar tree, moss forest, and Yakusugi Land), and the airport and ferry
terminals are also located in this area. The time required to travel from the airport to the
community in the far western and northern ends of the island by car, for instance, could
easily take over an hour. Therefore, there is low accessibility on the western and northern
sides of the island. On the other hand, living in the eastern part of the island with relatively
high accessibility could potentially provide more business opportunities for in-migrants.

Despite the distance away from some of the tourist attraction spots, the airport,
and ferry terminals, the population of several communities located in the south, such as
Hirauchi, Takahira, Kojima, and Mugio, also grew. Weather might play a role in attracting
in-migrants to these communities, as the southern part stays relatively warm and sunny.
Besides the weather, the land in Hirauchi was actively sold for residential development
after Yakushima Pineapple Company’s business failed [57]. This has attracted in-migrants
who moved after retirement, as well as those who wished to live in nature as early as
the 1990s [57]. The interviewees also expressed that some villages in the north are more
difficult for in-migrants to integrate into.

5.2. In-Migration and the Tourism Business during the Growth Period

Yakushima recorded the highest number of visitors in 2007–2008. The interviews in
the first research period, from 2009 to 2011, were conducted right after this peak. There-
fore, they reflect an expanding tourism market with many chances for business. Ecotour
guiding was established in the 1990s as an innovative industry [45]; previous research has
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already pointed out its strong connection with migration [50]. The fact that it requires few
investments but some specialized knowledge not easily acquired on the island made it
the primary choice of in-migrants in the decade following the World Heritage designa-
tion. Accommodation, on the other hand, is divided between local businesses predating
World Heritage designation, in-migrants investing retirement money to build new types
of facilities surrounded by nature, and residents finding opportunities to put assets, such
as land or buildings, to profitable use after they watch tourist numbers grow constantly.
Shops could be differentiated between those where in-migrants brought or developed new
products and those where residents provided traditional souvenirs or daily goods. As
nature is the most important tourism attraction in Yakushima, tourism facilities consist
mainly of publicly run museums and therefore had a very weak connection with migration.
In-migrants contributed to innovation in tourism through the establishment of ecotour
guiding, and they increased the diversity of accommodation and shops. This is in line with
previous findings that in-migrants to natural or low-amenity areas frequently leverage
resources to start tourism businesses [10,21]. However, their strong focus on nature limits
their interest in the diversification of tourism attractions in Yakushima.

Nature proved to be the strongest attraction to in-migrants. More than half of the
interviewees from outside Yakushima came from metropolitan areas looking for a place to
live and work in nature. However, chance encounters while traveling in Yakushima or a
strong wish for change also brought some respondents to the island. The deliberate choice
of Yakushima as a destination for migration therefore contrasts with the motivation of a
minority of chance in-migrants.

The findings of this study reveal that most of the respondents originally from Yakushima
left the island at a point in time (see Table 3). This directly reflects the length of resi-
dency of the respondents, with just a small percentage being lifelong residents (see Table 3).
Nonetheless, because of the tourism boom Yakushima experienced after becoming a WNHS,
the island saw an influx of both U-turns and I-turns, resulting in a relatively stable popula-
tion of the island for over two decades. As noted by previous studies, tourism has been
found to contribute to demographic stabilization [26], the reduction in outgoing migration
in rural areas [58], population growth [59], and positively impact the economy [11,12].

Furthermore, it was discovered that I-turners are more involved in the tourism busi-
ness than people originally from Yakushima. However, the involvement of I-turns in
tourism is predominantly as tour guides or as managers and staff at accommodation facili-
ties (see Figure 6). The designation of Yakushima as a WNHS in 1993 and its subsequent
tourism growth resulted in the establishment of more tourism-related businesses during
this period. However, tourism reaching its peak in 2007 attracted more I-turners to migrate
to the island and become involved in the tourism business. This is evident in Table 4, with
the highest percentage of I-turners moving to Yakushima recorded between 2008 and 2015,
and in Figure 6, in which more I-turners work in businesses that started after 2007. These
findings are in line with those of previous research, noting that rural tourism has some of
the factors that attract I-turners to relocate to rural and remote areas [7].

5.3. In-Migration Post-Growth Period

As shown in Figure 2, tourists in Yakushima have been steadily decreasing in number
for the last decade, and it can be considered that tourism in Yakushima may have reached its
stagnation or decline period. The fieldwork in 2017, 2018, and 2020 was conducted during
such a period, allowing us to explore changes, if any, in the counterurbanization trend
occurring in Yakushima. Our interviews with multiple tour guides allowed us to compare
motivations to move to Yakushima across different settlement periods. All of the tour
guides we interviewed moved to the island when they were relatively young. For many,
tourism is the precursor to migration, which is consistent with what has been found in
previous research [8,9]. Yakushima’s rich nature, including the sea, rivers, and mountains,
is what attracted these in-migrants. In addition to nature, connection with people in
Yakushima was found to be another key factor attracting some in-migrants to the island. In
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previous studies, property prices [7] and natural features [17,18] have been identified as the
motivations for migrating to a tourism destination. However, the aspects of communication
and human relations have not been studied thus far.

Interviews with Yakushima town officials and some locals revealed that some in-
migrants had moved out of the island. Seeking a job was one reason given for doing so,
considering that many in-migrants are involved in tourism businesses and that tourist
numbers are decreasing. Housing unavailability was also found to be a barrier to potential
in-migrants who plan to move to the island.

Although tourism has been at a declining stage and seems to have affected some
Japanese in-migrants, we found that several international in-migrants have been moving
to Yakushima. They showed similar diversity to the Japanese in terms of their motivation
to move to Yakushima. Lifestyle for some could mean carefully choosing a place to start
a family or business, whereas for others, accepting chance encounters with a person or
the island was their way to build their lives. As typical motives for urban-to-rural mi-
gration, lower property rates and the availability of second-hand houses and farmland
helped attract international in-migrants. The islands’ natural environment proved to be an
important relocation factor. As a common feature, international in-migrants promote inno-
vations, such as AirBnb, guidance of international visitors, comprehensive arrangements of
tours, accommodations, and rental cars or new designs, mirroring changes in the Japanese
tourism market as a whole and helping the quality of Yakushima’s tourism industry reach
international standards.

6. Conclusions

The overarching objective of this study was to identify the long-term connection
between tourism and counterurbanization at a low-amenity, peripheral island destina-
tion. We identified the motivations and factors that create an attractive destination for
in-migrants to Yakushima Islands and the contribution of in-migration to the population
stabilization of a low-amenity rural area.

Our study confirmed that Yakushima’s nature has been and continues to be a strong
driver for in-migrants regardless of their occupation, age, and different tourism develop-
ment stages. The characteristics of in-migrants to Yakushima are similar to those found
in previous studies in that they seek a better environment and are unsatisfied with their
previous lifestyle in urban areas. Over a decade, the profile of in-migrants has diversified
from elderlies who seek a slow life after retirement to younger generations who aspire
to work as tour guides, and to international migrants catering to international tourists.
Throughout the period, in-migrants helped innovate the tourism sector in several areas,
including guiding, accommodation, souvenirs, and marketing, thus increasing tourism
amenities. However, with a strong focus on nature as a major motive for migration, they
did not induce a diversification of nature-based tourism on the island.

The study contributes to the literature on the role of tourism in counterurbanization
in the particular context of peripheral island tourism destinations. It also contributes to
the literature in the fields of geography and sociology by shedding light on the factors
influencing motivation to migrate to scarcely populated regions, especially nature-based
tourism destinations. Particularly, it provides practical contributions and ideas for the
management of tourism destinations, specifically islands, to design strategies that prevent
the loss of in-migrants, even when there is a decline or stagnation in tourism. Although
our study shows that tourism is a factor for counterurbanization, there is a need for further
research that explores different theories of motivation for counterurbanization and its
connection with tourism. As observed in our study, the out-migration of in-migrants
became an emerging problem after tourist numbers declined, so research can be carried out
in the future to examine the effects of tourism decline on migration patterns, the tourism
business, and employment in low-amenity rural areas. Identifying the barriers to the long-
term settlement of in-migrants is suggested, which include job and housing unavailability,
as well as poor internet connectivity.
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