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Abstract: UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Programme (MAB) and the International Geoscience
and Geoparks Programme (IGGP) are two themes in UNESCO’s Natural Science Sector. Biosphere
Reserves of the MAB Programme are more focused on building international, regional, sub-regional,
and ecosystem-specific cooperation as “learning places” for sustainable development with a focus on
biodiversity. The IGGP supports research and capacity development in Earth Sciences and comprises
two sub-programmes: the International Geoscience Programme (IGCP) and the UNESCO Global
Geoparks Programme (UGGP). UNESCO Global Geoparks (UGGps) use a bottom-up approach to
engage local communities in capacity building, via tourism development, with the common goal of
promoting and protecting the area’s geological and cultural heritage. Here, we present the results
of comparing local involvement from two case studies from Japan, the Mount Hakusan Biosphere
Reserve and the National Mount Hakusan Tedori-river Geopark, along with two case studies from
Russia, the Altaisky Biosphere Reserve and the regional Geopark Altai. In this study, we found
more involvement by local community members in the Geopark than in the Biosphere Reserve in
Japan. The Russian case studies show a complete opposite result with more involvement of local
communities in the BRs, and less participation in Geopark management. The purpose of this project
was to provide information to improve local involvement in both Japanese and Russian Biosphere
Reserves and Geoparks through changes in education and management styles.

Keywords: geoparks; biosphere reserves; local communities; management; regional sustainable development

1. Introduction

UNESCO’s Natural Science Sector has Secretariats for two Programmes that deal with
designations of sites with significant international values. These two Programs are: Interna-
tional Geoscience and Geoparks Programme (IGGP) [1] and the Man and the Biosphere
(MAB) Programme [2]. These two programmes provide designations internationally, such
as UNESCO Biosphere Reserve (BR) and Global Geopark (UGGp). Both designations are
also complementary to other designations by UNESCO, such as World Heritage Sites. BRs
and UGGps are natural sites recognized by UNESCO to conserve the world’s biological,
geological, and cultural diversity, and to promote sustainable economic development for
present and future generations. In the case of UGGP, the main focus is on sustainable use
and conservation of geological heritage, and in terms of BR, biodiversity is the main focus.

The concept of BRs was created in 1976 by the UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere
(MAB) Programme, as sites where human–nature interactions are tested, refined, and
demonstrated, and where the objectives of the MAB program are implemented. BRs are like
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scientific laboratories that promote solutions reconciling the conservation of biodiversity
with its sustainable utilization [3]. They are special places for testing interdisciplinary
approaches to understand and manage changes and interactions between social and eco-
logical systems, including conflict prevention and the management of biodiversity. All
BRs have had three main objectives: conserving biodiversity, which aims to preserve land-
scapes, ecosystems, species, and genetic variations; promoting sustainable development by
fostering social, cultural, and ecologically sustainable economic development to benefit
local peoples; and supporting research, monitoring, and education [4,5]. The MAB Program
launched the World Network of Biosphere Reserves and, as of 2021, the number of BRs has
reached 727 in 131 countries [6].

GP refers to a territory that has a particular geological heritage site of geological
significance and a sustainable development strategy for territorial protection [7]. The first
concept of a GP was developed in Europe in 1989 [8], and in 2004, UNESCO supported the
creation of the Global Geoparks Network (GGN) and later in 2015 created a new label called
“UNESCO Global Geoparks”. UNESCO Global Geoparks are single, unified, geographical
areas where sites and landscapes of international geological significance are managed
through the holistic concept of protection, education, and sustainable development [9]. As
of 2021, 169 UNESCO Global Geoparks in 44 countries are recognized. Geoparks provide
information on the history of the Earth, and they are also the keepers of archaeological,
ecological, historical, and cultural values, all of which make them play a significant role in
education, science, and cultural and socio-economic development.

Brief descriptions of both programmes are shown in Table 1. In some cases, when
the area has overlapping international designations of both BR and UGGp, then the sites
are called Multi-Internationally Designated Areas (MIDAs) [10]. Both BRs and UGGps are
designed to combine conservation with sustainable development while involving local
communities and encouraging national governments and local communities to recognize
significantly important areas to contribute to reasonable utilization of their natural resources
for current and future generations. They examine the positive interaction between people
and nature over a long period of time and are functioning as learning sites for sustainable
development [11–13].

Table 1. Differences between UNESCO Designated Biosphere Reserve and UNESCO Global Geopark.

Biosphere Reserve Global Geopark

Goal
Harmony between protecting

biodiversity and utilizing it in a
sustainable manner

Protecting geological sites and
related assets and developing
them in a sustainable manner

UNESCO Programme Man and the Biosphere Global Geopark

Origin 1976 2015

Territories Terrestrial, marine, and
coastal ecosystems

Single or unified geographical
areas with international
geological significance

Number of Sites 727 in 131 countries 169 in 44 countries

Priority Focus Biodiversity Geological features and terrain

Three objectives
Conservation

Sustainable development
Logistic support

Protection
Education

Sustainable development

While the purpose of BR and UGGp is different, there are some notable similarities:
(1) conservation of the regional nature and natural heritage; (2) encouragement of scientific
research and education for regional nature; and (3) encouragement of the local commu-
nity and economy though science-based sustainable development using regional, natural
resources [14]. One of the main purposes that links those two programmes together is
the participation and involvement of local communities in the economic activities for the



Land 2022, 11, 227 3 of 16

regional development. Economic, social, and environmental are the three dimensions
of sustainable development that are supported by UNESCO, the 2030 Agenda, and the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [15]. To achieve sustainable development, the
active engagement and participation of communities and sectors are needed inside the
geoscience community [16] and ecosystem management [17]. Through the involvement
of local communities, both programmes can contribute to the development of regional
tourism, create jobs, and generate a stable income for people in rural areas [18], which are
common goals of both programs [19].

Even though the programs have similarities, approaches to sustainable management
and the involvement of local communities are different around the world. Some communi-
ties use more “bottom-up” approaches, where almost all activities and decision-making
are conducted through the involvement of local people and communities. Other countries
have more “top-down” implementations for the management of BR and GPs, where local
governments or authorities are managing and regulating the programme. The differences
between such kinds of management may depend on the historical relationship between gov-
ernment and local communities, perceptions on nature protection, and attitudes towards
the economic gain from nature [20].

Additionally, until now, protected areas were very research-oriented and focused
mainly on either biodiversity or geodiversity monitoring to prevent the loss of natural
resources, and often overlooked the needs of the local communities and populations [21].
The demand for scientific and data-based knowledge played the main role in geodiversity
and ecosystem management [22], rather than the engagement of local communities. In
Japanese and Russian UNESCO BRs and UGGps, not so many studies exist that evaluate
the relationship between the programmes and local communities. Therefore, the two main
objectives of this study were to compare and evaluate the level of involvement of local
communities in BRs and UGGps between the two countries, and to find the main factors
that influence the difference in levels of involvement. In this study, we chose Japanese and
Russian cases to make a comparative analysis of the differences in management systems,
designation processes, and possibilities for regional sustainable development through the
engagement of local communities.

2. Methods

In Japan, we studied the Mount Hakusan Biosphere Reserves (MHBR) and the Na-
tional Mount Hakusan Tedori-river Geopark (MHTGP). In Russia, the Altai Biosphere
Reserves (ABR) and the Regional Altai Geopark (AGP) were the subjects of our study. Both
Japanese and Russian Geoparks are aspiring UNESCO Global Geoparks. To make UGGp
different from those aspiring Geoparks, we will use “GP” to indicate Geoparks designated
as National and Regional Geoparks. The selection of the two BRs and GPs was conducted
according to the differences in the establishment, planning processes, management, and
roles of local communities in each program, along with how long they have been func-
tioning as BR and GPs. The similarities were that each BR and GP in each country had
overlapping territories (MIDA), both GPs were aspiring UGGps still not recognized by
UNESCO, and both BRs have shown similarities in demographic situations, livelihoods,
and geographical location.

The data concerning both BRs and GPs in each country were collected separately. First,
in 2017–2018, we analyzed the Japanese and Russian cases through a desktop literature
review, collecting information from different resources, such as BR and GP application
reports, including relevant literature, primary sources, and related articles and publications.
Some information was provided by the BR and GP staff. The data collection was focused
on the management systems of protected areas, the role of communities in promoting
regional development in each BR and GP, and reviewing the sources from the legislative
and policy statements.

Furthermore, field work was conducted by visiting both BRs and GPs in Japan and
Russia: in 2018, the MHBR and the MHTGP in Japan; and, in 2019, the ABR and the



Land 2022, 11, 227 4 of 16

AGP in Russia. The information was collected through formal and informal interviews
with the managers, directors, community leaders, local villagers, and private enterprises
working inside BRs and GPs, and relevant authorities of each country. The interviews were
conducted personally or via web-based telecommunication services in a semi-structured
way [23]. The interviews were mainly focused on the BR and GP history, management,
organizational structure, and community involvement in bio- and geo-conservation and
regional economic development.

2.1. Case Studies in Japan and Russia
2.1.1. Mount Hakusan Biosphere Reserve (Japan)

The MHBR, facing the Sea of Japan, is one of the first designated UNESCO BRs in
Japan (Figure 1). Towering over the BR is a volcano with eight craters near the summit
called Mount Hakusan (2702 m elevation). The summit landscape is filled with lake and
pond habitats such as the Senjaga, which stays frozen all year round.

Figure 1. Location of the Mount Hakusan Biosphere Reserve between four prefectures.



Land 2022, 11, 227 5 of 16

There are distinct altitude zonations of the vegetation within the park that range from
warm temperate to alpine zones. The summit includes alpine flora such as Anemone
narcissiflora and Orchis aristate along with strands of creeping pine. Unique ’Altherbosa‘
(communities with tall herbaceous plants) can be found persisting in the ‘snow slip‘ lands
and non-woodland steep alpine screen slopes. The Tedori river runs near the base of the
mountain. Here, there are coniferous forests including firs (Abies mariesii), pines (Pinus
aristata), and Japanese cedar (Cryptomeria japonica). There are also deciduous forests
and woodlands [24].

The foothills of the mountain are very hilly, and the mountainous areas are settled by lo-
cal villagers. The population is more than 17,000, and the total territory spans 1993 km2 [25].
Historically, the area was first designated as Hakusan National Park, which expanded
between four Prefectures (Ishikawa, Toyama, Gifu, and Fukui) [26]. In 1980, the protected
territory of the National Park was designated as the UNESCO Mt. Hakusan Biosphere
Reserve with only core and buffer zones. However, this designation was conducted in a
top-down manner by local authorities and had no recognition among the local villagers.
For more than 30 years, the designation stayed dormant without any practical municipal
management and was unrecognized between local communities. The real work on the
MHBR started in 2010 when Japan was challenged by the MAB’s “Seville Strategy” for
Biosphere Reserves [27] declaring the expansion of the BRs to include the transition zones
to promote regional sustainable development. This strategy required the inclusion of local
communities in all management processes and utilization of natural resources by the locals.
The locals’ involvement started in 2012 when a dialog was created between the govern-
ments of the four prefectures and seven municipalities. Later, the local MHBR Council was
created, and a final agreement was made to apply for an extension of the transition zone,
which included the territories with human settlements.

2.1.2. Mount Hakusan Tedori-River Geopark (Japan)

Designated as a Japanese National Geopark in 2011, the Mount Hakusan Tedori-river
Geopark is located in Ishikawa Prefecture on the west coast of Japan. The total area is
754.93 km2 and encompasses all of Hakusan City. It is comprised of Mt. Hakusan (2702 m
elevation) and the Tedori River basin, which runs from the summit of the mountain to the
Sea of Japan. In the mountains, the temperature averages around 2 ◦C and lower. The
highest peak, Mt. Hakusan, along with the surrounding area is one of the world’s highest
snowfall areas. Flowing from the summit, the Tedori river is one of the steepest rivers in
the world, having an average gradient of 1/27. At the end of the river, near the plains of
the Sea of Japan, the climate is relatively mild with temperatures around 13–14 ◦C and
2000 to 3000 mm of annual precipitation. The flora and fauna of the mountain are consid-
ered some of the best in Japan. There exists a high density of wildlife, such as birds and
mammals. Located in the westernmost alpine area of Japan, Mt. Hakusan has the western-
most distribution of many alpine species. This diverse wildlife and plant life are protected
through the Mount Hakusan Biosphere Reserve and the Hakusan National Park [28].

A number of geosites (geospots) have been identified along the river flow and the entire
GP is divided into three areas: the mountain and snow area; the river and gorge area; and
the sea and alluvial fan area (Figure 2). In addition, this GP has a wide distribution of strata
with paleontological significance from the prehistoric era, which includes the Kuwajima
fossil bluff (a national natural monument), making it one of the leading Mesozoic fossil
sites in Japan [29].
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Figure 2. Entire territory of Hakusan City, designated as the National Mount Hakusan Tedori-river
Geopark (Map provided by MHTGP Promotion Council).

2.1.3. Altaisky Biosphere Reserve (Russia)

The Altaisky State Nature Reserve was founded in 1932, with a total territory of
871,206 hectares. It is located in the north-eastern part of the Altai Republic (Russia). The
territory of the ABR includes five physico-geographical areas of three natural provinces.
Almost all natural zones of the Altai Mountains are distinguished in the spectrum of
altitudinal zonation: taiga low mountains and mid mountains, subalpine and alpine
meadow middle mountains and high mountains, tundra-steppe high mountains, tundra
middle mountains and high mountains, and glacial high mountains. Forests occupy 34% of
the total area of the core zone. The variety of natural and climatic zones of the ABR creates
the exceptionally rich species composition of the flora and fauna on its territory. More than
2050 representatives of flora, 333 species of birds, 70 species of mammals, 16 species of fish,
2 species of amphibians, and 6 species of reptiles can be found on its territory. The reserve
also includes four important bird areas [30]. The central estate of the reserve is located in
the village of Yaylyu, and the main office is in the city of Gorno-Altaisk, the capital of the
Altai Republic. The Reserve has a unique, specially protected natural territory of Russia, a
UNESCO World Natural Heritage Site that includes part of Lake Teletskoye. In 2009, after
a decision of the 21st session of the International Coordinating Council of the UNESCO
Man and the Biosphere Programme, the Altai Reserve was included in the World Network
of Biosphere Reserves. The total area of the ABR is more than 35,000 km2, with a transition
zone that includes two administrative districts—Turochaksky and Ulagansky. In addition
to its primary task of the preservation of the protected areas, the ABR has undertaken
responsibilities to promote sustainable development and ensure the socio-economic stability
of the local community [31].

The protected areas of the Altai Republic are closely related to the protected areas of
the neighboring regions of Russia and form the so-called Altai-Sayan ecoregion, which
is included in the “Global-200” list (the World Wildlife Fund’s Living Planet Campaign),
a list of untouched or less changed ecoregions of the world in which 90% of the planet’s
biodiversity is concentrated. An example of the ABR can be seen on the map shown in
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Figure 3). Clusters of two other State Reserves—Khakassky (The Republic of Khakassia)
and Ubsunurskaya Hollow (The Republic of Tuva)—adjoin the borders of the ABR. All three
protected areas have a biosphere status at the national level and form a single, specially
protected area—an interregional biosphere reserve.

Figure 3. Altaisky Biosphere Reserve with other surrounding protected areas.

2.1.4. Geopark Altai (Russia)

The Geopark Altai, a Regional Geopark, with a total area of over 14,500 km2, is located
in the center of the Altai Republic (south-east of Western Siberia) and stretches along the
Chuya and Katun Rivers and almost reaches the borders with Mongolia. Due to its location,
two clusters are distinguished in the geopark—“Chuisky” and “Teletsky”—covering its
lower part and Lake Teletskoye to the Korbu waterfall (Figure 4). An important feature of
the Altai Geopark is its geological and geographical diversity. Rocks of the Precambrian
age and almost the whole Phanerozoic (Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic eras) come to
the surface here. More than 60 geological and geographical objects (geosites) are included
in the Geopark. Some types of objects include structural geology, lithology, mineralogy,
geomorphology, karst, glaciation (modern and ancient), and objects formed by exogenous
processes [32]. On the territory of the geopark, there are unique hydrological objects:
Teletskoye Lake and the Chuya, Bashkaus, and Chulyshman Rivers.
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Figure 4. Entire territory of Geopark Altai.

The archaeological monuments belong to at least three historical periods: the Neolithic–
Eneolithic, the Scythian epoch, and the Turkic epoch. The monuments were left by a
population different in their anthropological type, language, culture, level of development,
and other features from the modern inhabitants of the region. Thus, the territory included
in the geopark can be positioned as a “Crossroads of Worlds” between different groups of
Inner Asian populations from the Stone Age to the ethnographic time. On the territory of
the Geopark live people of many nationalities, each of which has its own features of life
and culture. These are various tribes of Altai (indigenous people)—Telengits, Tubalars, and
Chelkans—as well as Kazakhs, Russians, and other peoples.

3. Results
3.1. Management of the MHBR and the MHTGP in Japan

The territories of both the MHBR and the MHTGP have some overlapping areas
(Figure 5).

Both programmes are managed by the local municipality of Hakusan City. The
activities of local communities for sustainable resource utilization are allowed within
those territories. For the management of the two programmes, the local government of
Hakusan City has created two divisions for each programme: one is the Mount Hakusan
Biosphere Reserve Council, and the other is the Hakusan Tedori-river Geopark Promotion
Council. The MHTGP Promotional Council was created to develop this regional geopark
into a UNESCO Global Geopark. In 2021, the MHTGP was selected by the Japanese
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology as an Aspiring UNESCO
Global Geopark.

Currently (for 2022), the Mayor of Hakusan City is acting as the council chair of both
programmes, and the secretariat is based at the Hakusan City Office. The Ministry of
the Environment, which is responsible of the management of Hakusan National Park,
is also associated with both councils, and the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports,
Science, and Technology is associated with the MHBR. Both councils are acting according
to the concepts of the international initiatives aiming for sustainable development. In
addition, both councils emphasize the importance of not only protecting but also utilizing
the natural resources of Mt. Hakusan in a sustainable manner by involving local citizens
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and enterprises. The MHTGP Promotion Council promotes those activities through the
development of geotourism and has more bottom-up approaches. This council, together
with local communities, has developed programs with different geo-tours, and local people
work as guides authorized by the council. Tourism activities are supported through the
promotion of local goods made inside the GP, animated characters, website creation, and
the dissemination of information on social media channels [33]. Additionally, the entire City
of Hakusan has been working on Sustainable Development Goals using geopark activities
and was designated by the Japanese Government as one of the “Future Cities for SDGs”.

Figure 5. Overlapping territories between the Mount Hakusan Biosphere Reserve (green line) and
the aspiring UNESCO Global Geopark MHTGP (orange line). Capital letters with numbers show
geosites. Map provided by MHTGP Promotion Council.

The management and government of the MHBR with the involvement of local com-
munities are more complicated as it has a multi-governmental approach between seven
municipalities and four prefectures and the decision-making process requires communica-
tion between all municipalities. The MHBR council was created in 2014 with 12 members
as an official organization to conduct the future management of the MHBR. The council
also has an executive board with two working groups (WGs) and an academic group [25].
However, the management and operation plan was only formulated in 2018. Even though
local people have lived and worked in these areas for generations, they still lack awareness
of the designation and objectives of the BRs. In 2019, the MHBR authorities decided to
create the first local workshop and bring together all villagers from different municipalities
to share ideas and good practices. To involve more local villagers, a second workshop
was created in 2021, with the topic of “Mount Hakusan BR friends’ connection through
Food”, at which more than 23 participants from 4 prefectures presented local food products
specific to each region.



Land 2022, 11, 227 10 of 16

3.2. Management of the ABR and the AGP in Russia

The present administration of the ABR, apart from protecting and presevering the
natural resources of the BR, is also building a strong relationship and partnership with
diverse stakeholders, the local and regional government, NPOs, etc. The administration
of the ABR gives an important role to the local population in governing the development
of the Reserve. In 2007, local community councils were created in the Reserve villages
Yailu and Bele (located in the core zone of the BR). In February of 2014, in Yailu village a
territorial public self-governing body called “Reserve’s Village” was registered. The joint
activity of the ABR and the territorial public self-governing body “Reserve’s Village” helps
to resolve issues such as the collection and disposal of garbage, the observation of nature in
the reserve, and the participation of local residents in tourism.

One of the examples of partnership in the management and development of the ABR
(transition zone) is the non-profit organization “Teletskoye Lake Council’, which was estab-
lished in 2009 by the local communities. The main goal of the “Teletskoye Lake Council”
is to create conditions for the preservation of a unique UNESCO World Heritage Site—
Teletskoye Lake—in compliance with environmental and nature-protecting requirements
and the socio-economic development of the territory. The “Teletskoye Lake Council” has
become a wide platform for communication between and the collaboration of various
stakeholders in the Teletskoye Lake area, and allows them to carry out their responsibilities
of the conservation and development of the UNESCO World Heritage Site [34].

The ABR, in providing an opportunity to some local and indigenous communities for
self-management and governance, has shown a successful bottom-up approach, which was
emphasized in the Lima Action Plan and the MAB Strategy 2015–2025.

Since 2014, discussions on the creation of the Altai Geopark (AGP) have been con-
ducted at the ministry and academic levels [35] inside the Altai Republic. According to the
discussions and a government decree, in 2015, a regional “Altai Geopark” was created, unit-
ing unique natural sites with geological objects, cultural and historical landscapes, within
three administrative districts: Ongyday, Ulagan, and Kosh-Agach. The Altai Biosphere
Reserve overlaps with the territory of the Altai Geopark within the Ulagan Municipality
(District) and the Teletskoye Cluster. Geological objects of the AGP make these territories
very popular destinations for tourists, and the local government is expecting that the recog-
nition of this territory as a geopark will contribute to sustainable regional development and
improve the economic conditions of the local communities. However, because the concept
of geopark is still new, and due to the issues with the management of big territories, the
local AGP has shown very little progress in the involvement of local communities. The
involvement of local communities can only be seen in the Teletskoye cluster, where some
areas of the AGP overlap with the ABR. The number of tourists is increasing annually,
however, and the tourism is managed differently within different clusters. The local com-
munity is more involved in geopark activities in the “Teletskoye” cluster, primarily due to
the established cooperation between the ABR and the Teletskoye Lake Council. The council
took responsibility for environmental protection and the development of tourism activities
in the part of Teletskoye Lake that is not part of the BR, but is part of the GP. Local residents
organize and conduct excursions to Teletskoye Lake and develop infrastructure for accom-
modation and meals for tourists; all these initiatives are supported by the management of
the ABR. The “Chuysky” cluster that has no partnership with the BR is developing through
the initiatives of local communities and with the support of local universities.

Differences between the Japanese and Russian cases of BRs and GPs in terms of
territorial area, governance, management, and involvement of local communities are
shown in Table 2. The clearest and most relevant similarities between the Japanese GP and
the Russian BR can be seen in the Management and Level of locals’ involvement in management
process rows of the table.
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Table 2. Differences between the Russian ABR and AGP, and the Japanese MHBR and MHTGP.

Country Japan Russia

Program Mount Hakusan Biosphere
Reserves (MHBR)

Mount Hakusan
Tedori-river Geopark

(MHTGP)

Altai Biosphere Reserve
(ABR) Altai Geopark (AGP)

UNESCO Designated Yes Aspiring Yes Aspiring

Year of origin 1980 2011 2009 2015

Territory 1993 km2 754 km2 35,000 km2 14,500 km2

Overlapping areas
between Biosphere

Reserve and Geopark
Yes Yes

Main Features Biodiversity and cultural
diversity

Geological,
Geographical,
Hydrological,
Archeological

Biodiversity, cultural and
landscape diversity

Geological,
Geographical,
Hydrological,
Archeological,

and Ethnographical
diversity

Governance Multiple municipalities
and prefectures Single municipality Multiple and

transboundary units Single region

Management Local authorities
Synergistic with local

authorities and
communities

Synergistic with local
authorities and
communities

Local authorities

Level * of locals’
involvement in the

management process
(* The levels were

evaluated as high if more
than 5 interviewers

confirmed community
involvement.)

Low High High Low

Community Council Does not exist Does not exist Created Does not exist

4. Discussion

Japan and Russia have different approaches inside BRs and GPs in the management
approaches and involvement of local communities for regional development. GPs in Japan
have a higher degree of involvement of local communities than Russian GPs. In contrast,
Russian BRs have shown more active local engagement than their Japanese counterparts,
where regulations by the local authorities are still dominant. The differences between such
kinds of management may depend on the historical relationship between government and
local communities, perceptions of nature protection, and attitudes towards the economic
gain from nature [20].

4.1. Japanese Case Studies

We have seen in the MHBR that the designation of the territory as a UNESCO Biosphere
Reserve caused no significant community engagement. This is due to the fact that the
designation process was conducted by the local authorities and government and the
locals were not even informed about it. Furthermore, the concept of BRs was completely
unfamiliar to them. Almost all BRs in Japan are designated within already existing protected
territories, and in all cases those areas encompassed protected territories of National
Parks. The MHBR was also designated within the territory of a National Park, and for
the locals, the concept of National Park was much more dominant and recognizable. The
system of National Parks is the most recognizable and extensive system in Japanese nature
conservation. One of the main distinguishing features of Japanese National Parks is that
even if the territory is protected, it belongs to the local people, and it is not established
as state-owned land, like in many Russian cases. The land is not “set aside” for nature
conservation [36,37], but rather it is utilized and owned by the local communities. Even
though Japan was the first country in Asia to adopt the idea of National Parks from the
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United States in 1930 [38], this concept was not purely about nature conservation, but
was rather economic development oriented with the promotion of tourism and recreation.
Japanese National Parks have shown difficulties in finding a balance between conservation
and development and have also had issues such as less public participation in decision-
making processes [39]. We can assume that for, the local communities, the designation of
National Parks into UNESCO Biosphere Reserves did not produce any significant changes
for following reasons: (1) they were not involved in the designation process; (2) they
were not familiar with the concept of BRs; and (3) the concept of National Parks was
more dominant.

In terms of the GP, since 2004, the interest in geoparks has increased among Japanese
geologists and some municipalities who were conducting geological surveys. Researchers
in the geological sciences started to actively cooperate with local authorities and private
organizations. In 2007, they created the Japanese Geopark Liaison Council [40], and, later,
the Japan Geopark Committee (JGC) was established with the involvement of National
Ministries, the Geological Survey of Japan (AIST), and several other agencies. The JGC
nominated the first three Global Geoparks [41] and created the Japanese Geoparks Network
(JGN) in 2009. The number of academic researchers participating in geopark activities
increased and frequent article and newspaper publications helped the concept of geopark
spread very fast among the general public. Due to the intensive and constant activities
since 2016, the Japanese National Commission for UNESCO officially recognized the JGN
as a Japanese National Committee and provided the authority to conduct an application
for new candidates who would like to be recognized as UNESCO Global Geoparks as well
as Japanese National Geoparks.

Under the terms of UGGp accreditation, it is crucial for all GPs that sustainable
management is conducted with the involvement of the local communities, and the JGC
together with the JGN carries out the processes for the certification of local guides. Every
four years, a re-evaluation process is carried out to improve the activities of the local
guides. These concepts contributed significantly to the creation of a new form of tourism,
so-called “geo-ecotourism”, which has become very popular in Japanese geoparks and is
used as a new source of income for the local communities [42]. Geo-ecotourism aims to
develop human resources in both “geo” (geological) and “eco” (ecosystem) terms and by
using ecological approaches and conducting touristic activities with scientific explanations.
Special training, seminars, and certification processes to increase the number of local guides
are constantly being conducted within each of the National and Global Geoparks of Japan.

Due to the synergy between top-down and bottom-up approaches, the MHTGP and
Japanese geoparks are considered to have very successful management systems since
they include collaboration between local residents, scientists, local authorities, and private
organizations [43]. Many educational programs are carried out for local people in disas-
ter management and geological sciences [44]. Japan is an island country, located on the
boundaries of tectonic plates, so most Japanese geoparks address issues relating to natural
disasters, such as volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, tsunamis, and landslides. Thus, many
geoparks take similar approaches to defining geo-heritage sites, which will usually address
one of those natural disasters. Human life in Japan has always been subject to natural
events and the processes of the ecosystem’s recovery after a natural disaster. Over time,
catastrophic natural events created unique landscapes, with sites of geo-heritage signifi-
cance, and provided resources and opportunities for human settlements. Today, Japanese
geoparks promote geotourism and provide information about the geological history of
natural disasters together with the human response to ecosystem restoration and manage-
ment. This coexistence of the human population with a territorial area that has significant
geological activity (volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, etc.) and the ability to adapt following
those disasters resulted in the creation of a region-specific culture. This was taken into
consideration during the application processes of the first Japanese Global Geopark [45].
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4.2. Russian Case Studies

The Russian cases showed more involvement of local communities in BR management,
and less participation in GP management. We can suggest that this is related to the history
of nature protection and the concept of State Reserves, which is very familiar to Russian
people. The idea of nature conservation is deeply rooted in the history of Russia, and
there are very strict, state-run nature protection regulations called “Zapovedniks” (Strict
Scientific Nature Reserves) [46]. The concept of a Zapovednik started at the beginning
of the 20th century, and later evolved into research institutions under the Ministry of
Natural Resources and Environment of the Russian Federation. Zapovedniks have three
main functions: (1) protecting and conserving biodiversity and ecosystems in their natural
conditions; (2) conducting ecological monitoring and research; and (3) training specialists
and personnel for nature conservation. At first, Zapovedniks prohibited any economic
development and human activities, except for the activities of rangers and scientists. The
designation of the first BRs and the inclusion of Zaopvedniks into the international network
started in 1978 when the first seven Zapovedniks were designated by the MAB Programme
inside the USSR (five in the present Russian Federation). After two years, in 1980, BRs
became more popular among scientists and research institutions as they were able to
investigate and compare the anthropogenic influence on protected territories [47,48] and not
just conduct research on ecosystems and biodiversity. To ease access into the Zapovedniks
and to conduct research and socio-economic activities, special testing sites were created
to test human–nature interactions, and those territories were called “Biosphere Polygons”
(testing sites). Later, polygons were adopted by the Federal Law of Russia as “Specially
Protected Natural Areas”, allowing for the addition of testing sites inside the Zapovedniks
not only to conduct scientific research and monitoring, but also to function as territories
to implement the rational utilization of natural resources by locals [49]. However, the
concept of regional socio-economical and sustainable development was only integrated
into Russian BRs in 1995, after the adoption of the MAB’s “Seville Strategy” for BRs [27]. The
Seville Strategy functioned as a changing point for all BRs worldwide, with its declaration
to promote regional sustainable development and the reasonable utilization of natural
resources by locals inside BRs, and required the addition of transition zones with human
settlements inside each BR, apart from core and buffer zones. After these changes, many
BRs in Russia created Public Councils to include the local communities in the management
of BRs, and, in the case of the ABR, we have seen the involvement of local communities in
the management and decision-making processes of protected territories. The creation of
the “Teletskoye Lake Council” by locals and the registration of the “Reserve’s Village” as a
self-governing village are two such examples.

However, in terms of Russian GPs, to date, this concept has been recognized only
among scientists, and has had less recognition at the local level and in local communities.
Russia has a very long history of geological research, which dates back to 1882 with the
creation of the Geological Committee and its later development into the Russian Geological
Research Institute [50]. Russia has a very strong background in Geological and Earth Science
and is considered to be one of the leading countries in the development of Geological
Sciences. However, the concept of geoparks as a platform for sustainable development is a
relatively new concept, since, to date, all activities have been mainly research and science
oriented. In Russia, at the regional level, there are only three geoparks. The first geopark of
Russia (Bashkiria) only entered the global network of UNESCO Global Geoparks in 2019.
VSEGEI [50] has highlighted three main factors that hinder the development of geoparks in
Russia. The first is a lack of a legal and regulatory framework for geoparks. There is no
concept of “geopark” in the Federal Russian legislation, although the law on “specially
protected natural territories” allows for the designation of “other” conservation categories.
The second factor is the poor awareness of the population and local authorities about
how to create geoparks. Geoparks are identified with natural monuments and wildlife
sanctuaries where the law prohibits economic activities. This contradicts the main criteria
of a UNESCO Geopark, which, according to the Charter of the International Geoscience and
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Geoparks Programme, are economic development of the region and involvement of local
residents in the geopark’s organization and management. The third factor is the relative
inertia of business communities, who are reluctant to invest in geopark projects, although
there are many successful examples of combining environmental conservation with the
development of eco and geotourism in Russia.

The whole territory of the Altai Geopark is used by the population in the process
of economic activities, and the local communities’ lifestyle is directly connected to the
traditional use of nature [51]. However, due to climate change, globalization effects, and
changes in land use, the entire territory is suffering from the regional outflow of the
population with a low income. There is a need for alternative sources of income, which,
while preserving the traditional way of life, would attract more people into the region.
Therefore, in Altai, the local government expects that the designation of the territory as a
geopark will draw attention to the problem of preserving sites of geo-heritage significance
and economic development; increase the rate of tourism development; unite all land
users within the geopark; and help to develop a territory management plan [52]. The
aim of the regional AGP is to become a UNESCO Global Geopark. In our opinion, the
programme brings hope for the sustainable development and economic stability of the
local communities who suffer from low incomes and population outflows. Even though
the recognition of the geopark concept remains very low among the local communities,
the territory attracts tourists from all over the world due to its unique combination of
geodiversity, biodiversity, and culture as well as the tangible and intangible heritage of
the entire Altai Republic [32]. Infrastructural transformations in the last few decades have
contributed to an increase in the tourist flow to the remote territories of the Republic,
including the territory of the GP.

5. Conclusions

In comparing community engagement at the Japanese and Russian sites, we found
three main factors that influence the level of local involvement: (1) the historical relationship
between government and local communities; (2) perceptions of nature protection; and
(3) attitudes towards the economic gain from nature. Although the historical relationships
cannot be changed moving forwards, increasing the education of residents may potentially
alter their perceptions about protecting nature and their attitudes towards benefiting
economically from BRs and GPs. It may be possible to increase the promotion of Japanese
BRs and Russian GPs through programmes and management approaches that are similar
to those of their counterparts: Japanese GPs and Russian BRs.

Oftentimes, success and failure come from an issue that needs to be addressed within
a society (e.g., how one culture views protected area sites). Studies that compare sites from
different countries and cultures allow the core factors of the sites to be compared. From this
study, it was determined that the designation of the site alone does not ensure community
engagement. Not only awareness of, but also education about, the roles and economic
benefits of the designation are essential.

Further studies should be conducted examining the methods for increasing local
involvement and their effects on BRs and GPs in other countries and cultures. There is a
need to investigate why some countries have a stronger involvement of local communities
in the management process than others, and what obstacles are impeding the involvement
of local communities in the local activities inside BRs and GPs. There should also be
further investigation into the different roles of the communities that are involved and how
those roles directly affect the success of the site. Finding other reasons for community
involvement in BRs and UGGps is key for all UNESCO designated sites.
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