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Guidelines for the Protection of the Underwater Archaeological Sites in Japan

Purpose of This Guidelines

The administrative structure of Japan comprises a hierarchical layering of the national government, 47
prefectural governments, and more than 1,700 municipal governments, and most decisions regarding
archaeological administration are made not by the national government but by prefectural
governments. As far as the local governments, most of the approximately 5,700 experts with
archaeological skills belong to municipal governments across Japan, and they are mainly responsible
for the administration of Japan’s buried cultural properties.

Archaeological sites (buried cultural properties) are considered national common property, and local
governments are mainly responsible for their protection. Since the 1970s, excavation surveys of
archaeological sites lost due to development have been actively carried out nationwide, and in recent
years, excavations are carried out at around 8,000 sites each year, with some 468,000 sites having been
identified. However, most of them are limited to sites on land.

Despite the fact that Japan has the sixth longest coastline in the world and its waters have been the
scene of numerous historical incidents, Japan has not shown particularly strong interest in the
protection of its underwater archaeological sites. Mindful of this situation, an advisory committee was
established within the Agency for Cultural Affairs, and based on their analysis and study of underwater
site protection practices in other countries, the Agency for Cultural Affairs have developed Guidelines
for the protection of underwater archaeological sites in Japan that argue for the necessity of the
protection of sites, stipulate concrete methods for their protection, outline the division of roles between
the national and the local governments, and so on.

Chapter 1. Definition and Characteristics of Underwater Archaeological Sites

Definition: In this report, an “underwater archaeological site” (UAS) is defined as a “site that is always
underwater or underwater at high tide in maritime waters, lakes, or other similar bodies of water.”
However, sites underwater in reservoirs or irrigation ponds, rivers, etc. are excluded from the category
of “underwater archaeological site” since they are already protected by measures as land sites.

Types of underwater archaeological sites and site formation process: The majority of Japan’s
UASs are objects confirmed as relics/artifacts. The factors considered to be instrumental in their
formation are: 1) the sinking of ships and their cargo, 2) cargo and goods dumped overboard from
ships, 3) the submerging of land sites due to natural forces. However, the classification of 1) and 2) are
difficult because of the environment of the sea floor off of Japan’s coast; shipworms and other sea
animals cause damage to ships’ hulls, etc., making it difficult for these relics to survive.

Difficulties: Since, as their name indicates, UASs are underwater, confirmation of their extent and
contents is difficult, and site surveys present countries with the common problems of difficulties and
danger.
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Advantages: On the other hand, compared to those found on land, artifacts found underwater tend to
be well-preserved and found in bulk. Particularly in the case of cargo from merchant ships, the logistics,
trade, and commercial activities at the time can be determined from such cargo. Moreover, Japan has
many sunken ships about which episodes involving stories of lives being saved and so on have been
handed down or sunken ships that are deeply related to the history of Japan’s overseas trade and
diplomacy, and these vessels provide valuable information for understanding Japan’s history.

Chapter 2. Protection of Underwater Cultural Heritage in Foreign Countries

For the formulation of these Guidelines in Japan, the Committee conducted surveys of the activities of
foreign countries that are making active efforts to protect their UASs. In these countries, raising sunken
vessels that have important historical significance stimulates public interest in these UASs, and is tied
to the establishment of special facilities and the training and assignment of specialists for the protection
of UASs, the development of survey/search techniques, and the improvement of technology for
preserving and protecting artifacts that have been recovered. Japan laid the preliminary groundwork
for the formulation of its Guidelines for the protection of UASs in Japan by exchanging information
with countries that have engaged in discussions within international frameworks regarding various
approaches to UAS surveys and protection, including the state parties to the 2001 Convention on the
Protection of the Underwater Cultural Heritage, a UNESCO agreement.

At the same time, unified and stable preparations are needed to provide the funding, technology,
facilities, personnel and so on necessary for preserving and exhibiting to the public the artifacts and
shipwrecks that have been recovered. Even for countries that are advanced in the protection of
underwater artifacts, it is also evident that maintaining and continuing their efforts in this regard is
becoming a major burden.

Learning from the situation in other countries, Japan has formulated its Guidelines for the protection
of UASs in Japan. The next chapter takes up the issues set for implementing the Guidelines in Japan,
including the following three core topics.

1) Methods and implementing bodies for the underwater artifact surveys
2) Necessary expenses, technologies, facilities, personnel
3) Methods for maintaining/managing underwater relics preserved in situ.

Chapter 3. Context and Administrative Issues Regarding the Protection of the
Underwater Archaeological Sites in Japan

1. Context: Efforts for Protection of UASs in Japan To Date

In Japan, although systematic administrative efforts have not been made for the preservation of
UAS:s, on an independent level, the national government, local governments, and universities and
other research organizations have made successful efforts to a certain degree. As non-governmental
organizations, there are organizations specializing in underwater archaeology, such as the Research
Institute of Underwater Archaeology and the Asian Research Institute of Underwater Archaeology.
From now, however, rather than only efforts by these independent research organizations, as
with land archaeology, systematic efforts will need to be carried out by the government.
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2. Administrative Issues Regarding the Protection of UASs

The process of the protection of archaeological sites in Japan mainly centering on land sites has
generally followed the following four steps.

Step 1. Comprehension and Dissemination: The existence of an archaeological site is

confirmed and informed to the public.

Step 2. Mitigation: In the case that development is planned at the location where an

archaeological site exists, negotiations are conducted with the developer side regarding
whether the archaeological site can be preserved.

Step 3. Preservation: Appropriate preservation measures arve taken in consideration of the

impact that the development project could have on the site and its contents.

Step 4. Valorization: The government widely informs the public of the archaeological site itself

and the results of the evacuation and makes clear the site s importance.

In the case of underwater sites, at present only 387 sites have been determined (0.08% of 468,000
sites), and annually, only around one site is excavated, an extremely small number. Because of that,
when harbor development or bridge construction is planned, it is not possible to determine whether an
underwater archaeological site is present or not. Therefore, in order to appropriately protect UASs, the
sound functioning of the above-mentioned four-step process for UASs is indispensable. For this,
attention must be paid to the following points.

1) Elaboration of a systematic conceptual framework for the protection of UASs.

2) Preparation by the national government and local governments of required personnel and
budgeting for the protection of UAS:s.

3) Identification of methodologies for selecting survey methods and preservation technologies
for UASs.

Chapter 4. Preservation Scheme for the Underwater Archaeological Sites in Japan

1. Basic principles and points of attention for the protection of UASs
As with land archaeological sites, UASs are subject to protection in accordance with the Law for
the Protection of Cultural Properties, and the scope of the legal protection extends to all areas within
Japan’s territorial waters. The basic principles for the protection of UASs are basically the same as
those for land sites, but the points of difference from land archaeological sites derive from the special
physical conditions of underwater sites. These points are:
* Since there are no maritime administrative districts, coordination is required among the relevant
local governments.
* For surveys, regulations other than those stipulated in the Law for the Protection of Cultural
Properties apply.
* Ownership must be determined in the case of a sunken vessel registered to a foreign country.
* For underwater surveys/excavations, operations that are technically difficult and dangerous may
sometimes be undertaken.
* Qualified divers are needed for underwater surveys, etc.
* The volume of relics/artifacts that need preservative treatment is often large, and the technical
difficulty is generally a high degree.
* Greater cost and a longer period are needed for underwater surveys/excavations compared to
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those for land excavations.

2. Framework scheme for the protection of UASs

Based on the above points, the basic Guidelines for the protection of UASs will be carried out as
described below in accordance with Steps 1 to 4 formulated for land excavations.

Step 1. Comprehension and Dissemination: The existence of an archaeological site is confirmed
and informed to the public.

Since approaching underwater sites is difficult, as far as possible, already known materials and
information should be collected to determine the existence of the artifacts. In the case of an assumed
site, the search should be carried out from the water surface or by an underwater robot. Moreover, if
further investigation is necessary, underwater operation for excavating and collecting relics/artifacts
may sometimes be conducted. It is more efficient to determine the presence of the UASs based on the
three steps below.

The first step in the process is to ask fisheries-related persons about the area, survey relevant
documentary materials, check for any information related to the discovery of any relics/artifacts
discovered during the course of any past development of the coastal area. UASs found through this
process can be stipulated and publicized as a “known buried cultural property (archaeological site)”
that is subject for protection under the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties, the same as land
archaeological site.

Step 2. Mitigation: Negotiations are conducted with the developer side regarding whether the
archaeological site can be preserved.

In regard to UASs that have been found, if any development is to take place in the area, it is
necessary to inform and request administrative countermeasures to the organization in charge of the
development in the relevant maritime waters or inland waters. Although such countermeasures should
be the same as those for land archaeological sites, sufficient attention should be paid to any of the
above-mentioned points of difference with land archaeological sites that may apply.

Step 3. Preservation: Appropriate preservation measures are taken in consideration of the impact
that the development project could have on the site and its contents.

In Japan, important archaeological sites are designated as Historic Sites requiring iz situ preservation,
in accordance with the Law for the Protection of Cultural Properties and any relevant ordinances of
the local governments. In an unavoidable case when in sifu preservation cannot be done, rescue
excavation is carried out, and a detailed record of the site is kept; similar treatment is required for UASs.

Moreover, protection measures must be taken for UASs that are to be preserved in sifu, such as the
covering of them with soil or copper nets, and the state of such measures taken should be regularly
monitored.

At the same time, since Japan lacks experience in the excavation of UASs, manuals should be
prepared on the specific means and techniques for UAS excavations, and specialists should be trained
to deal with such surveys and excavations.

Step 4. Valorization: The government widely informs the public of the archaeological site itself and
the results of the evacuation and makes clear the site’s importance.

Regarding the utilization of UASs, in addition to the public display of artifacts/relics recovered so
far, active efforts should be taken to further publicize them such as the holding of lectures, symposiums,
diving tours, etc., the preparation of publicity materials, and so on.
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3. Other points of attention

Artifacts are often found by chance underwater and recovered. Local governments and others
should be encouraged to inform the public that in such cases, the Lost Goods Law and the Law for the
Protection of Cultural Properties shall be applied, the same as they are for cases of archaeological sites
on land. In the case of relics recovered from foreign-registered sunken vessels, reference should be
made to past examples and actions taken in foreign countries.

The raising of sunken vessels can be considered based on examples in foreign countries, if
conditions are prepared regarding the raising of awareness of the protection of UASs and the
improvement of overall research for the preservation of UASs. Also in such cases, it is necessary to
comprehensively consider the historical significance of the sunken vessel, the degree of social demand,
the enhancement of the personnel organization and facilities, the cost/benefit relationship, and so on.

4. Organizations for the protection of UASs

The organizations involved in the protection of UASs are basically the same as for the protection of
land archaeological sites, with local governments being required to prepare the relevant organizations.
However, considering the state of the preparation of organizations for the protection of UASs in Japan,
and the fact that arrangements must be made with the flag state in the case of a sunken vessel with
foreign registration, the national government will at first initiate the preparation of organizations for
the protection of UASs and encourage their preparation by providing administrative, financial, and
technical support to local governments.
(1) Role of municipalities
Municipalities should provide information regarding the significance of the system for the protection
of UASs to local fisheries officials, port development representatives, and so on, and seek their
cooperation for the same. They should also get local citizens to understand the importance of protecting
UAS:s for enriching their regional history. Municipalities should also hold repeated interviews with
fisheries-related persons and others to build a relationship with them so that such parties are able to
easily and actively provide relevant information.
(2) Role of prefectures
Since prefectures have the basic legal authority for the protection of archaeological site (buried cultural
property) and they are the commissioning entities for port development and other similar projects, they
are required to promote the protection of UASs in collaboration with municipalities. Because of that,
it is desirable for them to start these activities by the assignment of specialists for the protection of
UAS:s.
(3) Role of the national government
The national government will initiate the preparation of organizations for promoting the protection of
UASs, and it will be important for the national government to move forward with the preparation of
these organizations by providing administrative, financial, and technical support to local governments.
Specifically, the national government should assign specialist staff who will be exclusively responsible
for the protection of UASs, and should establish organizations/departments within relevant national
government organs to understand the actual situation in foreign countries and to collect information
and survey and research relevant UAS methods, technologies, etc.
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The Japan-China-Korea Trilateral Cultural Heritage Forum held in Feb 2017 at Kyushu National Museum




