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Trade-off between protecting Shiretoko World Heritage and eliminating mobile phone dead
zones for coastal fishers

Hiroyuki MATSUDA, Yokohama National University

Although mobile phones and their internet connections are widely used today, there are many
dead zones in mountainous, sparsely populated and marine areas where mobile phones do not
work. In the tourist boat accident in 2022, in which 26 crew and passengers were lost off the west
coast of Shiretoko Peninsula, the captain's mobile phone had been in a dead zone.

In addition to tourist boats, the Shiretoko coast up to Cape Shiretoko, the tip of the peninsula in
the World Heritage marine area, is home to fishing bases and small fishing boats such as the
Rausu kelp fishery and the set net fishery. Even before the tourist boat accident, stakeholders had
been calling for the dead zone at the tip of Shiretoko to be eliminated. The accident prompted
plans to install mobile phone base stations at Cape Shiretoko and Nikarius on the east coast of
the peninsula within the World Heritage Area.

However, the proposed site requires independent power generation and will include a large
number of solar panels, raising concerns about the ecological and scenic impact on the World
Heritage Site, which have been raised by many environmental groups. The Science Council for
the Shiretoko World Heritage Site called for a halt to construction and further investigation in
July. It is unusual for construction in a national park that has already been approved by the
Ministry of the Environment to be suspended due to concerns about environmental impact.

I will discuss three points: (1) the social necessity of the project, (2) the ecological impact, and
(3) the challenges of the operator's environmental considerations. (1) Comparing the coverage
areas of mobile phone companies N and K, while N has quite a few dead zones in coastal sea
areas, except for Bonin Island and the eastern side of Cape Shiretoko. The installation at Cape
Shiretoko is effective in eliminating the dead zone of K Company, but the installation at Nikarius
Station is expected to be effective in reducing the large-scale dead coastal sea area of N
Company, which is rare nationwide. (2) Construction works of a certain size or larger in the
protected areas of national parks are usually carried out on the basis of expert advice, but this
procedure was lacking in this case. (3) In terms of environmental, social and governance (ESG)
investment, even if a project that has a negative impact on the World Heritage Site is approved
by the government, the operator may be reluctant to proceed in the face of criticism from
environmental groups. In any case, neither social need nor ecological impact is an all or nothing,
but a matter of degree. There is no system in place to consider both and proceed with the pros
and cons of the project, or to revise the plan. This is a common problem in Japan's environmental
impact assessment system. Based on these points, I will try to make a comprehensive judgement
on the necessity and ecological impact.
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