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ABSTRACT
Tateyama Sabo (Sabo : a Japanese term that means erosion and sediment control works) represents one of the great achievements and Ja-

pan’s unique culture for disaster prevention/mitigation in fighting sediment disasters caused by about 200 million m3 of unstable sediment 

in Tateyama Caldera for approximately 100 years in Toyama, Japan. Thanks to Tateyama Sabo, in the downstream area of Joganji River 

which has approximately 370 thousand residents, there has been no flood inundation with huge amounts of sediment since the disaster of 

1969. The Toyama Prefectural Government has continued activities to the registration of Tateyama Sabo as a world cultural heritage site for 

more than 15 years. This paper overviews the history and outstanding universal value of Tateyama Sabo and the recent challenges of the 

Toyama Prefectural Government.

INTRODUCTION
The Hietsu Earthquake (Estimated magnitude 7.1) in 1858 caused the Tombi landslide in Tateyama Caldera, Japan (Figures 1 and 2). After 

the large landslide, this landslide dam-break caused two major debris flows and flew down Joganji River (originated from the Tateyama 

Caldera, and with an average riverbed gradient of 1/30) into the Toyama Plain (23 April and 7 June, 1858) (Inoue et al., 2010). 140 dead and 

8,945 injured occurred by these debris flows in the downstream area. After that event, debris flows and flood inundation with huge amounts 

of sediment occurred repeatedly, and residents living downstream residents suffered. In 1883, Toyama Prefecture, which demanded flood 

and sediment control projects, separated from Ishikawa Prefecture, which demanded road construction projects. After the flood in 1891, the 

Toyama Prefectural Government (TPG) conducted consolidation of the intakes, building open levees and river diversions in the downstream 

area of Joganji River based on a plan developed by Johannis de Rijke, a Dutch engineer dispatched by the Japanese Central Government 

( JCG). In 1906, the TPG began to build Sabo dams and spillways made of piled stonework in the upper stream of Tateyama Caldera for 

erosion and discharge control of unstable sediment (notably some parts of the original facilities still remain to this day). However, because 

construction material supply was low and working conditions were very severe, and debris flows destroyed the Sabo dams and spillways 

repeatedly, the TPG gave up the project and requested that the JCG to take it over.  While national projects were only conducted by the JCG 

when the interests of two prefectures needed to be coordinated, after the severe sediment disasters caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake in 

1923, the Sabo Law was revised in 1924 to allow for national projects to be conducted within a single prefecture when the cost is enormous 

or when advanced technology is required. In 1926, the JCG decided to start the project as a national project. The project was conducted 

following the plan of Masao Akagi, known as the Father of Modern Sabo.  Akagi introduced trolleys to supply construction materials, large 

construction machines, and concrete to build Sabo dams. The Tateyama Sabo project is still ongoing by the Tateyama Mountain Area Sabo 

Office, Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT) of JCG (Kanbara and Imamori, 2020) against about 200 million m3 of 

unstable sediment (Figure 3) for disaster prevention of downstream areas in the Toyama Plain, where currently inhabited by approximately 

370 thousand residents. Thanks to Tateyama Sabo, there has been no flood inundation with huge amounts of sediment since the 1969 dis-

aster, and residents are not concerned about the risk of disasters.

[Figure 1]  Figure 1 Inundation area in 1858 and the location of Tateyama Sabo
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[Figure 2]  Figure 2 Aerial photo of Tateyama Caldera

[Figure 3]  Figure 3 Unstable sediment in Tateyama Caldera, 1915 (Courtesy of Tateyama Mountain Area Sabo Office)

At the INTERPRAEVENT International Symposium 2018  (INTERPRAEVENT International Symposium 2018, 2018), which was hosted in 

Toyama, Toyama Declaration was stated that Tateyama Sabo is a good example for people around the world to refer to as a common herit-

age of mankind with the outstanding universal value from viewpoint of 1) Noble example of the holistic approach to disaster management 

which was developed in Japan with many natural disasters, 2) One of the best masterpieces of integrated basin-scale sediment management 

in early 20th century under the most difficult natural conditions, and 3) Universal technique of disaster reduction which can be applied to 

mountainous regions all over the world. Thus, we also believe that Tateyama Sabo is one of the greatest achievements and Japan’s unique 

culture for disaster prevention should be registered as a world cultural heritage site. The following chapters describe recent challenges con-

ducted by the TPG, to the registration of Tateyama Sabo as a world cultural heritage site.

PROPOSAL FOR THE REGISTRATION OF TATEYAMA SABO AS A WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE SITE IN JAPANESE TENTATIVE LIST
In 2007 the TPG and related municipalities proposed the Council for Cultural Affairs of Japan to register Tateyama Sabo on Japan's tentative 

list of world cultural heritage sites. The Council for Cultural Affairs of Japan decided not to list Japan’s tentative list and to evaluate Ta-

teyama Sabo as a candidate of Japan’s tentative list (Category II), and gave advice for TPG 1) verification and establishment of international 

evaluation regarding outstanding universal value, and 2) designation of Sabo facilities as Important Cultural Properties of Japan. Based on 

this advice, TPG has conducted activities on three subjects, which are 1) Designation of important cultural properties and dissemination 

of their attractions, 2) Verification and establishment of outstanding universal value and their promotion, and 3) Activities for facilitation of 

awareness among residents in Toyama for registration of world cultural heritage.

917CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS | INTERPRAEVENT 2024



DESIGNATION OF IMPORTANT CULTURAL PROPERTIES AND DISSEMINATION OF THEIR ATTRACTIONS
The TPG founded the Tateyama Caldera Sabo Museum (TCSM) in 1998 (Figures 1 and 4 a)) to introduce the nature and history of Tateyama 

Caldera and Tateyama Sabo. TCSM has conducted excursions to Tateyama Sabo for 25 years in cooperation with the Tateyama Mountain 

Area Sabo Office (Figure 4 b)). The TCSM satellite exhibition opened in 2022 in the Disaster Prevention Crisis Management Center of the 

TPG office, which is located in the center of Toyama City (Figures 1 and 4 c)). Figure 5 shows the annual and cumulative number of visitors 

to TCSM and the excursions per fiscal year (April to March) from 1998 to 2022. The average numbers of visitors to TCSM and excursions 

are 44,314 and 812 respectively. 

[Figure 4] Figure 4 TCSM (a)), excursions to Tateyama Sabo (b)), and TCSM satellite exhibition (c))

[Figure 5] Figure 5 Annual and cumulative number of visitors to the TCSM and excursions from 1998 to 2022

In response to advice from the Council for Cultural Affairs of Japan, firstly, the Shiraiwa Sabo Dam (the highest Sabo dam in Japan at 108m 

height,) was designated as Japan's “important cultural property of Japan” in 2009. Additionally, Dorodani Sabo Dams, and Hongu Sabo Dam 

(the largest volume of sediment deposition in Japan with 5 million m3 of volume of sediment deposition) were also designated, and three 

dams became an important cultural property of Japan called “Joganji River Sabo facilities” in 2017. Figure 6 shows photos of the Joganji 

River Sabo facilities, duration of construction, and major function (Hayashi et al., 2014). Following this, ICOMOS Japan listed these Sabo 

facilities on “20 Selections of Japan's 20th Century Heritage”. The plan for the protection and utilization of these important cultural property 

for these facilities is being under establishment by the Tateyama Mountain Area Sabo Office, MLIT, which is currently in charge of facility 

management.

[Figure 6] Figure 6“Joganji River Sabo facilities”, important cultural property of Japan
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VERIFICATION AND ESTABLISHMENT OF OUTSTANDING UNIVERSAL VALUE AND THEIR PROMOTION
The TPG indicated the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of Tateyama Sabo based on the discussions of academic experts in 2013 (Igarashi 

et al, 2015). The points of OUV are 1) Comprehensive disaster prevention technology born in disaster-prone Japan, 2) Japan’s comprehen-

sive management of water systems represents the technological apex in the modern world, and 3) A type of modern Sabo technology. The 

TPG has been promoted at international conferences about the OUV of Tateyama Sabo. For example, since 2014, we have attended every 

INTERPRAEVENT conference and presented newly identified technical findings in Tateyama Sabo (i.e., Hayashi et al., 2014), as well as 

“Creative travel to Japan” in UNESCO 2022, ICOMOS General Assembly 2023.

ACTIVITIES FOR FACILITATION OF AWARENESS AMONG RESIDENTS IN TOYAMA FOR REGISTRATION OF WORLD CULTURAL HERITAGE
The TPG continues to raise awareness among residents in Toyama regarding registration of world cultural heritage (Figure 7). The Youth 

Program, a human resources development project to facilitate those interested in cultural heritage protection, for 1) university students (from 

2013) and high school (from 2017) (Figure 7a))and 2) elementary students and parents (from 2023) have lectures from experts of cultural 

heritage protection and world heritage and excursion in Tateyama Sabo. The TPG has also provided easy-to-understand content about Ta-

teyama Sabo: school teaching supplemental materials, animation on YouTube (Figure 7 b1) and b2); Toyama ATW, 2018), and VR movies 

of aerial images from a drone in Tateyama Caldera and Tateyama Sabo facilities. A picture book for young children is also being prepared 

by Tateyama Sabo Women's Salon Group. The TPG has held the symposium for the promotion of world cultural heritage registration for 

Tateyama Sabo every year since 2009.

[Figure 7] Figure 7 Youth program (a)), An animation entitled “Tateyama Sabo and the fight against sediment” (b1) and b2))

FUTURE TASKS
For registration of Tateyama Sabo as a world cultural heritage site, there are major future tasks from the viewpoint of academic aspects 

and the protection of facilities. In academic aspects, further verification and establishment of OUV, fixing components and buffer zones are 

essential in line with UNESCO's evaluation criteria for world cultural heritage sites. About the preservation of facilities, establish rules and 

methods to protect currently used disaster prevention facilities as cultural heritage.

CONCLUSIONS
The number of candidates on the Japanese tentative list of world cultural heritage sites is decreasing, because candidates have registered 

or declined to be registered as world cultural heritage sites. In 2021, the Council for Cultural Affairs of Japan responded "Report on the 

review of the Japanese tentative list of world cultural heritage sites”. The report said, "Cultural heritage that can be highly evaluated from 

the viewpoint of coexistence with nature and response to disasters can also be considered as new candidates of the Japanese tentative list”. 

Tateyama Sabo might be a strong candidate for the Japanese tentative list from the viewpoint of “response to disasters”. Our challenge for 

the registration will take a very long time, so we ask for support and cooperation from all over the world.
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