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“Leave no one behind” is the central theme of the United Nations’ pledge towards sustainable
development, and it is also one of the four pillars of Japan’s Digital Garden City Strategy [1] to
integrate digital technologies into rural regions. Digital technologies are a double-edged sword: they
can connect communities, people and urban and rural areas while excluding others, whether due to
infrastructural inequality or social disparities.
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Despite the conveniences of being surrounded by digital technologies, it is also soothing to disconnect
occasionally and take a technology-free trek through nature.
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In Professor Reiher’s “Digitalization in Japan” course, we discussed the changes in Japan’s
technological space and their impact on the country’s gender and labor spheres. Sometimes | feel
encouraged when | read about the progress of digitalization strategies, and other times the reading
reminds me of the numerous hurdles that hinder Japan’s progress as a technological country that
“leaves no one behind.” For example, while in class we discussed the rise of digital platforms that
allow women to work from home, we also explored the social structures that make their digital work
invisible [2]. Later, we also read about how global digital transformation is gaining academic traction
in rural areas and how rural communities can benefit from digitalization [3, 4], only to subsequently
discuss the scale and applicability of many rural digitalization projects beyond individual case studies.
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An nrhanned store within a newuco--workig space for quick grab-and-go convenien;:es.
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But | often remember the vast disparity in digital accessibility between communities | experienced
during my fieldwork in Fukushima. In my previous blogpost, | wrote about the strong consumption of
new digital technologies across Fukushima prefecture after the triple disaster in 2011. Yet, in that
writing, unknowingly, | myself had already “left behind” the communities in the same prefecture
where | spent a whole week without a single phone signal in 2022.Ironically, | also wrote a post about
that experience for this blog. Thus, despite the central government’s vision to realize a society where
“no one is left behind” regardless of geographical limitations, age gender or disability, such is the
reality of Japan’s digitalization attempts across its regions: Certain communities in Fukushima
prefecture, such as Okuma would be developing zero-carbon technologies and unmanned stores,
while a community of a similar size just a little over a 30-minute drive into the mountains would lack
basic telecommunications infrastructures.


https://userblogs.fu-berlin.de/urban-rural-migration-japan/2023/12/08/digital-transformation-taking-root-in-fukushima/
https://userblogs.fu-berlin.de/urban-rural-migration-japan/2022/12/02/urban-habits-rural-spaces-realities-of-day-one-in-rural-fukushima/

An outdoor table in the only facility where | could get some internet within rural Japan.
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As | now prepare for my return to the field in February, | am both anxious and excited to visit these
places again. But | carry a deep hope that the inequality | experienced in the digitization processes
has lessened even a little. And I’'m curious to find out if the newly launched Digital Garden Cities
strategy has spawned new projects at the local level in Fukushima to tackle the digital divide in
Japan’s rural areas.
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