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Introduction
Date City was awarded a Smarter Cities Challenge® grant  
to help tackle the issues caused by the Great East Japan 
Earthquake and subsequent Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear  
power plant disaster in March 2011.

Before the disaster, Date City faced many of the challenges 
related to a declining and aging population that are common 
across all of Japan, and that are leading to the degradation of  
its agriculture industry. But the problems facing Date City’s 
agricultural industry have become even more pressing in the 
years following the disaster. 

As a result of the immediate radioactive contamination of rice, 
fruit and vegetables grown in Date City, and lingering doubt 
about food safety, the sale of these products has decreased. 
After thorough decontamination efforts in the subsequent  
two years, almost all the rice, fruit and vegetables have been 
deemed safe. However, the perception that they are not safe 
remains among consumers, and sales have not fully recovered.

The challenge
The sustainability of agriculture is a matter of urgency. Without 
aggressive and timely action, agriculture in Date City will find 
itself on the edge of extinction. Both City officials and many of 
the farmers themselves are forward thinkers, open to new ideas 
and willing to make changes.

Date City’s leaders would like to use the nuclear accident as  
an opportunity to remove some of the ongoing inhibitors to 
the growth of its agricultural industry. The City is not looking 
to simply restore the agricultural industry to the state it was in 
before 11 March 2011, but to grow it, make it more profitable 
and, in turn, make the city a more attractive place to live. 

Date City’s leaders therefore asked the IBM Smarter Cities 
Challenge team to provide recommendations around the 
following challenge:

Help create a sustainable agriculture industry 
that, in turn, will help enable Date City to 
transform into a “smarter wellness” city  
with a prosperous future for all citizens.

The team’s recommendations are designed to provide both 
immediate actions and long-term systemic changes that can 
begin to reverse the decline of agriculture. 

1. Executive summary
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Findings and recommendations
During a three-week period in April 2013, the Smarter  
Cities Challenge team met with approximately 25 Date City 
officials, farmers, agriculture association representatives, 
professors and others in the value chain in order to better 
understand the issues. Based on the knowledge gained from 
interviews, first-hand experience of the city and a consumer 
survey, the team developed findings under the following themes:
•	 Agricultural issues
•	 Impact of the nuclear disaster
•	 Consumer attitudes

Based on these themes, the  team divided its recommendations 
into three distinct segments, as summarized below:
•	 Communications	and	branding: Address fact-based  

issues around radiation contamination, as well as emotional 
perceptions of food safety

•	 Sustainable	farming: Designed to enable large-scale 
farming through a variety of actions that will ultimately  
make farming more attractive

•	 Modernized	agriculture:	Designed to help farmers create 
new markets for their products and maximize long-term 
revenue, quality and production

Conclusion
The Smarter Cities Challenge team believes that Date City  
has what it takes to modernize and grow its agricultural 
industry and, in turn, prosper. Residents and the government 
have displayed a willingness to change, and many activities are 
already happening ad hoc. By leading the way and supporting 
both new and existing farmers with regulations and practices 
that inhibit their growth, Date City can become a role model 
for other agricultural communities in Japan.

Highlights

•	 Fact-based and emotionally-targeted communication 
around food safety

•	 A strong city brand based on premium  
agricultural products

•	 A forward-thinking, sustainable business model  
for farming

•	 An appealing career path for current and future farmers
•	 New markets for a profitable, modernized industry
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A. The Smarter Cities Challenge
By 2050, cities will be home to more than two thirds  
of the world’s population. They already wield more 
economic power and have access to more advanced 
technological capabilities than ever before. Simultaneously, 
cities are struggling with a wide range of challenges  
and threats to sustainability in their core support and 
governance systems, including transportation, water, 
energy, communications, healthcare and social services. 

Meanwhile, trillions of digital devices, connected through the 
Internet, are producing a vast ocean of data. All of this information,  
from the flow of markets to the pulse of societies, can be turned 
into knowledge because we now have the computational power 
and advanced analytics to make sense of it. With this knowledge, 
cities could reduce costs, cut waste, and improve efficiency, 
productivity and quality of life for their citizens. In the face  
of the mammoth challenges of economic crisis and increased 
demand for services, ample opportunities still exist for the 
development of innovative solutions.

In November 2008, IBM initiated a discussion on how the planet 
is becoming “smarter.” By this it meant that intelligence is 
becoming infused into the systems and processes that make the 
world work, into things no one would recognize as computers: 
cars, appliances, roadways, power grids, clothes, even natural 
systems such as agriculture and waterways. By creating more 
instrumented, interconnected and intelligent systems, citizens 
and policymakers can harvest new trends and insights from 
data, providing the basis for more informed decisions.

A Smarter City uses technology to transform its core systems 
and optimize finite resources. Since cities grapple on a daily 
basis with the interaction of water, transportation, energy, 
public safety and many other systems, IBM is committed to  
a vision of Smarter Cities® as a vital component of building  
a Smarter Planet®. At the highest levels of maturity, a Smarter 
City is a knowledge-based system that provides real-time 
insights to stakeholders, and enables decision-makers to 
manage the city’s subsystems proactively. 

Effective information management is at the heart of this 
capability, and integration and analytics are the key enablers. 
Intelligence is being infused into the way the world works.

2. Introduction
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As IBM aligns its citizenship efforts with the goal of building  
a Smarter Planet, it realizes that city leaders around the world 
face increasing economic and societal pressures. Given the 
increased demand for services, they have to deliver new 
solutions ever more rapidly.

With this in mind, IBM Corporate Citizenship launched the 
Smarter Cities Challenge to help 100 cities around the world 
over a three-year period become smarter through grants of 
IBM talent. Date City, in Japan’s Fukushima Prefecture, was 
selected through a competitive process as one of 31 cities to  
be awarded a Smarter Cities Challenge grant in 2013.

During a three-week period in April 2013, a team of six  
IBM experts worked to deliver recommendations around  
key issues for Date City.

Figure 1:
Instrumented, interconnected, intelligent

Intelligent
We can analyze and derive insight from  
large and diverse sources of information  
to predict and respond better to change.

Instrumented
We can measure, sense  
and see the condition of  

practically everything.

Interconnected
People, systems and objects can 
communicate and interact with  
each other in entirely new ways.
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B. The challenge
Date City was awarded a Smarter Cities Challenge grant  
to help tackle the issues caused by the Great East Japan 
Earthquake and subsequent Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear  
power plant disaster in March 2011.

Date City’s leaders asked the IBM Smarter Cities Challenge 
team to provide recommendations around the following challenge:

Help create a sustainable agriculture industry 
that, in turn, will help enable Date City to 
transform into a “smarter wellness” city  
with a prosperous future for all citizens.

Date City faces many of the challenges related to a declining 
and aging population that are common across all of Japan. 
They have an enormous impact on one of the city’s major 
industries: agriculture. 

The average age of a farmer in the region is rising and the 
secession of farmland from one generation to the next is 
becoming less common. Current laws prevent farmland from 
being sold and even prevent different owners from combining 
farms, which makes it difficult for the area to transition from 
traditional agriculture to a more commercialized, profitable 
local industry. Ultimately, this will impact the city itself as 
young people move elsewhere to pursue occupations other 
than farming. 

The problems facing Date City’s agricultural industry have 
become even more pressing since the earthquake and nuclear 
power plant disaster. As a result of the immediate radioactive 
contamination of rice, fruit and vegetables grown in Date City, 
and lingering doubt about food safety, the sale of those products 
has decreased. Immediately after the nuclear accident, the sale 
of almost all products from Date City was prohibited. After 
thorough decontamination efforts in the subsequent two years, 
almost all the rice, fruit and vegetables have been deemed safe. 
However, the perception that they are not safe remains, and 
sales have not fully recovered.

Date City understands the significance and urgency of these 
issues. Its leaders are looking to use the nuclear accident as an 
opportunity to remove some of the ongoing inhibitors to the 
growth of its agricultural industry. The City is not looking to 
simply restore the agricultural industry to the state it was in 
before 11 March 2011 but to grow it, make it more profitable 
and, in turn, make the city a more attractive place to live. 

The sustainability of agriculture is a matter of urgency. 
Without aggressive and timely action, agriculture in Date  
City will find itself on the edge of extinction. 

The team’s recommendations are designed to provide both 
immediate actions and long-term systemic changes that can 
begin to reverse the decline of agriculture. Both City officials 
and many of the farmers themselves are forward thinkers,  
open to new ideas and willing to make changes.
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3. Context, findings  
and roadmap
A. Context
Date City was established in 2006 when five neighboring  
towns merged: Date, Yanagawa, Hobara, Ryōzen and 
Tsukidate. Date City now has a wider variety of residents, 
industries and even farmland configurations than it did 
before the merger. 

Date City has a suburban region, a small industrial area that  
is home to a computer and printer assembly plant, and various 
agricultural operations. Farms in the flat areas grow rice and 
vegetables, while farms in the semi-mountainous areas grow 
various fruits. Agriculture is an important industry and critical 
to the sustainability of the local community.

Date City had created a long-term growth plan for its future, 
known as “The Grand Design.” It was divided into two parts, 
2008 - 2010 and 2011 - 2015, to define the city’s basic direction 
for that period of time. But just before the 2011 fiscal year, 
which began in April, the Great East Japan Earthquake 
occurred, followed by the Fukushima Dai-ichi nuclear power 
plant disaster. 

Parts of Date City became radioactive hotspots. The City 
government’s first priority was to support the immediate crisis 
and ensure residents were safe. It also had to deal with immediate 
and longer-term health issues, environmental contamination, 
damaged housing, evacuees and farming restrictions. 

After two years of emergency management, Date City is 
working to reestablish The Grand Design. The plan was 
completed in March 2013 and established five strategies  
for the next 10 - 20 years as follows (non-official translation):
1. A	city	of	lifelong	health	and	happiness: Develop a 

“smart wellness city” in which people can live healthily 
and purposefully throughout the whole of their lives

2. A	city	in	which	our	successors	grow	up	to	have	a	
richness	of	spirit: Implement human resources that 
support hometown reconstruction and development

3. A	city	of	innovative	agriculture	and	forestry: 
Disseminate information on highly attractive,  
advanced agriculture and forestry 

4. An	environmentally	friendly	city	working	to	create	
and	save	energy: Promote environmentally friendly 
regional development through energy saving and  
energy creation

5. A	city	that	prospers	as	a	core	of	wide-area	exchange	
and	collaboration: Create an attractive city that pulls  
in visitors from a wide area

Agriculture is one of the key topics addressed in  
The Grand Design.
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B. Findings 
During a three-week period in April 2013, the Smarter Cities 
Challenge team met with approximately 25 City officials, 
farmers, agriculture association representatives, professors  
and others in the value chain to better understand the issues 
and offer recommendations. 

The team experienced life in Date City, spent time in a local 
peach orchard and got a first-hand look at the devastation 
caused by the earthquake and nuclear disaster in Date and 
other cities in Fukushima. The team also worked with IBM 
Japan employees to conduct an informal survey pinpointing  
the major issues consumers have in regard to fruit and 
vegetables grown in Date City. More than 4,500 people 
participated in the survey. 

Based on the knowledge gained from interviews, first-hand 
experience and the survey, the team developed the following 
findings, which formed a basis for its recommendations. These 
incorporate multiple viewpoints: waka-mono (young person), 
baka-mono (foolish person), and yoso-mono (foreign person).

1. Agricultural issues
Even before the nuclear disaster, there were significant issues 
challenging the agricultural community including:
•	 Eighty percent of farmers work part-time, on a small scale 

and mostly grow products for their own consumption. 
•	 Farmland is fragmented, difficult to combine and 

increasingly being abandoned.
•	 Farmers are getting older, with the average age of 70,  

and many do not have succession plans.

2. Impact of the nuclear disaster
Since the nuclear disaster, the problems facing the agricultural 
industry have become more pressing. The team learned that:
•	 Although Date City has launched communication activities 

around the safety of its produce, the messages are not 
reaching local buyers and potential customers in the greater 
Tokyo area.

•	 Retailers and consumers are willing to buy products if they 
understand the safety measures and are guaranteed that 
radiation levels are below the required standard.

•	 Farmers need the support of additional services beyond 
logistics to implement new business models.

•	 The government sees an opportunity to develop new models 
to industrialize farming that will support energetic, 
progressive farmers.
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3. Consumer attitudes
Around 4,500 consumers in the greater Tokyo area provided 
insights into their buying behaviors in relation to fruit and 
vegetables from Date City and the Fukushima Prefecture.  
Key findings include:
•	 Consumers are willing to buy peaches from Date and 

Fukushima, however they either cannot find data about safety 
or they are not convinced of it. The majority indicated that 
they do not even know that data is available.

•	 Three-quarters of consumers are willing to accept radiation 
levels in their produce, as long as it is below European and 
Japanese standards.

•	 Almost three-quarters of consumers say they trust third-party 
assurance of safety more than that from the government, 
local agriculture associations and social media.

•	 Most consumers in the greater Tokyo area buy fruit and 
vegetables from major or local supermarkets.

•	 Some open-ended comments provide further insight:
 – “I will buy if there is reliable proof that they have  
been tested.”

 – “If Fukushima products look more delicious than others 
being sold alongside them, I would buy them.”

 – “I don’t hear much about the evaluation of safety, nor  
do I do any research myself.”

 – “When only adults, including myself, will eat it, I buy.  
I don’t think there is a good enough grasp of the safety for 
children, so when children will be eating, I do not buy.”

 – “I buy, after paying particular attention to displays indicating 
the level of safety regarding radiation dosages, and checking 
the efforts made in maintaining safety during distribution.”

C. Roadmap of recommendations 
The team’s recommendations for Date City are divided  
into three distinct segments. However, for maximum impact  
and success, they should be viewed and executed together. 
Together, these recommendations can help Date City  
prosper and grow.

•	 Communications	and	branding: Address fact-based  
issues around radiation contamination, as well as emotional 
perceptions of food safety

•	 Sustainable	farming: Designed to enable large-scale 
farming through a variety of actions that will ultimately  
make farming more attractive

•	 Modernized	agriculture: Designed to help farmers create 
new markets for their products and maximize long-term 
revenue, quality and production
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Recommendation 1: Communication  
and branding
Date City should launch a proactive communication 
campaign to help calm consumers’ fear and uncertainty 
about the safety of fresh fruit and vegetables grown  
in Date City and the Fukushima Prefecture.

Two years have passed since the nuclear accident and many 
communication campaigns have been put in place, but 
consumers continue to question the safety of food from the 
region. The issue is primarily a simple lack of information, 
rather than a distrust of the information.

Decontamination efforts and testing have been thorough, and 
the level of radiation in most fruit and vegetables falls significantly 
below the Japanese and European standard for radiation 
contamination. All rice packages are also tested and their 
contamination falls well below the approved level. However, 
this message is not reaching the majority of consumers, 
especially those in the greater Tokyo area, which represents  
a lucrative market.

An informal survey of 4,500 people who work in the Tokyo area 
showed that at least two-thirds of consumers would be willing 
to buy fruit and vegetables from Date City and Fukushima if they 
had access to reliable information about radiation decontamination 
measures and testing results. The survey also indicated that 
consumers would trust third-party sources, such as a health 
oversight agency, more than other sources of information, 
including the government.

The City should provide fact-based information as well  
as appeal to the emotional aspect of the issue. 

Foundational communication activities
The goal of fact-based communications is to reassure 
consumers, both locally and in the greater Tokyo market,  
that products from Date City are safe, that the right measures 
have been taken to test the products and that the results fall  
far below the accepted limit. The City should communicate 
these things immediately by working with Japan Agriculture 
(JA) and the Fukushima Prefecture. 

Almost all previous communications took place during the 
crisis and focused on the immediate dangers of radiation. 
Decontamination efforts were also documented and made 
available to residents. 

JA created a printed brochure that did a very good job of 
showing the effect of radiation on food and comparing it  
to other sources of radiation that are always present in the 
environment. It distributed this brochure at the farmers’ 
market in Date City, but the Smarter Cities Challenge  
team could not find widespread evidence of its usage. 

The Prefecture, with the help of an outside agency, created 
many printed assets that presented fact-based evidence about 
the level of radiation and how it impacts people, using easy-to-
understand language and visually appealing graphics. These 
were distributed to supermarkets and restaurants in the area, 
but again, the team saw no evidence of their impact.

4. Recommendations



IBM’s Smarter Cities Challenge Report Date

12

Fukushima also held several large-scale meetings with retail 
buyers in Tokyo to help them understand the safety of food 
grown in the Prefecture, and participated in many farmers’ 
markets, festivals and other events in the Tokyo area to touch 
consumers directly.

Date City should take advantage of these materials and events 
by partnering with the Prefecture. An effort as simple as placing 
informational brochures in all supermarkets, restaurants and 
other retail stores within the city would be a good start to reach 
local residents. The City should also take advantage of its own 
events, including the Cherry Blossom Festival, peach harvest 
event and the annual marathon to set up information booths 
with printed materials and representatives who can talk directly 
to attendees. This would touch both Date City residents and 
visitors from other cities.

To add more credibility, Date City should work with an 
appropriate independent third party to validate its testing 
methods and results, such as the World Health Organization 
(WHO), International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) or even 
local professors. It should include a report or statement from 
these organizations in printed materials, the Date City website, 
press interviews, social media campaigns and all other forms of 
communication. It is important that the third parties are well 
recognized and respected.

Again working with the Prefecture, Date City should 
aggressively reach out to major print, television, radio, cable 
and Internet news outlets with ideas for stories that feature  
not just the safety but also the quality of its produce. Human-
interest stories about the new face of farming, such as a young 
strawberry farmer, a new category of premium peaches or prize- 
winning peach recipes, could help change the conversation  
and public perception. The Prefecture already has a working 
relationship with some major media outlets and highlights 
different cities and farms to the media. Providing the Prefecture 
with good examples will help it and benefit Date City.

Date City should update its website immediately with 
information about food safety and validation from third-party 
experts. While the current website features basic information 
about Date City, there is no information about radiation.  
This should be presented in a simple way and in the context  
of other radiation levels in the environment. At the very least, 
the website should include a prominent link to the Prefecture 
website, which does contain information about local radiation 
issues. The Date City website is scheduled for a redesign this 
fall; it should be enhanced to include social media, such as 
videos and blogs, to make it more interesting, interactive and 
credible. Facts and testimonials about food safety should be 
incorporated into all these channels.
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Personal promotions
Communicating the emotional aspect of food safety is as 
important as the facts. While people may understand and 
believe the testing measures and results, there is a sense that 
many of them, especially mothers with young children, just  
do not feel safe eating products from Fukushima. 

The most effective way to tackle this is by communicating 
consumer-to-consumer, and by offering a superior peach  
on the supermarket shelf. People are more likely to believe 
information when it comes from someone like them rather 
than a faceless government official. 

The City should collect testimonials about the safety and quality 
of its produce from a variety of consumers. Stories from mothers 
of young children would be most important, since this is 
currently the most resistant audience. Testimonials from 
pediatricians would also be helpful. These testimonials could 
be broadcast in a variety of ways: through YouTube videos, 
endorsements on a Facebook page, in blogs, on printed materials 
and on the website. Additionally, the people featured in the 
testimonials could be used as spokespeople at events and in 
promotional activities.

The City should host in-store promotions with large 
supermarkets in the greater Tokyo area during peach harvest 
season. By partnering with retailers who are sympathetic  
to the situation, Date City could reach consumers directly,  
for example, through a farmer or spokesperson handing  
out coupons, recipes and peach samples, or a store display  
that draw attention to low radiation levels, superior taste  
and testimonials.

Again, Date City should partner with the Prefecture to 
participate in events in the Tokyo area throughout the year. 
The Prefecture does this today and already has a calendar of 
events. This would provide Date City with an opportunity  
to talk directly to consumers and would give the Prefecture  
an added story to tell. 

Date City’s own events also provide a platform for talking to 
consumers directly. The City should expand the promotion  
of these events to attract people in other prefectures, especially 
Tokyo, and provide information about, and tastings of, its 
products. Date City should also scale up its events with more 
vendors, entertainment, activities and giveaways to appeal  
to a wider audience.
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Branding strategy
Date City should build its brand, starting with a focus on  
the peach. The publication of this report coincides with  
peach season, and Date City literally produces the sweetest 
peaches in the world. The brand should then extend to cover 
modernized farming in general to attract new young farmers 
and families. 

As a first step to successful branding, the City must first 
determine what it stands for, what it wants to be known for  
and the brand promise it wants to deliver. As an example,  
IBM launched a branding effort several years ago. It believed 
that to be a great brand, it first needed to be a great company, 
with all its stakeholders, clients, employees, investors and 
communities, sharing the same vision. IBM held workshops 
with its employees around the world to teach them the tenets 
of its brand strategy and identify the gaps to becoming a great 
company. Actions were then put in place to close the gaps  
for all stakeholders. This effort took many years and  
continues today.

IBM believes there are four key dimensions to successful 
branding: the enterprise’s enduring idea; who the enterprise 
serves; how the enterprise is experienced; and the enterprise’s 
differentiators. For IBM, the enduring idea is progress; IBM 
serves forward thinkers; IBM is experienced through the 
IBMer; and IBM is differentiated by its values.

Branding the peach could be the first step toward, and  
become the symbol for, the type of city Date wants to be.  
As an example, Date City’s brand could be based on the 
enduring idea of freshness. It could serve people who care 
about quality. It could be experienced by the senses: taste,  
feel, sight and smell. It could be differentiated by the sweetest 
peaches in the world. 

The team therefore recommends a branding strategy around 
“Date City: the Sweet Spot.” This is a long-term effort that 
requires Date City to discuss what it stands for now, and what  
it wishes to stand for in the future. It should engage residents  
in this effort, helping them feel ownership through scheduled 
town-hall meetings. This would give the Mayor an opportunity 
to reach out to his constituents and proactively bring them  
into the process. Additionally, this would provide a platform  
to discuss The Grand Design and how it can be implemented.

As a result of the branding exercise, a consistent logo and slogan 
should be used on all of Date City’s marketing materials including 
business cards, newsletters, the website, brochures, event posters 
and flyers.
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Date City

Based on an enduring idea:
Freshness

Differentiated by:
The sweetest peaches

Who they serve:
People who want quality food

Experienced through:
The senses

Figure 2:
Elements of a Date City brand
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Recommendation 1: Communications and branding

The City should implement a communications and branding campaign around the safety and quality of its locally grown products.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
•	 Utilize assets already created by Fukushima Prefecture and JA, which address the safety and quality of the produce, and broaden the distribution  

of these materials 
•	 Use the City’s own channels and events to better communicate the safety and quality of its products
•	 Identify credible spokespeople who can give facts and testimonials at events, to media, and through social media
•	 Partner with supermarkets to promote Date City’s superior sweet peaches this season

Expected outcomes
A greater awareness of the safety and quality of Date City’s produce, which will lead to increases sales in both in the local area and the larger  
target market of Tokyo. 

Cost of inaction
An ongoing, undisputed perception that Date City’s produce is not safe to eat, which will limit sales of produce and potentially put farmers out  
of work, as well as inhibit Date City’s ability to attract new farmers.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Communications and Tourism departments

Stakeholders: Date City, JA and farmers

A professional branding/communications agency could provide new  
assets and improve the use of existing channels. This can also be done  
with existing resources. 

Cost estimate: No to medium cost (if an outside agency is hired)
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Recommendation 1: Communications and branding (continued)

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and timeframe

Dependent on the ability of the Date City Communications and  
Tourism departments 

•	 Distribute materials from Prefecture (ASAP)
•	 Update web content (ongoing)
•	 Provide third-party validation (May)
•	 Participate in Tokyo events (May to September)
•	 Hold in-store promotions in Tokyo (June to September)
•	 Host Mayor Town Halls in Date City (August to December)
•	 Generate testimonials (October)

Priority

High
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Recommendation 2: Sustainable farming 
Through a combination of events, farming as it has been  
done for generations in Japan is at risk of extinction.

The City should support the evolution of farming as an industry 
with a sense of urgency in order to reverse the pattern of 
degradation. This pattern can be seen in the advanced average 
age of farmers, the increasing number of abandoned farms, the 
decline of succession and the absence of a business model that 
rewards farmers sufficiently to retain and attract new entrants. 

The Great East Japan Earthquake and consecutive Fukushima 
Dai-ichi nuclear power plant disaster exacerbated this situation. 

The IBM Smarter Cities Challenge team learned that:
•	 Farmers need the support of additional services beyond 

logistics to implement new business models.
•	 There is limited time to capture the knowledge and 

experience of successful aging farmers.
•	 The government sees an opportunity to develop new 

business models to industrialize farming that will support 
energetic and progressive farmers.

Agricultural consortium to support new business model
Recognizing that farmers depend on limited paths to market, 
need access to capital and require advice from experienced 
business leaders, the City should take a two-step approach.  
It should form an informal agricultural consortium, and then 
establish a more formal business entity (including a management 
consultant) to execute plans made by the consortium.

Today, farmers and JA run a number of initiatives to improve 
the business of farming but their viewpoints and solutions  
are limited. A mix of viewpoints and knowledge from outside 
agricultural entities is mandatory to invigorate agriculture  
as a business. 

Date City and the Mayor’s Office, through its broad network 
and influence, will play an important role in facilitating  
the formation of the consortium. It is important that there  
be balanced representation from business and finance, 
aggregators, retailers, farmers who produce a range of 
products, and academics developing techniques to ensure  
food safety.
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Figure 3:
Model for proposed agricultural consortium

Consortium  
leadership

Consortium business and finance members

Consortium member retailers Date City Mayor
Shoji Niahida

Consortium farming families Fukushima University
Consortium academics
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The agricultural consortium should: 
•	 Create a mission statement
•	 Study various business models
•	 Define governance process, roles and responsibilities

Consortium members will be expected to provide time  
and commitment to objectively participate in achieving 
common goals. The City should therefore develop collateral  
to foster interest in membership as a first step, and encourage 
participation by emphasizing that the value obtained for all is 
realized through the individual contribution of each member. 

The Smarter Cities Challenge team identified possible 
opportunity areas during interviews, which should form the 
consortium’s discussion points:
•	 Retailers see a need for a wider selection of products at 

varying price points to meet the demands of their diverse 
consumer population. 

•	 Farmers know there is a great deal of variability in the fruit 
and vegetables they grow.

•	 JA recognizes that it could alter its sorting process to better 
segment products as desired by retailers.

•	 Business leaders see an opportunity for innovation in new 
sorting equipment.

•	 Finance leaders see a well-reasoned case for investment  
in agriculture.

The City should establish a new business entity based on  
the results of the agricultural consortium. Its structure can be 
defined at a later stage. It should serve as the common central 
entity through which each constituent group identifies its 
needs and capabilities to guarantee its own success, along  
with that of the rest of the group. The new entity should also 
provide support programs for farmers and operation scaling.

Attract and retain new farmers
The evolution of agriculture as an industry depends  
on proving that farming is a viable career for current,  
new and potential farmers. As such:
•	 Farmers must see they can earn a credible wage.
•	 There must be an opportunity to expand small family farms 

into profitable enterprises.
•	 There must be a cost-effective, trained workforce available
•	 The current harvest quality and yield must improve.
•	 New services must be designed to streamline access to loans 

and subsidies.
•	 New lease, loan or partnership options must be developed  

for equipment previously seen as too costly.
•	 Alternative sales channels must be available to help farmers 

survive in a competitive market.
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The City should:
•	 Capture knowledge and experiences from skilled farmers
•	 Organize education and apprenticeship programs
•	 Streamline processes for education, apprenticeship  

and subsidies

The cornerstone for attracting and retaining farmers is access 
to education and training on farming best practices. The Smarter 
Cities Challenge team learned that it takes a great deal of time 
to become an experienced farmer. While it might not be possible 
to quickly develop the intuition of an experienced farmer, it 
would be extremely valuable to capture their experience in 
documentary form for repeated use and training. 

Farming groups currently provide some training. The City 
should formalize this process, potentially under the auspices  
of the agriculture consortium or a new entity, by leveraging 
professional expertise to create and deliver training materials.

There are many methods available to develop the skills and 
experience necessary to be successful in a trade or profession, 
but by far the best way to learn is by doing. Experience is 
developed through opportunity. The City should establish  
a mentoring program between experienced farmers and 
younger, less experienced farmers. 

Farmers who lack specific experience to grow a particular crop 
could work with an experienced farmer to develop a new skill. 
The mentoring farmer would benefit from cheap or free labor 
and the mentee gain valuable knowledge. 

Individuals with no experience or land to farm, but who desire  
a career in agriculture, would benefit from an apprenticeship 
program. Experienced farmers interested in passing on their 
knowledge, or those simply in need of labor, could register as  
a master in the apprenticeship program. The City, consortium 
or a new entity could maintain a database of protégés and 
masters interested in pairing. The database could include 
attributes ranging from crop types to experience, stipend 
offered and room/board options.

Through services, education and training programs, Date City 
has an opportunity to make steady, incremental improvements 
toward agriculture as an industry.
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Enable large-scale farming
The current Japanese family farming model was established  
by the central government after World War II. Regulations 
were designed to protect the independent farmer and  
Japan’s agricultural heritage from ownership by non-
agricultural enterprises. 

Times have changed, and the regulations that were designed  
to protect now restrict the expansion, growth and profitability 
of farming. Despite some deregulation, ownership of farmland 
is still restricted. Enterprises may only use farmland if they 
lease it.

Land usage conversion is another issue. The development  
of shopping centers, highways and other facilities requires 
farmland to be converted from farming purpose to non-
farming purpose. These conversions can bring fortune to 
landowners. This makes farmers reluctant to give up their  
land to other farmers, even if they do not have a successor  
to maintain it as a family asset, because they fear the buyer  
will convert the land for different usage to make a profit. 

This means the liquidity of farmland is reduced and farms are 
fragmented into small patches of land. As a result, it is difficult 
to establish and maintain a business capable of creating new 
jobs, its employees making a sufficient living, retaining existing 
farmers, expanding yield or attracting new farmers to the industry.

Meanwhile, farmers who care about maintaining agriculture  
as an important part of the regional economy and the center  
of a community need an organization that can capture their 
farmland and continue to farm it.

These issues are more difficult to resolve at the City or 
agricultural consortium level. But it is important that local 
decision-makers thoroughly understand proposals and how 
changes in regulations made by central government or the 
Prefecture affect Date City. The City, together with the 
Prefecture and consortium, should consider special zoning 
(tokku) to challenge the regulations and laws that have the 
most substantial impact on Date City.
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The City should approach this in three ways. 

First, match new and active farmers to abandoned farmland in 
order to return it to active use. Farmers have abandoned this 
land for a variety of reasons, including the lack of a succession 
plan, inability to remediate food safety issues, reduced income 
or lack of scale. The City should create an “abandoned farm” 
registry through which farmers interested in starting out or 
expanding could develop a relationship with the family/owner 
of abandoned land.

Second, establish alliances between farms and farmers  
to provide additional coverage, enabling a farmer to:
•	 Take vacations
•	 Increase influence in the agricultural community 
•	 Improve purchasing power
•	 Share farming equipment at a lower cost

As with the abandoned farm registry, farmers could identify 
their needs by updating a series of attributes in a farm registry 
database, which could then be used to match them up with 
other farmers with complementary needs.

Lastly, as the industry grows, the need for a larger seasonal 
workforce will increase. To prepare, there must be a program 
to expedite approval of migrant workers. Migrant workers are 
common in many countries worldwide and provide a valuable 
service moving from one agricultural area to another as 
planting and harvesting seasons change.

Through careful monitoring and support of regulations  
to enhance farming opportunities and the optimization  
of available land, Date City will witness the birth of  
large-scale farming.
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Recommendation 2: Sustainable farming

The City should take a variety of actions to enable large-scale farming in order to make farming more attractive and sustainable as a significant industry.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
•	 Create a new “agricultural consortium” bringing together agriculture, distribution, finance and retail to provide sales- and marketing-related services 

to farmers
•	 Establish a business entity to execute the recommendations of the agriculture consortium
•	 Make farming a viable career path for current, new and potential farmers by providing access to education, training, mentoring and apprenticeships
•	 Seek special zoning (tokku) to challenge restrictive planning regulations
•	 Match new and existing farmers to abandoned farmland in order to return it to active use

Expected outcomes
The establishment of larger-scale, more industrialized farming, which will help attract and retain farmers and sustain agriculture as a viable and 
thriving industry.

Cost of inaction
The extinction of Date City’s agricultural industry and a subsequent decline in population.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Date City senior officials

Stakeholders: 
•	 Farmers
•	 JA
•	 Professionals who support the farming community

A management consultant

Cost estimate: Medium cost for management consultant
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Recommendation 2: Sustainable farming (continued)

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and timeframe

Dependent on hiring a management consultant, gaining support from 
the City government and cooperation from JA, farmers and academics

•	 Establish consortium (by September)
•	 Establish organization and execute plan (September to December)
•	 Launch new entity (by year end)
•	 Provide services to farmers (ongoing)
•	 Establish apprenticeship program (October to Spring 2014)
•	 Establish education for farmers and publish training materials  

(by December 2014)
•	 Begin working with Prefecture and national government to get special 

zoning approvals (by end of 2013)
•	 Develop program to match willing farmers with abandoned farmland  

(begin in August)
•	 Execute plan for seasonal workforce (by July)

Priority

High 
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Recommendation 3: Modernized agriculture 
The City should work with farmers to create new markets  
for their products and maximize long-term revenue, quality 
and production.

Open new markets and recapture customers
To help farmers regain some of the losses they incurred over 
the last two years, the City should support them to maximize 
revenue for the current peach harvest by targeting the under-
promoted large markets such as the Tokyo and northern 
Tohoku regions with quality products at a small premium.

Currently, all peaches from Date City are segmented into two 
categories: premium, which are large and sweet; and standard, 
which are slightly smaller and less sweet. Premium peaches  
are very expensive and only make up a small portion of overall 
sales. Standard peaches, which sell at a lower price, actually 
represent a range of quality and size. 

The City should capitalize on this and create two semi-
premium categories as follows:
•	 Premium: Sweet and large
•	 Semi-premium A: Sweet but small/average size
•	 Semi-premium B: Average sugar content but large 
•	 Standard: Average sugar content, average size

Semi-premium peaches should primarily be sold to the new 
target markets to recapture or gain new customers with a 
superior product.

Maximize long-term revenue
Starting with this season’s peach harvest, the City should 
capture pricing data from both wholesale and retail sales  
to facilitate market and pricing optimization in the future. 
Using pricing optimization tools, it should then develop an 
automated market analysis and pricing model encouraging 
maximum long-term profit for farmers. 

Additionally, the City should collect consumer demand and 
preference data through social media and use it to sell the  
right products to the right people at the right price. A feedback 
mechanism to provide farmers with the direct correlation of 
quality to revenue would help them to plan better and improve 
their profit margins.
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Maximize quality and production
With better knowledge tools and techniques, farmers could 
maximize the quality and yield of all products produced in  
the region, while reducing resources and costs.

The City should deploy new technologies to assist in various 
aspects of farming production, such as:
•	 Precision weather
•	 Traceability from farm to consumer
•	 Soil analysis 
•	 Analytics

Each crop could be traced from farmland and farmer to consumer. 
For each crop, a wide variety of sensor data could be collected, 
such as temperature, humidity, rain, wind, photograph of 
farmland, bud, flower, crop, and a farming activity log for 
trimming and agrichemicals. Additionally, a rating system  
for data such as sweetness, size, and consumer preference  
could be gathered from questionnaires and social media.  
Once collected, the data could be analyzed to optimize  
farming activity and pricing for the future.

See Appendix C and D for detailed examples of methods  
to maximize production.
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Figure 4:
Maximizing quality and production pre- and post- harvest

Which do  
you prefer?

JA  
retailer

Which is 
SWEETER? 

BIGGER?

When to trim? 
How?  

Chemically?

Temperature, humidity, wind
Accumulate/analyze data 

What way is better for sales?
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JA retailer

Post-harvest

Pre-harvestSweetness

Design for sale

Preference

Farming  
activities

Size

Farming  
activities

Analysis/
optimization

Advice 
(feedback)

Deep 
thunder*

Sensor data

* IBM superconductor that performs weather modeling.

Figure 5:
Data flow for agriculture
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Recommendation 3: Modernize agriculture

The City should help farmers maximize revenue for the current peach harvest by targeting new markets to regain some of the losses they incurred 
during the last two years.

Scope and expected outcomes

Scope
•	 Target under-promoted large markets, such as Tokyo, through better product segmentation based on sugar content and size
•	 Create an automated market analysis and pricing model for maximum long-term profit that enables farmers to determine the best price for various 

grades of produce for the various markets
•	 Maximize the quality and quantity for all products
•	 Reduce resources and costs through new technologies and innovations

Expected outcomes
Date City’s market share for peaches expands, and the growth in revenue ultimately improves the quality of future crops. 

Cost of inaction
A lost opportunity to expand sales and build market share in major regions such as Tokyo, as well the potential to improve the quality and quantity  
of future crops.

Proposed owner and stakeholders Suggested resources needed

Owner: Agricultural consortium

Stakeholders: 
•	 Farmers
•	 JA
•	 Government
•	 Retailers
•	 Consumers

•	 Creation of agricultural consortium
•	 Access to the right technology to collect and analyze information

Cost estimate: 
•	 No additional cost to the agricultural consortium
•	 Potential high cost for technology
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Recommendation 3: Modernize agriculture (continued)

Dependencies Key milestones, activities and timeframe

•	 Creation of agricultural consortium 
•	 Appetite for changing the segmentation for peaches

•	 Establish new categories for peach segmentation (through September)
•	 Collect market and pricing data (July to October)
•	 Collect consumer sentiment (August to October)
•	 Provide feedback to farmers (September to November)
•	 Determine pricing optimization (November onward)
•	 Explore new technologies (ongoing longer term)

Priority

Medium: While this can have the greatest impact, the other recommendations need to happen first to condition the market and launch the  
necessary infrastructure.
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The Smarter Cities Challenge team believes that  
Date City has what it takes to modernize and grow its 
agricultural industry and, in turn, prosper. Residents  
and the government display a willingness to change. 
Many activities are already happening ad hoc. By leading 
the way and supporting both new and existing farmers 
with regulations and practices that inhibit their growth, 
Date City can become a role model for other agricultural 
communities in Japan. 

5. Conclusion
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C. Localized weather forecasting
A need has been expressed to have more specific localized 
weather information. This can help farmers in their day-to-day 
decision making and can also be an input for the forecasting 
and planning tool.

The recommendation is to create a “Community Climate 
Information Center Network,” part of the e-Farmer portal that 
uses observed data to rescale weather forecast at a user’s end.

A pilot with selected district and farmers who also participate 
in e-Farmer portal could be started.

Actions to be taken:
•	 Identify district for pilot and get cooperation from farmers. 

Link with possible pilot on “smarter irrigation”
•	 Identify the data source on the weather information  

(GISTA & TMD)
•	 Create the farmer and expertise community to update  

the real-time climate change
•	 Use the information from selected sources to process  

into localized weather forecast
•	 Create SMS service to update farmers on extreme  

weather conditions

Upload forecast  
information  

HTTP

Check weather forecast/ 
inquiry knowledge base  
Mobile/PC in S&T village

Input weather data/ 
environment change  

data/knowledge 
SMS/mobile/PC

Input national level  
weather forecast data 

SMS/mobile/PC

Satellite/Map

Search/download data  
HTTP

Geo informatics and  
space technology 

development agency  
(GISTDA)

Thai Meteorology  
Department (TMD)

Farmers

Scientists/Experts

Localized  
weather 
 forecast

Weather forecasting solution overview

•	 Today’s weather forecasting is based upon 
about 100 stations of TMD, representing  
100 villages each.

•	 The Community Climate Information  
Centers Network would enable to create  
a more localized weather forecast.

 – Use observed data to rescale weather 
forecast at user’s end and not interfere 
with overall weather prediction modeling

 – May not be as accurate as upstream 
assimilation, but will not violate internal 
consistency in physics

 – Does not require highly professional 
quality meteorological data

 – Weather info to be used for informing 
farmers, both for flood info, and for 
deciding when to harvest
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D. Traceability: smarter food systems
There are opportunities to provide end-to-end visibility 
across the entire global supply chain:
•	 To allow farmers to obtain better real-time market pricing  

for produce and supplies
•	 To enable retailers and manufacturers to more efficiently 

integrate product demand with supply replacements

This is an opportunity to ensure that food will be fresh and 
safe, and to know where it came from.

Matiq – largest food producer in Norway

Employs RFID tags to trace meat and poultry from the  
farm to store shelves to ensure safety and freshness  

and provide more transparency to consumers.

Province of Manitoba Agricultural, Food  
and Rural Initiatives – Canada

Tracing agricultural products from farm to fork. Smarter  
tracing of ingredients, packing and products through all  

stages of production, processing and distribution.

Consumer product company – perishable food tracking

Targets to reduce product waste by 10% per year. Enhance  
supply chain efficiency and discipline. Improve supply-chain  

traceability by enhancing documentation (product movement/
handling/storage temperatures and corrective actions).
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