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Broadband Deployment on Islands and Government Policies:
Five Case Studies in Japan
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Although broadband services became widely available in developed countries in the 2000s,
differences in Internet access remain—the so-called “geographical digital divide.” The conditions for
broadband deployment in less favorable regions, such as mountainous areas or small remote islands, are
particularly severe because of their small populations.

Broadband deployment on islands is especially difficult because of the large cost of a
telecommunication channel to the mainland. In the latter half of the 2000s, however, broadband was
deployed to almost all the inhabited islands of Japan. This study considers five case studies to examine the
geographical difficulties of broadband deployment on islands and government policies to overcome them.

The highest barrier to broadband deployment on an island is connecting its network to backbone
Internet networks on the mainland. Although submarine optical cable is the best option with respect
to capacity and stability, such a network is quite costly both to construct and to maintain. Moreover,
allocation of the substantial funds required is a serious challenge for broadband deployment on islands. On
a relatively large island where a sufficient number of users can be expected, a private telecommunications
carrier may construct a submarine optical cable network and provide broadband services to the island.
However, when carriers assess the profitability of the submarine network to be insufficient for commercial
services, people on the island are compelled to forgo broadband services unless they find an alternative
means for network construction.

Various solutions to this challenge are found in our case studies. These solutions can be classified
into three types according to telecommunications technology and the institution that constructs and
operates the network: 1) construction of a submarine optical cable network, 2) construction of a high-
speed wireless network, and 3) use of an existing telecommunication channel of another carrier. The
latter includes: a) entrusting the operation to a private telecommunications company, b) an Indefeasible
Right of Use (IRU) contract between the local government and a private carrier, and ¢) a common carrier-
leased line. In solutions 1) and 2) above, the local government (municipality or prefecture) constructed
the network to connect the island and the mainland, and massive Japanese government subsidies were
injected into the deployment projects by local governments. National policies to promote ITC use

throughout the country strongly affect broadband deployment on the islands of Japan.

Key words: broadband, island, geographical digital divide, local government, policy, national subsidy
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