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Staying on the move in Japan:

Delivering high-quality mobility for
seniors in low-density areas when
driving is no longer an option and public
transport isn't enough
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Aging trend in Japan

« Japan's population is ageing faster than that of any other
developed country.

* While this may be less evident in large metropolises such
as Tokyo, small and medium-sized cities and rural areas
face a much harder reality.

* A significant portion of residents are over 65, and
ensuring everyday mobility to support seniors’ daily lives
and needs has become a serious challenge.
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Population decrease and aging trend in Japan

(BA) (i MO, %)
15,000 20205 20505 A0 O
BAQ =
1261575 i (HeED) . .
,k : === Population aging rate
T -
12,000
RERAC 360375 A i
L_(ESEELE) (28.6%) - #0 30.0%
T 8.7005 5
9,000 388875 A ™~ \4
FEFRAD [37.1%)
{(15~6dil)
~ 39875 20.0%
s L et | T Elder
6,000 75007 A
{59.59)
554005 A 45355 A 10054 Worklng
3,000 | | (529%) (52 196)
HEAD 15035 A o — T ) - 70875 A N Young
[O~14i) £11.9%) (8,99 {9.29) |
0 0.0%

1850 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2035 2040 2045 2050 2055 2060 2065 2070 (%)
(HE) AT ADHE ). ButSfR AOMEHRERBEXORREHAQ(SHNSFHE) 120 AL TAEE T HRRIFARL.

* The total population is decreasing rapidly (10 times faster than in EU countries).
« Aging is also rapidly progressing.
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Population decrease in Japan

 The population decrease is faster in remote areas and in smaller communities.
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* Income differentials are believed to be a main reason for population migration to Tokyo.
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Mobility lock-in

* As people age, their physical abilities decline, making driving
difficult and eventually impossible.

« At the same time, these areas are heavily car-dependent, and low
population density makes traditional public transport hard to
sustain and provide.

* With most Japanese public transport services operated by private
companies that have been forced to cease operations, some
seniors experience reduced mobility.

* In the most extreme cases, they may even face ‘mobility lock-in’,

meaning that they can no longer leave their homes.

* This can seriously affect to social isolation and affect seniors’
quality of life.
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Challenges tackled by SIP
(aided by Japanese government)

* To tackle these challenges, Japan is turning to a mix of traditional
methods with innovative approaches.

* One such response is the ‘Smart Mobility Platform Development’
program, part of a Cabinet-level initiative called the Strategic
Innovation Program (SIP).

* SIP aims to eliminate mobility divides, and by redesigning mobility
services and integrating digital technology, the program is giving
seniors the freedom to stay active and connected.

* Here are two inspiring examples.
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Case 1:

Nishio City,
Aichi Prefecture

Affordable taxi service with
convenient smart payment
in Nishio City, Aichi Prefecture
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Nishio: a typical small city o
with poor public transport —=fess{

* Nishio, Aichi Prefecture, is a typical small, low-
density city with a population of around 160,000.

 After private bus operators withdrew services,
the local government began running community
buses at public expense.

* To improve access to bus stops and railway
stations along these routes, the city also
launched a low-cost taxi service.
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Complex procedure tackled by SIP

 However, the service faced challenges:
complex registration and fare payment
procedures, along with an inefficient dispatch
system, hampered its growth and usability.

 To address these issues, members of the
Nagoya University project team, which is
involved in our SIP activities, worked closely
with the community, introducing a more
efficient dispatch system and QR code
payment options.
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Improvement and expansion

 These improvements simplified fare payment for users,
streamlined operations for drivers, and increased dispatch
efficiency.

* As a result, the number of users skyrocketed, and local
residents began taking trips more frequently, alleviating
mobility challenges.

 Encouraged by these outcomes, the local government is now
exploring the expansion of this approach to other areas and
different types of services.

 The operator has also become more cooperative,
demonstrating how technology can strengthen collaboration
between service providers and municipal authorities.
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Case 2;

Niyodogawa
Town,
Kochi

Prefecture

‘Sakura’ car,

a community-shared

electric vehicle service in use
in Niyodogawa town,

Kochi Prefecture
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Remote small community with integration of
frailty prevention activities and mobility service

* Niyodogawa is a small, remote and aging community of
4,000 residents and with high population aging
ratio( almost 60%), nestled in the mountains of Kochi
Prefecture.

* For several years, a team from the Japan Automobile
Research Institute has collaborated with the elderly
community to promote frailty prevention.

A local non-profit organization that had been running
frailty prevention activities joined the effort, helping

ensure that many elderly residents could access the

electric vehicle service and, by default, their activities.
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EV shared car to meet seniors’ needs

« As part of this initiative, the team introduced a
community-shared electric vehicle service, the
‘Sakura’ car, and held discussions with local public §
transport planners to better meet seniors’ needs. gz

* This combination of health and mobility created
new and enjoyable opportunities for seniors to go
out, promoting both physical activity and social
engagement.

« Surprisingly, many participants have come back
from frailty and shoulder important roles in their
activities.
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SIP’s solution to mobility lock-in cases

* These examples demonstrate how small and medium-sized towns,
as well as rural communities, can maintain sustainable mobility
despite ageing populations and the disappearance of private
transport services.

* Central to this effort is SIP’s 'mobility service redesign’, which
leverages all available mobility resources—including conventional
buses, taxis, car-sharing, and shuttle vehicles—enhanced by
digital technology.

- Collaboration between government agencies, residents, and
businesses ensures that these solutions are practical,
sustainable, and adaptable to local needs.
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Integrated and strengthened policy

« Since 2020, Japan’s transport policies have supported various reforms in
response to population decline, an ageing society, and dwindling private-
sector passenger transport services in small and medium-sized, low-density
cities.

« SIP has contributed by providing guidance, expertise, and innovative
strategies, helping communities implement effective mobility solutions.

* The results have been encouraging:

« Seniors regain independence, communities remain connected, and mobility services
are now integrated with healthy promotion efforts.

« Combining these previously separate goals not only improves the physical and mental
well-being of elderly residents, but also strengthens regional care policies, particularly
in areas with limited medical resources.

* Niyodogawa is now subsidized by MLIT( Ministry of Land ,Infrastructure, Transport and
Tourism) as a leading community to review legal / administratative framework and budget
allocation for remote and rural community revitalization program).
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Promising future

- Japan’s small towns are proving that, with creativity,
technology, and cross-sector collaboration,

mobility challenges do not have to lead to isolation.

* Instead, they can become an opportunity for innovation,
community building, and a better quality of life for all.
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Thank you for
your attention! P O L I S

CITIES AND REGIONS FOR TRANSPORT INNOVATION

For more information:

Haruo Ishida, Professor Emeritus,
University of Tsukuba, Japan
Email: ishida@sk.tsukuba.ac.jp
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