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The New Development of Japan’s Biodiversity Diplomacy
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This study examines the divergent trajectories of Japan’s biodiversity diplomacy across
multilateral environmental agreements with a special focus on the Ramsar Convention.
It seeks to explain why Japan has maintained a consistently proactive role under the Ramsar
Convention, despite more restrained or defensive positions under CITES and IWC.

In the 1980s, Japan faced international criticism over wildlife imports and destructive
tropical timber consumption. Since the 1990s, however, it strengthened environmental
diplomacy by hosting Conferences of the Parties (COPs) to environmental treaties and
restoring international credibility. Yet its engagement subsequently diverged: Japan expanded|
Ramsar site designations and actively proposed resolutions, while opposing the listing of
certain marine species under CITES and emphasizing formal compliance under the CBD.

Using a comparative analysis of domestic policy-making processes, this research
investigates bureaucratic sectionalism, policy networks involving NGOs and scientists, and
institutional legal constraints. Fieldwork includes participatory observation at Ramsar

COP15 (Victoria Falls, July 2025) and academic conferences in Japan. Findings show that

Ramsar engagement has been strongly supported by active NGO networks and local
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governments, whereas CITES fisheries issues are dominated by the Fisheries Agency, leading
defensive diplomacy. While Japan supported the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity
Framework and the 30x30 target under the CBD, Japan’s leadership at Ramsar COP15 faded
and was being taken over by China and South Korea, revealing Japan’s declining regional
presence.

The study highlights how bureaucratic structures, legal minimalism, and transnational
knowledge communities shape Japan’s capacity to exercise soft power in biodiversity

governance amid its relative national power decline.
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