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Aso-Kuju National Park in Kumamoto Prefecture is a premier Japanese landscape
defined by its expansive semi-natural grasslands and a world-class volcanic caldera.
These grasslands are not purely natural; they are the product of a millennium of
traditional agro-pastoral management, including Noyaki (controlled burning) and
seasonal grazing. Such practices have fostered a unique ecosystem that provides
critical multifunctional benefits, such as biodiversity preservation, water resource
recharging, and significant recreational value. Despite their importance, these
landscapes face an existential crisis. The socio-economic decline of rural communities
and the aging of the agricultural workforce have led to the widespread abandonment of
traditional maintenance, resulting in forest succession and the degradation of the
scenic landscape.

The primary objective of this study is to provide an objective economic valuation of
the grassland landscape to justify public expenditure on its preservation. Given that
aesthetic and ecological services are non-market goods, the research employs the
Individual Travel Cost Method (ITCM) to estimate the recreational demand and the
resulting consumer surplus. By utilizing data from extensive on-site surveys, the study
models the demand function for visitation, incorporating travel expenditures and time
costs as proxies for price. This approach allows for a rigorous quantitative assessment
of the welfare benefits enjoyed by visitors.

The empirical results reveal that the Aso-Kuju grasslands generate substantial
economic utility, functioning as a vital public asset for the broader population. The high
consumer surplus calculated through the ITCM suggests that the public places a
significant value on the maintenance of the "semi-natural" state of the caldera.
Consequently, the research argues for the necessity of policy mechanisms such as
Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) or direct conservation subsidies to bridge the
gap between the private costs of maintenance and the public benefits of the landscape.
By demonstrating the high economic stakes involved, this paper provides a robust

framework for sustainable regional planning and heritage conservation.
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