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Abstract. Since two major earthquakes that hit Central Italy and northeastern Japan in 2009 
and 2011 respectively, revisionist plans to make both countries urbanization models and 
power production and distribution systems more sustainable and resilient have emerged. 
The governments of both Italy (with the support of the European Union) and Japan have 
invested considerable resources in establishing model smart communities in disaster-hit 
areas in L’Aquila and Aizuwakamatsu. How has the smart city idea (or ideal) shaped local 
policies for reconstruction and recovery in disaster-affected areas? Secondly, how have 
they contributed to informing cooperation at the international level? These questions are 
relevant in the light of Japan and the European Union’s pledges to strengthen their bilateral 
cooperation in smart cities and communities development in the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic and war in Ukraine. With the launch of subsequent overarching strategies both the 
EU and Japan have shown their resolve to promote structural reforms through digitalization 
and cutting-hedge technology, in the attempt to foster economic recovery while promoting 
ʻsustainable economic growth’. However, such narrative, common to many advanced 
capitalist societies, appears instrumental to concealing plans to restructure environments and 
social arrangements while enhancing for-profit capital restructuring and better surveillance.
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1. Introduction

A clear epistemological paradigm-shift (particularly in the perception of the 
citizenry as users and consumers) in the way urban space have been interpreted in 
recent at the policymaking level in recent decades is notable. The emergence and 
dominance of the ʻsmart city’ as a policy idea is exemplary. Conventionally, smart 
cities are defined as cities that use Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) to achieve a series of targets such as ecological sustainability and a better 
quality of life, thus attracting new residents and enhancing the local place brand, or 
to tackle specific social issues (DeWit 2013, European Commission 2015, Gassmann 
et al. 2019, Gonella 2019, Gonella et al. 2019, Trencher 2019). Post-disaster urban 
recovery and reconstruction is one of said issues that governments across the global 
North tend to tackle by deploying technology. National and local governments, 
particularly in high-income economies, have been promoting a growth framework 
which is based on the preeminence of technology and economy by sponsoring the 
implementation of ICT in order to promote a supposedly ʻgreen’ and sustainable 
reconstruction, resilience and future growth (DeWit 2013, Gonella 2019, Kashiwagi 
2010, 2018, Komiyama et al. 2011, Nakazawa 2014).

In the light of this consideration, how have these ideas contributed to informing 
cooperation at the international level between the EU and Japan? But more 
importantly, how have they shaped local policies for reconstruction and recovery in 
disaster-affected areas since the late 2000s? This puzzle is relevant for the study of 
EU-Japan strategic cooperation and ICT-based urbanization projects in disaster-hit 
areas such as Central Italy (Alexander 2010, 2018, Contreras et al. 2014, Contreras 
et al. 2018, Contreras et al. 2020, Fois and Forino 2020) and the Southern part of 
the Tōhoku region in Japan (Kainuma 2011, Oguma 2014). In particular, Abruzzo 
and its prefectural capital L’Aquila have been hardly hit by two of the most deadly 
earthquakes in Italy’s recent history (in 2009 and 2016) and have been at the centre 
of several consecutive state-led reconstruction initiatives which are still ongoing 
(Alexander 2010, 2018). Similarly, the government of Japan (GOJ) has taken steps 
to promote reconstruction and economic revitalization in the three prefectures 
(Fukushima, Miyagi and Iwate) that were most affected by the 2011 ʻtriple disaster’ 
in what has been long considered Honshū’s backwater and underdeveloped frontier 
(Kawanishi 2016, Kainuma 2011). Both the areas at the centre of the present paper 
have been testing sites where to tackle present vulnerabilities (such as structural 
exposure to earthquakes and tsunamis) through technological interventions in 
the environment, and for preventing future crises (such as aging, unemployment, 
progressive rural abandon). Iniatitives range from the resettlement of evacuee 
communities, the adjustment of seawall heights, green embankments, and IT 
utilization (Strusińska-Correia 2017). According to Appadurai and Alexander, 
however, these epistemological shifts are not politically neutral. Rather, they reshape 
existing social arrangements in favour of new ones (Appadurai and Alexander 2020). 
In fact, to say it with Geels, technology fulfils its functions only “in association 
with human agency, social structures and organizations” (Geels 2002: 1260). In fact, 
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however, such state-led and corporate-oriented programs have relatively failed to 
promote resilience through the rebuilding of solidarity and physical social networks 
(Aldrich 2012, 2019, Fois and Forino 2014). Usually, these measures are wrapped 
up in a narrative that prioritizes the establishment of a new city model based on 
innovation, on the attraction of ʻvalue creators’, and on the efficient use of data 
for goods and service provision to citizen-customers. Such a narrative however 
often leads to ʻcognitive dissonance’ in so far as the cities they are targeting “do 
not exist and are not going to exist” (Gonella 2019). Moreover, smart city models 
that are now widespread in Europe and Japan are clearly sponsored ʻgreen’ energy, 
jobs, power, research, mobility and even parking without however addressing key 
issues outside the “Global North” such as poverty, violence, welfare (as opposed 
to well-being) or inequality (Gonella et al. 2019: 8). Smart city critics like Gonella 
and Cristiano argue for a paradigm shift in the way we interpret cities and urban 
planning and development ʻsystemically’, which might be more considerate of the 
flows of energy, resources, people and information which characterize and cut across 
the urban ecosystems (Cristiano 2018, Cristiano and Gonella 2020, Cristiano and 
Krähmer 2022, Gonella 2019, Gonella et al. 2019).

Against this backdrop, this paper will offer a comparative analysis between 
the experiences of L’Aquila (Italy) and Aizuwakamatsu (Japan). These two cases 
present similarities in so far as they both (a) are small to medium-scale cities within 
a relatively rural and depopulated area with a potential for the tourism industry; 
(b) sit in or close to a disaster-hit area; (c) they have been the recipient of financial 
aid from the central government of their respective nations aimed at recovery and 
reconstruction; (d) smart city initiatives have been so far relatively unsuccessful for 
they have not contributed to the actual solution of major socio-economic issues such 
as demographic decline and economic stagnation. Thus, through a close reading 
of available literature, official documents and press reports, this paper will engage 
with the following issues. First, it will offer a preliminary assessment of EU-Japan 
strategic cooperation in the sector of sustainability and urban ʻsmart’ technologies in 
the light of the success and diffusion of the smart city policy idea across the global 
North. Second, by confronting the two aforementioned cases, the application of the 
smart city policy concept in reconstruction initiatives in disaster-hit areas in both the 
EU (Italy) and Japan will be discussed.

2. Converging Japan-EU efforts on ʻsmart’ cities and communities

It is not surprising, then, that in recent years the government of Japan and the 
EC have pledged to strengthen their partnership on smart cities. Since 2013, the two 
parties have taken steps to promote bilateral cooperation in science and technology, 
particularly seeing ICT, aeronautics and raw materials as ʻkey areas of mutual 
interest’ (sōgo kanshin bun’ya) by establishing ad hoc fora and committees and 
promoting mobility and exchange opportunities for researchers between Europe and 
Japan through the existing European Research Council (ERC) and Marie Sklodowska 
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Curie (MSC) Actions schemes (European Commission and Government of Japan 
2015, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2015). Cooperation between Japan and 
the EU in research and innovation applied to urban environments led, among the 
others, to the creation of several projects including the ClouT project, a 2.3 million 
euro-worth research project aimed at enhancing the Internet of Things in four model 
cities across Europe and Japan (Bristol, Grenoble, Fujisawa and Tsukuba) enhancing 
sensors across the model areas and developing specific citizen-oriented applications 
to collect, store and publicly share data for a more efficient use of infrastructure and 
natural resources (European Commission 2019).

In the light of such trailblazing projects, the 2018 EU-Japan Strategic Partnership 
Agreement further highlighted the need for bilateral cooperation on (a) preserving 
the environment, particularly as regards the promotion of an efficient use of resources 
(art. 23); and on (b) tackling climate change, something that had actually been on the 
negotiating table for a decade, since the 16th EU-Japan Summit in Berlin (Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of Japan 2007). Recognizing the importance of cities as catalyst of 
economic growth and innovation, as well as frontiers of climate change mitigation, 
Art. 25 of the SPA specifies that 

The Parties shall enhance the exchange of experiences and good practices 
in the area of urban policies, in particular to address common challenges in 
this area, including those arising from demographic dynamics and climate 
change. The Parties shall also encourage, where appropriate, such exchange 
of experiences and good practices among their local governments or city 
authorities (“Strategic Partnership Agreement between the European 
Union and Its Member States, of the One Part, and Japan, of the Other 
Part” 2018).

On top of this cooperative endeavor, the GOJ elicited smart cities as an item of 
its plan to promote a “next generation mobile communication system” (6G) in the 
framework of its 2020 Growth Strategy. The document mentions designated towns 
and cities as potential ʻtest beds’ for cloud-based service implementation in areas 
such as mobility, public safety, energy and environment, disaster risk reduction and 
medicine and healthcare, in view of export of know-how and problem-solving at a 
regional and global level and of investment attraction (Government of Japan 2020: 
119). In the 2021 Action Plan, the GOJ further declares its resolve to enhance digital 
connectivity throughout the country by promoting ICT-based solutions into ʻpriority 
development areas’ while supporting the creation of Super Cities, where a wide range 
of issues are tackled by large-scale implementation of cutting-edge technologies and 
IoT (Cabinet Office, Government of Japan 2020, DeWit 2018, Government of Japan 
2021: 47). Concomitantly, the EC has pledged to further push ahead with actions 
specifically aimed at cities as crucial nodes to achieve the targets of the European 
Green Deal, aimed at decarbonizing the EU’s economy by 2030, and, particularly 
upon the 2022 Russian military escalation in Ukraine, of the RePowerEU, aimed at 
tackling EU’s structural dependence from imports of Russian gas and oil (European 
Commission 2022b). 
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Furthermore, partially in response to the pledges contained in the SPA, city-level 
initiatives, such as the Asia Smart City Conference, have seen an increasingly proactive 
role by European partners. Mainly sponsored by the Yokohama City Government 
and aimed at promoting Japan-ASEAN cooperation on urban development, the 
2021–2022 conference saw the participation of the EU-Japan Centre for Industrial 
Cooperation and Finetech, a precision equipment manufacturer based in Germany 
(Asia Smart City Conference in Yokohama 2022b). In the Yokohama Declaration, 
issued at the conclusion of the conference, the conference participants vowed to 
enhance the cooperation between Japanese and European actors, reaffirming that 

This is an era in which cities work together beyond regional boundaries, 
aiming for further advancement, by leveraging their mutual strengths in 
areas such as decarbonization, circular economy, next-generation mobility 
and citizens’ well-being (Asia Smart City Conference in Yokohama 2022a). 

As illustrated above, the governments of the EU and Japan have demonstrated 
their commitment to achieve specific targets on climate change mitigation and 
sustainable urban planning and development. Certainly, the 2018 SPA has taken 
bilateral cooperation to a new and more formal dimension. Nevertheless, ahead of 
the agreement, policies on both ends were already converging on similar targets. 
Regarding smart urbanization, for instance, both the EU and Japanese governments 
had laid out plans and strategies on smart cities in an attempt to respond to 
international calls to action by other national states and NGOs. Despite its vagueness 
(Gonella 2019, Greenfield 2017), the concept has been adopted to tackle issues such 
as reducing traffic congestions and CO2 emissions, rationalizing energy consumption 
and waste collection, meeting the city-dwellers demand for internet-based services 
and increase their quality of life. Regardless of their actual results, policies have 
been implemented across the Global North and will likely become models to be 
exported in third countries (European Union and Government of Japan 2018). Let us 
turn now to how the EU has shaped its policies on smart cities and how these have 
been received in one specific EU member state, Italy. Similarly to Japan, Italy is 
periodically subject to natural disasters such as earthquakes that require the state to 
mobilize resources (either domestic or lent by European authorities) to assist local 
administrations facing an emergency situation. The formulation of smart city policies 
in areas of the country which were affected by the socio-economic consequences 
of natural disasters, such as Abruzzo and its capital city L’Aquila since 2009, has 
provided local administrators with opportunities to attract state funds and private 
investments thus increasing the chances for recovery and reconstruction.
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3. The EU and Italy’s smart city approach

Nearly 75% of the total EU population lives in cities. As key areas for economic 
growth and, concomitantly, energy consumption and GHG emissions, cities have 
been a priority target for Brussels’ policy initiatives.

Since the late 2000s, the European Commission (EC) and governments of the 
European Union member states took steps toward meeting its 20-20-20 climate 
action strategy (European Commission 2015, 2021). Particularly, the EU commission 
has been keen to promote both building renovation and ICT enhancement across 
urban areas in the attempt to foster better energy performance and efficiency. Since 
2007, the cornerstone of the EU’s energy technology strategy has been the SET 
Plan, particularly with regards to the research and innovation strategy of the EU. 
The plan’s guidelines, updated in 2015, have been incorporated in 25 EU member 
states’ national strategies and covers areas such as smart systems, energy efficiency, 
sustainable transport, carbon capture, utilization and storage (CCUS) and nuclear 
energy. In 2021, with the adoption of the European Green Deal and of the 2030 
climate objectives and decarbonization strategy, and subsequently in 2022 with the 
launch of the RePowerEU aimed at reducing the EU’s structural dependence on 
Russian energy imports, the plan has been revamped and aligned to the new EU 
targets (Joint Research Centre 2022). The launch of the SET Plan coincided with 
the early phase of the smart city policy idea diffusion across Europe. In 2008, the 
Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy was launched bringing together local 
and regional authorities across EU member states sharing the commitment to cutting 
CO2 emissions, increasing resilience against climate change and address the issue of 
energy poverty (European Commission 2022a).

In light of these facts, the EC elicited smart cities and communities as a priority 
area to achieve its carbon emission reduction, energy efficiency, and quality of life 
improvement targets providing millions of euros through competitive calls and 
tenders open to interested parties (European Commission 2015). The EC interpreted 
smart cities and communities along the same lines of the Japanese authorities, 
particularly regarding the use of ICT to tackle environmental and societal and health 
issues. To do this, the EC promoted the creation of partnerships between public 
and private actors in order to boost European cities and industries competitiveness. 
The initial budget allocated by the EC to the European Innovation Partnership for 
Smart Cities and Communities (EIP-SCC) was 81 million euro in 2011 but grew 
with the incorporation of the transport sector in 2012 to 365 million (Maschio 2016). 
It is worth noting that the EC also established a specific platform, the Smart Cities 
Marketplace, to match city administrators’ needs with public research institutions 
and or private enterprises’ offering financial backing through a series of financing 
schemes, such as the Horizon 2020 and Horizon Europe programs. The Marketplace 
has so far served as a platform where public calls for project proposals and other 
networking events are advertised with the aim to foster a ʻjust and clean urban 
transition’ (European Commission n.d.). The Covenant facilitates networking 
initiatives among local administrations that can eventually cooperate to apply for 
European funds to implement projects. 
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Particularly, the EC has so far adopted an approach centred on identifying 
model areas where ʻsmart’ urban solutions are implemented and then replicated 
across the EU-member states. In the EU jargon, these are the so-called ʻscalable 
cities’ (European Commission n.d.). However, through the identification of action 
clusters, such as citizenry-oriented city-making initiatives and urban data sharing, 
and business-oriented networking activities, the EC’s general approach to smart-city 
development appears to be more inclusive and transparent. Nevertheless, concepts 
such as city competitiveness, resource efficiency, and the need for paradigm shift 
in the service provision to citizens as customers (or prosumers) is highlighted (DG 
Energy 2016). 

3.1. L’Aquila as a test case for smart city-oriented reconstruction

As an EU member state, Italy has incorporated regional guidelines into its 
national energy and climate policies. Particularly interesting though, is the Smarter 
Italy Plan (SIP) launched in 2019 by the Ministry of Economic Development 
(MISE), the Digital Transformation Department of the Prime Minister’s Office and 
the Ministry of University and Research and implemented by the Agency for Digital 
Italy. Within the SIP framework, to which the Italian government allocated a total 90 
million euro, several calls and tenders have been launched that were targeted at both 
private and public actors. If successful in winning the tender, these subjects would 
ʻcreate new solutions’ suited to respond to the most complex social challenges with 
regards to mobility, health and well-being, culture and heritage, and environmental 
sustainability. The program has been conceived, on the one hand, to tackle actual 
problems, such as traffic congestions, air pollution and the inefficiency of existing 
logistics networks in the country (Ministero dell’Università e della Ricerca 2022). 
Among the program’s elicited test areas for SIP-funded urban solutions is L’Aquila, 
the provincial capital of Abruzzo, in Central Italy.

Classified as a SIP ʻsmart city’ along with other 10 major Italian cities such as 
Bari, Genoa, Turin, Milan and Rome (Dipartimento per la trasformazione digitale 
2022), since 2009, L’Aquila, then a city with a population of nearly 73,000 people 
close to the Appennini mountain range, has undergone profound transformations 
following a devastating earthquake that killed 309 people and forced tens of 
thousands out of their houses (Alexander 2010, Contreras et al. 2014, Contreras et 
al. 2020, D’Ayala and Paganoni 2011). In the event’s aftermath, the city’s historic 
center was cordoned off, its residents and inhabitants relocated in the surroundings in 
temporary shelters, hotels and rented houses. Soon afterwards, the Italian government 
launched an EU-supported 814 million-euro recovery initiative aimed at rehousing 
between 14,500 and 23,000 victims in 19 ʻnew towns’ and other temporary housing 
facilities located within a 17-km radius from L’Aquila, in many cases isolated and 
deprived of services (Alexander 2018, Contreras et al. 2014, Contreras et al. 2018). 
Despite their ambitious aims, these recovery initiatives had no clear plans for a long-
term future and had enormous social costs which have hampered the recovery of 
the area. Administrative delays caused by a series of factors such as poor decision 
making, central and local governments’ fiscal constraints and political scandals have 
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further prevented an effective reconstruction of the city and its resident community 
(Alexander 2018, Contreras et al. 2018).

Amidst these setbacks, Italy’s central government has allocated nearly 320 
million euro since 2012 to the reconstruction of L’Aquila. The second 4-year plan 
(the “Restart” program) specifically directed 25% of the funds (54.9 million euro) to 
support tourism and environmental protection, 20% (44.1 million euro) to research 
and innovation and 2% to digitalization and e-government (4.5 million) (Open 
Data L’Aquila n.d.). Against this backdrop, several ʻsmart’ city projects (mostly 
public private partnerships, PPP) of national relevance were launched. In 2017, 
the MISE announced that L’Aquila would become a pilot area for 5G technology 
experimentation, a project that would see the direct involvement of the national 
government through its investment fund, Cassa Depositi e Prestiti (CDP), energy 
utility Enel, Italian telecom company Wind Tre and the Chinese telecom giant ZTE 
(Rete8 2018, Ufficio Speciale per la Ricostruzione dell’Aquila n.d.). On top of other 
projects concerned with the introduction of electric vehicles (EV) and bicycles, 
data collection and monitoring, emphasis has been put on the ʻsmart tunnel’, whose 
construction started in late 2012, after the project received the green light from 
Rome. With a total estimated value of 80 million euro, the tunnel is a 12-km long 
technology-based underground passage underlying the historic center of L’Aquila 
where the city’s utility networks (electricity, water, sewage and telephone and optical 
fibre cables) are jointly accommodated to facilitate monitoring and maintenance 
while reducing the potential impact of public works on traffic, mobility and cultural 
heritage. Its construction has been contracted by the city water utility company to 
local construction firms. 

Praising the project in 2016, the then mayor of L’Aquila Massimo Cialente 
stated that the smart tunnel was a ʻrevolutionary’ construction project conceived to 
ensure the city’s own resilience against a possible new devastating earthquake and 
quality of life of its citizens in the long run (Hdna Films 2016). Cialente’s successor, 
Pierluigi Biondi, leader of a center-right coalition administration, has benefitted 
from previous projects and made effort to boost his city’s post-earthquake image of 
ʻsmartness’ both nationally and abroad through the participation of a city delegation 
at the 2019 Smart City Expo World Congress in Barcelona and visits by foreign 
delegations (Antenucci 2019, Rosone 2019). In the wake of the 2022 city elections, 
Biondi pledged in his program to make L’Aquila the core of an Italian Silicon Valley 
where cutting-edge research combines with the artistic and architectural heritage of 
the city’s 13th century medieval historic centre to attract new investments (Scopece 
2022).

In this context, in early 2020, the city government revamped its plan to become 
a ʻsmart city’ in line with the EU directives targeted at both urban and rural and 
depopulated areas. In the city’s guidelines, the ʻsmart’ factor is described as key 
to rebuilding ties between the city and mountain villages in the surroundings 
while promoting the image of L’Aquila as a connecting node between large and 
densely populated urban areas (such as Rome, Italy’s capital, which sits at 150 km 
from L’Aquila) and small villages in remote areas subject to demographic decline 
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and lack of service and infrastructure (Comune dell’Aquila 2020, 9-11). The 
plan is articulated into several pillars, in particular (a) building renovation for 
energy efficiency; (b) security; (c) economic growth through innovation and ICT 
implementation; (d) self-sufficient energy systems and smart energy management 
(smart grids); (e) environment and waste management; (f) digitalization of public 
administration and e-governance; (g) urban wellbeing and digitalization of medical 
services; (h) smart mobility, optimization of local logistics for ʻsmart delivery’ 
and air pollution reduction. To address these priority areas, the plan stressed the 
importance of promoting the coordination between the public and the private sectors 
through innovative procurement, PPP, and inclusive co-creation processes. Given 
the city’s post-earthquake urban configuration characterized by the presence of new 
settlements across an area of 55 km in extension, the mobility sector has taken on a 
pivotal role in the redesign of the local urban system along the lines of the smart city 
policy idea. New up-to-date vehicles (mostly electric) would guarantee a reduction 
in CO2 emissions. The application of ICTs to the transport sector would also ensure 
social inclusion, increased safety for car users, better logistics and intermodality 
through data collection and management. In turn, these processes would help to 
achieve enhanced liveability, a better quality of the urban space, the inclusion of 
more vulnerable residents (elderly and people with disabilities), and, lastly, more 
investments (Comune dell’Aquila 2020: 33-35).

The relation between the smart city initiative and local socio-economic recovery 
is clear in the case of L’Aquila. In September 2021, former Prime Minister Mario 
Draghi visited L’Aquila announcing a specific 1.78 billion euro-worth assistance 
package to the territories in Central Italy that were hit by subsequent damaging 
earthquakes in 2009, 2016 and 2017, through the EU-backed Plan for National 
Recovery and Resilience (PNRR). On the occasion, Draghi vowed to support the 
revitalization of local communities and towns in mountainous or rural areas (borghi) 
through investments in safety, sustainability and internet connectivity. IN doing this, 
he added, Rome would support innovative enterprises, research and human resource 
development for both the private and public sectors (Il Sole 24 Ore 2021).

In fact, while city authorities keep characterizing L’Aquila as a ʻsmart’ city, 
several issues seem to contradict this narrative. First, public reconstruction is 
still lagging (only less than 50% of the approved projects have been concluded), 
as opposed to private reconstruction which has proceeded steadily, particularly 
between 2013 and 2019 (Ufficio Speciale per la Ricostruzione dell’Aquila 2022, 
2023). Second, the infrastructure that could potentially enhance the use of ICTs in 
the city, i.e., broadband networks, is yet to be improved. According to available data, 
the installation of optical fibre and wireless is still in its design stage (Ministero delle 
imprese e del Made in Italy 2023). In addition, data collected by the Italian financial 
newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore in 2017, pointed to a 11.1% reduction of the added value 
for enterprise as opposed to a 5.6% increase at the national level, a 2.2% increase of 
unemployment, and a 20.1% decrease in the volume of exports against a 6.9 increase 
nationally between 2012 and 2015 (Romano 2017). More recent media reports seem 
to confirm these trends. The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and rising energy and 
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raw materials costs since 2022 have hit local small-medium enterprises (Agenzia 
ANSA 2022, Santucci 2022). Fourteen years after the April 6, 2009 earthquake, 
residents still lament the lack of basic services such as public lighting, water, gas and 
electricity supply, and waste management in addition to social issues such as drug use 
and petty crime (La Repubblica 2023). The decline of the resident population may be 
a direct consequence of the limited effects of the aforementioned recovery strategies. 
In 2021, the registered resident population of L’Aquila was around 8 percent down 
from the 2009 levels, at 69,210 people (ISTAT and Tuttitalia 2023) (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Population trends in L’Aquila (2009–2021). Elaborated on ISTAT and Tuttitalia 2023.

In the following paragraphs the paper will shed light on smart city strategies in 
Fukushima Prefecture, and, more specifically, in Aizuwakamatsu, one of the major 
tourist destinations in the region which was, though indirectly, affected by the 2011 
triple disaster. Here too, the formulation of a smart city scheme has helped local 
administrators to attract funds from the state based on specific proposals that were 
designed following Tokyo’s guidelines and investments from the private sector.

4. Japan’s multilevel approach and smart city policies in disaster-hit areas

Similarly to what happened in Italy after the March 11, 2011 earthquake, tsunami 
and nuclear crisis, the Japanese government has sought for ways to rationalize 
its energy mix in the light of the phase-out of several of its nuclear reactors, and 
to redesign urban settlements in the disaster-hit areas of Tōhoku in line with 
Tokyo’s international decade-long commitment to curb its CO2 emissions through 
technological enhancement. Since the late 1990s, the Japanese government has 
taken steps to (a) on the one hand reduce local governments’ dependence on the 
state’s finances; (b) favour a rationalization and reorganization of villages and small 
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towns; and (c) increase local governments’ autonomy in sectors such as city planning 
and energy and promote their engagement with local private stakeholders. Against 
this backdrop several programs have been launched to subsidize initiatives aimed 
at fostering ʻgreen’ economic growth, starting from the nation’s cities, based on 
proposals modelled after the central government’s guidelines. One of the results of 
this wave of neoliberal reforms in local governance was an increased competition 
among locales for funds and investment attraction (Holroyd 2014, Nakazawa 2006, 
2014, Niimura 2018, Sugiyama and Takeuchi 2008).

Since the mid-2010s, the LDP-led administration further expanded its efforts 
declaring its willingness to materialize a data-driven ʻsociety 5.0’, as an integral 
part of its ʻabenomics’ master strategy, focusing on non-urban areas. Several 
ministries and government agencies, including the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Communication (MIAC) and the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and 
Tourism (MLIT), have thus contributed to the enhancement of Internet connectivity 
(for example, supporting the expansion of the 5G network across the archipelago) 
and to the optimization of infrastructure management and maintenance through ICT 
utilization. Against this backdrop, technological advance became key to economic 
revitalization. As in the European and Italian case, such programs identified model 
area where new solutions could be tested to be replicated elsewhere.

Japan’s smart city initiative is very diverse and articulated upon areas of 
intervention, ranging from environmental protection to mobility to disaster 
prevention. By enhancing ICT (particularly the Internet of Things (IoT) and big 
data), vehicle automation and car sharing service (Mobility as a Service, MaaS) 
and biometrics-based services (such as automatic remote bus-fare payments), each 
smart city project aims at the resolution of a specific issue, but, in addition, the GOJ 
has identified thirty ʻsuper cities’ where intersecting issues are addressed in a more 
comprehensive manner mostly through efficient data management (Shushō kantei 
2020).

Despite the GOJ’s expectations, these programs for regional revitalization 
through ICT enhancement have largely missed their expected targets. Particularly, 
lagging installation of optical fibre and 5G in remote areas, the extreme concentration 
of workforce with digital skills in urban areas and technological divide, and the 
relatively low degree of open data and e-governance in local governments are 
among the factors hindering the creation of a ʻsociety 5.0’ (Naikaku kanbō 2019). To 
invert this trend amidst the Covid-19 pandemic, between late 2020 and early 2021, 
Prime Minister Suga Yoshihide pledged to make the digital sector one of the pillars 
of its government’s economic strategy and established the GOJ’s Digital Agency 
(DA) tasked with centralizing the development and management of the central 
government’s IT systems and data centres (Suzuki 2021).1 He also promised to cut 
Japan’s carbon emissions by 46% from the 2013 level and reach ʻzero’ emissions by  
2050, thus tracing the path for his and subsequent cabinets’ initiatives in the energy  

1	 Particularly, the global pandemic exposed how inhomogeneous and ill-equipped the national and 
local governments were relative to other governments in the world, with regards to online services, 
contact tracing and vaccination-related procedures.
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and IT sectors (Suga 2021). Suga’s successor has so far proved to be willing to 
continue with his predecessors’ breakthrough steps.

The recently launched DGCN plan aims to capitalize on previous experiences 
and spur ʻbottom-up growth’ through massive public and private investments in the 
digital sector and infrastructure modernization (Kishida 2022). In this effort, Kishida 
has sought the DA’s proactive involvement as one of its main tasks is to promote 
regulatory reforms, supervise the implementation of a unitary ID management 
systems (i.e., the infamous MyNumber Card), and other public services through 
online platforms requiring safe authentication systems. Therefore, by coordinating 
with the various ministries and agencies’ local initiatives, the DA’s contribution to the 
DGCN is key to creating an efficient and sustainable digital environment facilitating 
both residents’ and companies’ access to public services and data to guarantee both 
ʻsustainability’ and ʻwell-being’. At the foundation of this concept is the idea that 
the enhancement of a working digital infrastructure requires the collaboration of the 
state, businesses and universities but that its management needs to revolve around 
the private sector though supported by the national and local governments with 
the aim to create a ʻshared’ model where governments and enterprises can share 
hardware, systems and human resources for goods and service provision (kyōjo) 
(Makishima 2021).

To show his determination to pursue the DGCNS, in late 2021, Kishida has 
chosen to visit Aizuwakamatsu, a town in disaster-hit Fukushima Prefecture, 
one of GOJ-supported historic smart community projects. While there, Kishida 
participated in an online sale of local sake and could see how automated small 
vehicles are utilized in goods delivery. On top of that, he pledged the GOJ’s resolve 
to continue promoting digitalization and rural revitalization, particularly in the 2011 
disaster-hit Fukushima, through investments in optical fiber, undersea cables, and 
5G infrastructure development in consideration of the needs of local communities 
(Fukushima News “FukuTere” 2021).

4.1. The Aizuwakamatsu smart city

Aizuwakamatsu, a city of 117,376 residents in Western Fukushima prefecture, was 
one of the first designated METI-supported smart community projects in Tōhoku. 
Known mostly for its Tsuruga Castle, buke yashiki and the views on Inawashiro 
lake, Aizuwakamatsu is one of the major tourist spots in Fukushima prefecture 
and the whole region. The city was not directly affected by the 2011 tsunami and 
Fukushima Daiichi nuclear accident, being considered relatively safer than other 
locations by evacuees from the Fukushima coast (Watanabe 2019, Yagasaki 2016). 
After Aizuwakamatsu’s designation as a model area for rural revitalization (chiiki 
kasseika) by the GOJ in 2014, the city government moved to applying for state’s 
funds to implement several smart city projects that could enhance the city’s standing 
and reputation. Thus, Aizuwakamatsu became central in the Fukushima Prefecture’s 
Plan for Revitalization amidst a faltering tourism sector and demographic decline 
(Nguyen et al. 2021), The plan was conceived along the GOJ’s guidelines to 
attract investments for local recovery and reconstruction enabling environmental 
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sustainability, energy self-sufficiency, and disaster-resilience.
Against this backdrop, the city government started discussing ideas for the 

utilization of ICT in everyday urban life, through data collection and privacy-
respecting data management systems, home appliances, biometrics-based payment 
systems in shops and restaurants and data-based healthcare (particularly helpful 
in monitoring the medium and long-term impacts of radiation on the prefecture’s 
residents) and decided to create a specific space – the so-called ICT building (ICT 
biru) – aimed at hosting offices and spaces to attract tech and innovative companies. 
The ICT biru, a 3-storied 550 m2 office building formerly owned by Japan Tobacco 
(JT) located in the vicinities of both the Tsuruga castle and Aizu University campus 
where the former, would become the cornerstone of the Aizuwakamatsu smart 
city program. The plan was supported by mayor Muroi Shōhei (Independent-LDP, 
confirmed for a third term in office in 2020) whose aim was reportedly to ʻcreate 
jobs’ and ʻrevitalize the city center’ (chūshin shigaichi no kasseika). The estimated 
cost for the city’s finances were estimated at nearly 11 million euro for land purchase 
and subsidies to investors. Despite the initial resistance by the opposition within the 
city council, however, the city administration succeeded in securing the city council’s 
support, purchased the land and started its refurbishing works (Asahi Shimbun 2014, 
Komatsu 2016, 2018).

According to the final version of the project, the Aizuwakamatsu ICT biru would 
accomodate 500 workers from several big tech firms (i.e., Microsoft Japan), joint 
ventures with local and university-related start-ups, cafes and small restaurants. 
Furthermore, the opening of such a business incubator would generate nearly 26-27 
billion yen-worth business volume thus contributing to the economic development of 
the area. Clearly, a major benefit for companies willing to move to Aizuwakamatsu 
would be reducing costs for office rents and maintenance, but Muroi personally 
sponsored his administration’s policies to facilitate daycare for workers with children 
or elderly parents (Komatsu 2018).

Upon completion of the refurbishing works and ahead of the official inauguration 
of the AiCT (the current name of the ICT biru) in April 2019, a third of the office 
lots were still vacant and the estimates on the future workforce turnover reduced to 
420 from the initial 500 (Komatsu 2019). In compliance with the GOJ’s guidelines, 
in January 2020, the city administration submitted to Tokyo a new proposal to 
ʻcontinue, enhance and deepen’ its ʻsmart city’ program.

Despite having missed its target on increasing the city’s fertility rate to 1.8, the city 
administration defended its achievements in the adoption of ICT to facilitate local 
businesses and respond to emerging needs in traditional sectors, such as agriculture, 
related to a decreasing workforce. The city government has thus pledged to further 
expand ICT-based services to citizens, in order to make the smart city more visible 
to the citizenry (Komatsu 2020). Prime Minister Kishida’s visit in late 2021 further 
confirmed the national and local authorities’ resolve to push smart city programs in 
the country and in Fukushima Prefecture, boosting Aizuwakamatsu’s city image.

The city’s endeavors have actually produced a few visible results. Particularly, in 
addition to open-data-based smartphone applications for waste collection and disaster 
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relief (Ōtsuka 2020), more than thirty shops and restaurants across the city have 
adopted a software allowing the issue of payment receipts directly on the customer’s 
smartphone as a sign of the digitalization of the city’s economy. The motto for 
this initiative is “making shopping more convenient through digital technologies” 
(dejitaru gijutsu de kaimono o motto benri ni) (Aizuwakamatsushi kōshiki channel 
2021a, Aizuwakamatsu shi 2021). On top of this, the city has promoted initiatives 
in the farming sector such as the enhancement of sensors and drones that could 
help young and older farmers to stay in the job against the backdrop of a decline in 
residents and workforce (Aizuwakamatsushi kōshiki channel 2021b).

The private sector has, as in the case of L’Aquila, involved in the city redesigning 
process.  Particularly, Japanese tech giant Fujitsu supported the implementation of the 
project installing PV panels and establishing energy control centers (EEC) for efficient 
energy supply and monitoring. Fujitsu also laid the groundwork for a sustainable 
biomass (wood)-fueled heating distribution system in the community (Tada et al. 
2014). Accenture Japan, the Japanese branch of the US consultancy company, 
had supported the city’s digitalization and PR efforts. Based in Aizuwakamatsu 
since 2011, after slightly less than 8 years, the company had managed the tourist 
information portal “Aizuwakamatsu +” web portal and stressed its contribution to 
the revitalization of the region through enhanced data and information management 
and provision to both residents and tourists. The Aizuwakamatsu’s experience could 
then serve as an example of best practices to other small towns in rural areas coping 
with depopulation and workforce decrease.

Despite the emphasis mayor Muroi and his admistration have put on the smart city 
plan, local residents seem relatively indifferent to the aforementioned developments. 
Analyzing the most researched terms on the city’s website as of late May 2023 (time 
of writing), it is possible to note that ʻsmart city Aizuwakamatsu’ (sumāto shiti 
Aizuwakamatsu) is only 17th in the ranking, well behind information on Covid-19 
vaccination, Covid-19-related compensations to enterprises, recycling and waste 
management, tourism and employment-related information (Aizuwakamatsu shi 
2022b). The current pandemic has arguably reoriented the local community’s interests 
toward issues unrelated to the advance of service digitalization. In response to these 
needs, the city administration aims to further promote digital health care services 
such as remote examinations, appointment booking via smartphone applications 
and digitalization of medicine prescriptions (Aizuwakamatsu shi 2022a).  However, 
considering the constant decline of the local population which has caused a loss of 
nearly 10,000 residents between 2011 and 2023 (Figure 2), a major issue for the 
future city administrations will be to ʻbuild’ the people (hitozukuri) through training, 
education and further incentives to move in the city (Muroi 2019).
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Figure 2. Population trends in Aizuwakamatsu (2011–2023). Elaborated from Aizuwakamatsu shi 2023.

5. Conclusion

The two cases that have been presented above clearly show how pervasive and 
dominant the smart city policy idea has become since the late 2000s in high-income 
countries. The formalization of the EU-Japan cooperation on the containment of 
climate change, energy and smart and sustainable urban models in 2019 is the 
culmination of a process of ideas and policy diffusion resulting in the adoption of 
comparable policy frameworks in regards of smart cities. When implemented in 
disaster-hit areas, these policies have favoured a proactive engagement of the private 
sector contra a diminished role for the local community. Therefore, a trend toward 
the diffusion of a dominantly urban form of consumerism based on connectivity, 
convenience and dehumanization of service providers (and to an extent, users) 
(Appadurai and Alexander 2020: 59-62) can be highlighted. 

As both L’Aquila and Aizuwakamatsu’s cases demonstrated, state-led recovery 
and reconstruction schemes based on technological enhancement and on the 
ʻsmartification’ of urban settlements tend to be shaped along national and local 
governments and companies’ interests and preferences rather than on the awareness 
of the importance to rebuild social capital and solidarity-based networks which 
are often at the center of independent self-organized initiatives by groups of local 
residents (Aldrich 2012, Fois and Forino 2014). In this regard, the diffusion of 
proposal-based financing schemes both in the EU and in Japan, leading to PPPs that, 
in the end, have to be financially sustainable, accountable and, more importantly, 
profitable for involved private actors is a notable feature of the policy making and 
implementation phases. The idea of kyōjo (joint help) which is reiterated in GOJ 
documents on the DGCNS appears as an indicator of the awareness that the private 
sector can make up for the public sector’s withdrawal. Conversely, the steady 
population decline (though less steep in L’Aquila than in Aizuwakamatsu) in both 
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areas following the 2009 and 2011 natural disasters is telling of the relative failure of 
recovery and reconstruction policies so far.

Therefore, it might be possible to agree with smart city critics on the fact that 
smart city projects tend to be based on the privatization and corporatization of public 
spaces and goods while being de facto inapplicable outside of high-income countries 
in the Global North if not as mere technocratic interventions in the social fabrics by 
states (Scott 1998).

More concretely, the focus on technology and ʻsmartification’ of life in small 
and medium-sized urban as those described above seems to have specific political 
aims. First, they put up a smokescreen on the fact that local economies are failing 
to achieve recovery and that the ʻpublic’ is gradually receding (if not as a provider 
of basic infrastructures). Second, they alienate local communities from potential 
more horizontal and cooperative approaches that might help fostering social and 
ecological sustainability, particularly in disaster-hit areas as shown above (Aldrich 
2012, 2019, Cristiano 2018). In fact, skills and know-how needed to administer 
the ICT transition in rural areas, and the new kinds of interactions designed in 
cooperation with the state and local administrators as if it were an ʻabstract’ space 
à la Lefebvre (1991), lie within private technology companies enjoying relative 
liberty with regards to data collection and management if not strictly monitored by 
their governmental counterparts. In this sense, local communities should be central 
in identifying development priorities, technological needs and data collection and 
management processes.

More broadly, however, the above-described approach at the policymaking level 
appears to be informed by ideas such as convenience, efficiency, attractiveness and 
competitiveness that are contributing to a shift toward ʻdividualism’ (Appadurai and 
Alexander 2020: 62) with possible negative repercussion on physical social networks 
and local communities. 

In light of the above, it might be worth stressing that resilience and sustainability 
cannot be built upon merely technological solutions, rather they have to be holistic 
and comprehensive, including the ʻhuman’ side of it. Future EU-Japan cooperation 
in this field should have this priority which, based on the current analysis, does not 
seem to be present at least in official documents and agreements. This perspective 
is however consistent with a certain state-centered, top-down approach to ʻsmart’ 
urbanization projects that has been observed in recent years and reminds us of the 
technocratic rationalizing projects states across Europe, the Americas and Asia have 
implemented to achieve a more effective governance on their respective surrounding 
realities. If, in fact, not involved in the decision-making process, local communities 
may end up alienated by their own representatives’ plans to achieve technology-
based absolute efficiency and rationalization of resources and continue struggling to 
get recognized as full-fledged citizens granted access to a specific set of services and 
not just as users or, worse, mere consumers whose data are continuously collected 
and shared by private actors.
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