Can information technology revive rural areas?: the cases of e-villages in Korea and Japan
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There has been a high expectation that information and communications technology (IT) can do something good for the rural perils, such as freeing remote locations from the tyranny of distance and reviving the local economy. The remote areas, however, have a difficulty of obtaining an affordable access to computers and the Internet in this era of liberalized telecommunications markets. Efforts thus have been made in many countries to ‘informatize’ rural areas, namely to roll out IT infrastructure into remote areas and to enhance the computer literacy of rural residents. 

The present study examines the ‘e-village’ projects implemented in Korea and Japan. An e-village is typically harnessed with a community information center and an access to high-speed Internet in home, and utilizes IT to boost the village economy in various ways. The study checks if the projects have made any tangible outcome, and what have been the major leads to and hurdles against a success. It evaluates the business models employed by the e-villages such as e-retailing local products and tour guide programs, the ways in which rural residents have managed their business models; and the practices of information exchange within and with outside of the village. The study collects data mainly from the e-village web pages of both countries.

The study reveals that the e-villages have performed less than expected in general, and that Japanese e-villages are better off than the Korean counterparts. The study identifies the factors responsible for such mediocre performances of the e-villages including a lack of retail business experiences and the mind set of rural residents, and the urban-oriented nature of IT. The study findings highlight the importance of human resources, rather than the new technology per se, for rural development. 

