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Aiming for a Better Society with ICT: What Can We Do as Digital Natives ?

NIT(KOSEN), Hakodate College

G: Hello, everyone. I’m Ginta Iida. I study Civil Engineering.

 
S: I’m Shota Yamashita and I study environmental Engineering

 
F: I’m Futoshi Tanaka and I study material Engineering. We are all dorm students.
G: Recently, more and more people from abroad come to Japan, not only for tourism, but also for study, and work.

S: Exactly. In fact, there are a lot of exchange students in our dormitory. And, we see many tourists in sightseeing spots in Hakodate, like Goryokaku and Kanamori red brick warehouse. 

F: Yes, but it seems like they’re having trouble finding their way, and I have seen foreigners that look confused at sightseeing spots in our city and how to take public transportation.
G: Maybe they can’t read the Japanese alphabet on the signs, or they are getting lost. But this is only a speculation. I don’t know for sure which is why we conducted survey.
F: To start our research, we asked various questions to them, mainly about public transportation issues, such as, “What is the hardest situation you have experienced while in Japan?” and “Do you want to continue living in Japan hereafter?”. We asked these to both residents, and visitors. 
G: Look at this graph, it shows their nationalities: Asia and Europe accounts for up to 70％. And this is the age repartition.

S: We can see that more than half of participants are aged 20-39. By the way, what is or what was their purpose in coming to Japan?

F: We received answers from students, workers, and visitors.
S: We particularly focused on three questions. We will now try to anticipate the answer to this question: “What tools do you use to create an itinerary or route?” To do so, I put myself in their shoes and realized that I often use “Google Map” and “Yahoo Norikae annai” to search the route. These are popular in Japan, aren’t they?

G: Yes, they are. How about you, Futoshi? 

F: Yes, I thought about this question, “What do you think is most inconvenient in Japan?”. I predicted that many foreigners would have difficulties with language, and according to the answer, this is true. However, what is interesting is that more people pointed out the inconvenience in transportation rather than communication issues. How about you Ginta? 

G: I looked at this question, “Do you spend your free time with other foreigners or with Japanese?” I thought they would spend time with Japanese people. Actually, they choose to stay among themselves. But why is that? One answer was that not only Japanese language is difficult for foreigners, but also, we Japanese are shy and many of us hesitate to communicate with them.
S: You mean the difficulty of language comes from both its complexity and our lack of communication skills, right?
G: That’s right. Let’s analyze the results of the survey. The following became clear:
・Most foreigners use IT like Google Map to create a route.
・They are having difficulties with transportation in Japan.
・They tend to spend their time with other foreigners.

F: Speaking of public transportation, according to the survey, some said that the Japanese system is too complex, and other said the fare is much higher than in their countries. And there are also disparities within Japan itself. 
G: The fares of foreign countries are generally lower even if you travel between them. One key difference is that tickets are much cheaper in Europe if bought in advance. Meanwhile, recent advances in technologies, such as IT are remarkable. Now that most people have a smartphone, they don’t use paper maps or even ask people, I guess.
S: Many countries are trying to simplify their transportation system even further. One of these is called MaaS, which stands for Mobility as a Service. This new concept integrates seamlessly with ICT. For instance, you can search for the route with your smartphone, make a reservation, and pay, all in one go. MaaS is already well implemented in Finland. There is a smartphone app called Whim, which started in its capital city, Helsinki. It will surely continue to expand in the near future.
G: If MaaS is introduced, it would make public transportation much easier for everyone. In addition, the use of cars will decrease as the use of public transportation increases. This means it will be more environmentally friendly.

F: Moreover, MaaS can contribute to alleviating traffic congestion. Thus, it reduces time to everyone’s commute. This is beneficial not only for foreigners, but also for Japanese people. 

S: In fact, MaaS is slowly starting in Japan. We will introduce two examples here. One of these is MaaS in Izu city, Shizuoka prefecture. A trial run for visitors, domestic and international, is currently in place. If you purchase a digital pass, you can get unlimited use of public transportation in a certain area. 

G: Not only that, MaaS for local residents is also being developed in a city of Chiba prefecture. “Whim” App from Helsinki is provided as an experiment from December 2019. That means Japan imports and adopts foreign ideas at the same time as we are accepting people from abroad. These two examples indicate that ICT plays an important role on relieving traffic issues.
S: Wait! Let’s look back our title. It’s “Aiming for a Better Society with ICT: What Can we Do as Digital Natives?”

F: What are you trying to say by that?

S: Let’s not forget that the word communication has various meanings, such as correspondence, information, conversation, and dialogue. I believe we introduced the concept of communication as a vector of information, but there’s more to it. So, I think we need to clarify our argument.
G: That’s interesting. Okay, so firstly let’s return to the survey. Do you remember the question and answer which I chose? 

F: Your question was “Do you spend your free time with other foreigners or with Japanese? And, we found that many Japanese hesitate to communicate with people from abroad.
G: So, when foreigners are in trouble, most of them find it hard to rely on Japanese people. These visitors inevitably rely on ICT even when they are not familiar with it. In the upcoming years, many people from abroad will come to international events such as the Tokyo Olympics. Then, what could we do for them?
F: We can help foreigners by using smartphone apps which they use such as Google translation. 

G: Right. We can solve such problems by doing so, but we also have to think about ourselves. Based on the answers we got, we realized that Japanese are even shier than we thought. So, to take advantage of ICT, we have to adapt to the environment and in order to do so, we devised a new concept of ICT. That is, I Can Talk. We should overcome our weakness with this new ICT.
F: So, let’s practice this one single phrase: “I can talk.” We believe this “I Can Talk” spirit makes foreign visitors feel at home. Don’t be shy, don’t worry about your English skills, but ask yourself: “what tools can I use to make it easier?”
S: In order to make a better society, it is most effective to combine two ICT. Originally, ICT was developed by engineers to enforce communication easily. We kosen students will be the engineers for the next generation, so we should redesign our society using the brand-new ICT along with the original one. Let’s go beyond, to the next level, with the word of…
GSF: ICT. Thank you.
