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Both biosphere reserves (BRs) and Natural World 
heritage sites (NWHs) are UNESCO (United Nations 
Education and Science Organization) projects. The 
former was inaugurated in 1976 and the latter, in 1972. 
Both include nature reserves to protect primeval nature. 
As of September 2019, there were 701 BRs in 124 
countries, including 21 transboundary sites, and 213 
NWHs and 39 mixed (natural and cultural) world heritage 
sites worldwide.

There are a few differences between BRs and 
NWHs. (1) NWHs are defined by the World Heritage 
Convention (WHC), while BRs are defined by 
UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere (MAB) Program. 
Therefore, parties to the WHC need to protect the 
universal outstanding values (OUV) of the NWHs in 
accordance with the decisions of the World Heritage 
Committee. In contrast, the MAB International 
Coordinating Council (ICC) gives recommendations to 
parties in a BR when the BR is designated or when a 
periodic review is submitted every 10 years. MAB-ICC 
membership is determined at the UNESCO General 
Assembly. 

The difference between the two is explained clearly 

by Irina Bokova, former UNESCO Secretary General: 
While World Heritage helps to preserve values, Biosphere 
Reserves are helping to create them (UNESCO, 2011). 
For these purposes, NWHs are strict nature reserves, 
while BRs are model sites for sustainable development.

NWHs consist only of the property surrounded by a 
buffer zone outside the NWH site. In contrast, BRs 
consist of core areas, buffer zones and transition areas. 
The core areas are established to protect primeval nature 
and eliminate human activity. To protect the primeval 
nature of core areas, buffer zones are set around the core 
area. Transition areas are set up to enhance the sustainable 
use of natural resources. Figure 1 shows NWH and BR 
zoning on Jeju Island, Republic of Korea. The core area 
of the Jeju BR almost overlaps with the Jeju NWH site. 
In the case of Ogasawara, the Management Plan of 
Ogasawara Islands NWH defines a management area 
surrounding the NWH core area (Fig. 2).

BRs are not solely nature reserves, but also models 
for society to follow in achieving sustainable development 
(Sakai & Matsuda, 2018). The transition areas are as 
important as the BR core areas.  

NWHs are governed by the State party, which must 
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comply with all decisions of the World Heritage 
Committee under the World Heritage Convention.

According to the World Heritage Convention, the 
WH Committee calls on Member States to comply with 
the decisions of the World Heritage Committee. In the 
case of Ogasawara Islands NWH, a regional liaison 
committee has been organized to promote smooth and 
appropriate protection and management of the natural 
environment through close cooperation and coordination 
with the government and administrative agencies, island 
residents and other stakeholders. In addition, a wide 
range of expert advice is available from the Scientific 
Council for Ogasawara Islands Natural World Heritage. 
Participatory approaches are sufficiently respected at 
Japan’s Natural World Heritage sites. A Scientific Council 
for an NWH was first organized in Shiretoko and played 
an important role in consensus building among 
stakeholders during the inscription process (Matsuda et 
al., 2019). Since then, a Scientific Committee for each 
NWH has been organized, including previously existing 
NWHs.
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Fig. 1  Zoning of Jeju BR and Jeju Volcanic Island and Lava Tubes NWH (Ko, 2013). 
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Fig. 2  Ogasawara Islands NWH and its management areas (MOE et al, 2018).
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