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Introduction
The City of Niigata, Japan, was one of 16 cities selected to receive a Smarter Cities 
Challenge® grant from IBM in 2014 as part of the company’s citizenship efforts  
to build a Smarter Planet®. During a three-week period in August and September  
of 2014, a team of six IBM experts worked to deliver recommendations on a key 
challenge identified by Mayor Akira Shinoda and his senior leadership team: 

Guide the launch of the City’s new public 
transportation system to help ensure overall 
success and progressive integration with other 
municipal facilities and services, leading to 
optimization for downtown revitalization.

The challenge
Since merging with nearby municipalities in 2005, Niigata, the largest coastal city  
on the Sea of Japan, sprawls more than 726 square kilometers and has a population 
just above 800,000. Niigata offers rail, bus and taxi services, but private cars remain 
the most widely used method of transportation. The aging population and commercial 
decline in the Furumachi downtown area, one of the central business districts of 
Niigata City, has prompted City officials to explore the development of a new public 
transportation system. The City hopes this system will attract more riders and 
catalyze revitalization of the downtown area. A Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) system  
is scheduled for launch in summer 2015.

There are multiple private operators that provide public bus services to residents  
of and visitors to the city. Because ridership has been declining, profitability has 
suffered, resulting in the discontinuation of many routes. Transfers to and from  
other modes of transport, particularly rail, are inconvenient, and information about 
bus arrivals and connection times is not easy to obtain.

To encourage more ridership, some routes, such as airport and tourist buses, as  
well as buses in outlying areas, are subsidized by the City. A significant number  
of contactless payment cards, called Ryuto, have been issued at a discount for  
use on public buses.

Both the convenience and quality of public transportation services and facilities are 
considered the most important factors in increasing ridership. Some routes in the 
city center are congested, bus stops and taxi stands are sometimes in inconvenient 
locations, and parking is not always easy to find near public transportation. As aging 
residents lose their driving privileges, access to public transportation becomes even 
more important. 
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2. Smarter Ryuto community will extend Ryuto card use beyond  
bus fares with the creation of eRyuto, an expansion of the current 
Ryuto system that provides additional services. Additionally, this 
component includes the creation of a “Civic Pride” platform on 
eRyuto where residents and the City can exchange information  
and transactions relevant to various municipal and social programs, 
helping to drive the City revitalization and citizen engagement.

3. Smarter marketing and management will include the appointment  
of a chief marketing officer (CMO) and a marketing team to strengthen 
City communications and promotions, improve interactions with 
residents and visitors using social and mobile technology and 
improve program management across City initiatives.

Over the long term, there are additional initiatives the City should 
consider that have the potential to transform and rejuvenate Niigata:
• Extend the Connected City vision with next-generation technologies
• Create a transportation-oriented development model, including  

urban planning policy adjustments
• Intensify tourism focus and investment
• Leverage proximity to academic institutions to attract recent 

graduates and build a larger workforce for key sectors
• Embrace the strategic economic zone status (for agriculture) granted 

to the City of Niigata

For more information
To learn more, send an email to ccca@us.ibm.com or visit 
smartercitieschallenge.org

Additionally, severe winter weather and high CO2 emission levels pose 
significant health and safety concerns. By increasing public transportation 
use, Niigata could help improve residents’ quality of life while reducing its 
impact on the environment. Getting residents engaged in the new public 
transportation efforts and making visitors aware of the new system and 
its benefits will play a vital role in increasing overall public transport use.

Findings and recommendations 
The IBM Smarter Cities Challenge team met with stakeholders across 
public sector, private sector and citizen communities that use Niigata 
public transportation. The team spent time reviewing public transportation 
statistics, reports and plans provided by the City, as well as published 
articles, and studied various public transport facilities and city attractions. 
The key findings and observations from these interactions are 
summarized below.

Key strengths:
• Public transport system changes that are currently underway  

and scheduled to launch in the near future, including the BRT,  
can free up buses for new routes and improve bus frequency.

• The Ryuto card has been issued to more than 100,000 residents.
• The Niigata Station elevation project, currently underway and 

scheduled to finish in 2022, will reduce downtown congestion  
by providing a direct roadway under the Shinkansen and local  
train lines.

Key challenges:
• Resident understanding of the new transportation system  

benefits and their implications is low.
• Bus routes, timings and stop locations are not aligned with  

other modes of transport.
• The City needs to improve how it promotes its services,  

facilities and various attractions.
• Communications to and feedback from residents and visitors  

are still somewhat limited in terms of breadth of distribution  
and depth of information.

• Use of the Ryuto card is currently limited to the public bus system.

The IBM team recommends that Niigata embrace a Connected  
City vision. This will require the City to improve the connected  
sharing of information and transactions between transportation  
modes, resident and visitor communities and the City’s economic 
constituents, which include local businesses and attractions, national  
firms with local presences and academic and medical institutions. 

To accomplish this, Niigata must incorporate new devices and 
mechanisms into its public transport, social and economic processes. 
The Connected City roadmap created by the IBM team will enable 
Niigata to achieve its short-term goals of delivering a successful launch  
of the new transportation system and increasing use of the system, 
including BRT. Over the long term, the Connected City roadmap  
will help Niigata stimulate urban revitalization. The Connected City 
roadmap can be implemented through three solution components,  
each briefly described below:

1. Smarter transportation will include optimizing the new BRT system 
plan, integrating information across all transportation modes and 
deploying advanced transportation initiatives. As a result, the City  
of Niigata, its residents and visitors will benefit from more-convenient 
public transport connections and greater efficiency in public 
transportation operations.

Conclusion
Diligent adoption and implementation of the roadmap recommendations 
provided by the IBM team will position Niigata to become a Connected 
City, using advanced communications to connect the transportation 
system, the City’s economic constituents and the resident and visitor 
communities. This will improve the integration and optimization of  
the public transportation system and, in turn, increase civic pride and 
commercial transactions across the community. Niigata will experience 
long-term socioeconomic benefits as a result of its intelligent public 
transportation efforts, including revitalization of the Furumachi 
downtown area.
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