NEWS

JAPANESE COMPUTING

Computing in the real world

Tokyo, Munich & London
OrriciaLs of Japan’s Ministry of Interna-
tional Trade and Industry (MITI) have
been touring the capitals of Europe trying
to drum up international support for a mas-
sive government-industry project to de-
velop next-generation parallel computers.

The Real World Computing project is
MITY’s follow-up to the once-feared but
long-since-forgotten fifth-generation com-
puter project. This time, rather than setting
their sights on one particular type of paral-
lel computer, MITI officials intend to take
a multi-pronged approach looking at neu-
ral networks and optical computers, as well
as massively paralle]l machines. And, un-
like the fifth-generation project, which is
primarily a domestic affair, MITI hopes to
invest as much as 20 per cent of the pro-
posed ¥100,000-million ($750-million)
budget for the ten-year project overseas.

Lastmonth, MITI officials visited Brus-
sels, Bonn, Paris and London inviting
European researchers to join the pro-
gramme. Eatlier attempts to win the sup-
port of the United States were not very
successful: the United States intends to
participate only in a optoelectronic col-
laboration (see accompanying story), an
area in which Japan is strong and has
much to offer.

One idea being proposed by MITI is to
establish a high-capacity computer link

between several laboratories in Europe and
the new Real World Computing institute
that will be set up in Tsukuba science city.

Although the reception of the MITI
delegation in some countries was fairly
cool, French and German researchers are
quite enthusiastic about the Japanese
project. Wolfgang Giloi of the German
National Research Centre for Computer
Science (GMD) in Berlin has offered to
become a full partner in the project, and
GMD has volunteered to host one of three
remote {aboratories connected by compu-
ter link to Japan that the Japanese wish to
finance in Europe.

The French are more cautious. Laurent
Kott, deputy director of the National Insti-
tute for Research in Computer Science and
Automation, agrees that the project offers
an important opportunity, but he says the
exact nature of the scientific opportunities
is “vague”. Jan Watson of the University of
Manchester notesthat “the Japanese seemed
to be [taken aback] by the fact that they got
questioned by UK academics on the con-
crete goals of the project”. Vagueness is
characteristic of the early stages of Japa-
nese projects, when a consensus on the
direction is still being built. “It requires a
certain leap of faith to join a Japanese
national project” says the science officer of
one European embassy in Tokyo.

But the Japanese are making efforts to

be more in line with the European ap-
proach, and Japan’s laws have recently
been re-written to allow participants in
national projects to hold up to 50 per cent
of patent rights. In the past, the govern-
ment held all rights.

Nevertheless, some European research-
ers hesitate to join, Paul Refenes, a compu-
ter scientist at University College, London,
says that Britain is likely to be “wary” of
collaborating in areas where it is ahead of
Japan, such as massively parallel comput-
ing. Collaborations in neural networking,
where Europe and Japan are in equal states
of advance, are more likely to be consid-
ered, he says.

The German and French ministries of
research are trying to define their positions
on the project at both a research and a
political level, and France is lobbying for a
common European position to be adopted.

In Japan, most of the major electronics
companies, such as Hitachi, NEC, Toshiba
and Fujitsu are expected to join. “Surpris-
ingly”, steel companies have also shown
great interest in recent workshops on the
project, says Yoshiki Mikami, director of
MITT’s Information, Computer and Com-
munications Policy Office. A few Japa-
nese subsidiaries of foreign companies,
such as DEC of the United States, have
also shown interest, but Mikami expects
foreign participation to be confined
“mainly to academics”.
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