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The “Advanced IT Prefecture”

— IT Strategies for Regional Initiatives in Okayama —

By Goto Masaaki

KAYAMA Prefecture is making an

effort to develop its IT infrastruc-
ture ahead of other prefectures in Japan,
based on the concept that an information
network foundation is just as necessary to
society as water and electricity services.
The backbone of this effort is the
Okayama Information Highway, a high-
speed, high-capacity fiber optic network
installed throughout the prefecture.
With an investment that has reached a
total of ¥2.5 billion, Okayama became
the first regional government in the world
to install the next-generation Internet
protocol standard, IPv6, for its core net-
work. By actively promoting the IT
industry and human resources develop-
ment, Okayama, under Prefectural
Governor Ishii Masahiro, has been imple-
menting initiatives to establish itself as
the “Advanced IT Prefecture.”

Okayama is situated in the western part
of the main island of Honshu. One of
the characteristics of the prefecture is the
size of its manufacturing industry.
Located in the south along the Seto
Inland Sea, the Mizushima industrial belt
is one of the leading industrial centers of
western Japan. The ratio of the worker
population employed in secondary indus-
tries (mining, manufacturing and con-
struction) is about 32%, which is three
points higher than the national average.

The Prefecture began drawing up
plans for its information highway in
1996. The impetus for this effort was the
concern that the living standards for peo-
ple in Okayama might fall behind the rest
of the country, if it was slow to develop
its information network infrastructure
amid the rapid IT revolution. Since it
determined that unprofitable areas would
be neglected if the infrastructure develop-
ment was left to private companies, the
Prefecture decided to install the fiber
optic network itself.

Construction of the core network
began in 1998, and was completed in
March 2001. With this core network,
the entire prefecture had fiber optic con-

nections by March 2003. In March
2004, a next-generation Internet protocol
with better security, IPv6, which can
cope with a huge increase in the number
of addresses was installed, and a high-
speed high-capacity service (up to 10
Gbps) was realized.

As a result of connecting local schools,
community centers and libraries in all
municipalities to the fiber optic network,
there are now over 2,000 public institu-
tions on the Okayama Information
Highway. Access to this network is
offered free of charge for everyone.

Online Provision of Public Bidding
and Resident Application
Procedures

Thanks to the improved IT infrastruc-
ture, the Prefecture has launched a series
of advanced initiatives to offer more con-
venience to residents.

In April 2002, the Prefecture intro-
duced an online electronic bidding system
for prefectural project contracts. The sys-
tem began with consulting contracts, and
was expanded to include large-scale con-
struction contracts in September of the
same year. Since then the system has
been progressively expanded, and the aim
is to handle, in principle, all prefectural
contract bidding electronically by 2006.

Various online application and report-
ing procedures for residents have also
been actively handled. Working with
municipalities, the Prefecture was able to
set up online services for 20 procedures,
including the issuing of residence certifi-
cate copies, personal seal registration cer-
tificates and tax statements, as of March
2004. The plan is to provide 95% of
prefectural procedures and 90% of
municipal procedures online by March
2007.

Since there are different government
agencies handling the different proce-
dures, a portal site called Sezkatsu Benri
Cho (Life Support Site), was set up on the
Prefecture’s website in order to make the

list of individual prefectural and munici-
pal offices easy to understand and access.
By accessing to this site, residents can eas-
ily find the offices to help them with for-
malities for events such as births, mar-
riage and moving house. The
Prefecture’s website also provides other
various information relating to daily life
and business.

Kurashi no Anzen Web Map (Daily
Safe WebMap ) was launched in October
2004, with the goal of deterring street
crime and raising accident prevention
awareness. Here, information on crimes
and traffic accidents that have occurred in
Okayama over the past year are displayed
on a map. With the help of the prefec-
tural police headquarters, it shows the
locations where robberies, purse-snatch-
ings, home or office burglaries and acci-
dents have occurred. By using different
colors on the map to indicate burglaries
or vehicle break-ins, dangerous areas can
be seen at a glance.

The Prefecture Integrated Geographic
Information System (GIS) provides aerial
photos and maps of the entire prefecture,
which can be used in a wide range of
fields including land use, disaster preven-
tion, farming, tourism and urban plan-
ning. For example, with the simple click
of a mouse, it instantly ascertains the dis-
tance to a destination or the total area of
a proposed development site, as well as
confirming refuge locations and emer-
gency heliports in the event of a disaster,
as well as sightseeing locations.

Emphasis on the Development of
the IT Industry and IT Specialists

Okayama is also putting energy into
the development of the local IT industry.
In April 2002, the Prefecture introduced
one of the first systems in Japan to create
a Special 1T Economic Zone. In order to
attract IT-related companies to the central
part of Okayama City, the Prefecture
provides office space in this zone at
reduced prices and offers low-interest
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Figure 1 lllustration of Okayama Information Highway
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financing to IT companies. These proac-
tive initiatives were well received and in
June 2003, this area was designated as a
special IT zone by the national govern-
ment.

Starting in 2005, the Prefecture also
established a system that gives precedence
to IT venture-capital companies within
the prefecture when ordering its informa-
tion processing and computation opera-
tions. This precedence contract ordering
system for IT companies is rare in Japan.
Since IT venture companies often lack
financing despite having superior tech-
nology, the new system is designed to
assist these companies by providing more
contract opportunities. Even when the
Prefecture signs contracts with major cor-
porations, it seeks to ensure that local
startup IT companies will receive some of
the subcontracting work.

Development of human resources in
the IT sector is also essential. The goal is
to see that one million people, or over
half of the local population, have the
skills to make full use of the Internet by

March 2007.

In the area of education, an instructor
training system for IT skills was set up in
order to ensure that all classes in elemen-
tary, junior-high and high schools are
able to use Internet and all teacher can
provide classroom making practical use of
information technology. In some high
schools, video conferencing systems have
been set up, and some courses at universi-
ties in Okayama are offered as distance
education.

This year an “expert system” for IT was
also created, whereby outstanding tech-
nology specialists and researchers are rec-
ognized as experts by the Prefecture.
Their advice is sought on matters relating
to the Prefecture’s IT operations, and they
are asked to serve as instructors of IT
courses hosted by the Prefecture. The
goal is to raise the IT skills of local gov-
ernment officials by gaining knowledge
from these specialists over the long term.
The experts also benefit from the arrange-
ment through their increased recognition
by society.

I More PR for Internet Usage

Looking at the Prefecture’s IT policy
today, the Okayama Information
Highway has been firmly established,
and steady progress has been made
toward the online provision of govern-
mental services and the creation of vari-
ous information sites. However, these
assets are not yet being fully used to
their potential, and Tanaka Shoji of the
Prefecture’s Information Policy
Department stated that, “The issue fac-
ing us now is how to get residents to
better wutilize the Information
Highway.”

For the future, the Prefecture’s policy
will be to improve its PR activities with
the goal of raising Okayama’s broad-
band subscription rate from just over
30%, to 50% by March 2007. [JS]

Goto Masaaki is a writer for the Okayama
bureau of Jiji Press.
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