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NEWS 

Japan disappoints seekers of 'foresight' ... 
Tokyo. Japanese scientists and government 
officials have been puzzled by a steady flow 
of visitors from Britain in recent months 
asking about their experiences with "tech
nology foresight" - a technique in which 
Japan is believed to excel, but of which most 
Japanese officials have never heard. 

The UK government is engaged in a 
major exercise, outlined in the recent white 
paper (policy document) on science and 
technology, to make technology foresight a 
cornerstone of its efforts to focus research 
on areas where it can contribute most effec
tively to wealth creation. 

With this in mind, the Prime Minister, 
John Major, the cabinet minister responsi
ble for science, William W aldegrave, and 
last week the House of Commons Select 
Committee on Science and Technology, have 
each visited Tokyo to learn about Japan's 
expertise in the area. 

But all of these British government offi
cials have come away largely empty-handed 
because, contrary to popular myth, the Japa
nese government does not play a central role 
in guiding the planning of private industry. 

The UK white paper cites the example of 
forecasts made every five years by Japan's 
Science and Technology Agency (STA). 
Since 1971, STA has carried out 'Delphi 
surveys' of researchers in industry, 
academic institutions and the government 
to predict developments in science and 
technology over the next 20--30 years. 

The latest survey by STA' s new National 
Institute of Science and Technology Policy 
(NISTEP) was completed at the end of last 

year. It surveyed more than 2,400 people, 
and made predictions on a thousand or so 
topics. (In a Delphi survey, the results of a 
first questionnaire are returned to those who 
have answered the questions for a repeat of 
the exercise, on the basis that more accurate 
predictions can be obtained from an itera
tive process.) 

Some of the predictions are startling in 
their optimism. For example, that there will 
be a cure for AIDS in 2006; that prediction 
will be possible a few days in advance of 
large earthquakes (magnitude 7 or more) in 
201 0; and that the mechanism of ageing will 
be elucidated in 2013. 

The UK white paper claims that the ST AI 
NISTEP surveys, despite taking a long-term 
perspective, have proved "reasonably accu
rate". But an assessment in 1991 by NISTEP 
of the first 1971 survey found that only 28 
per cent of 530 predicted technologies were 
realized by 1991. 

Many Japanese companies participate 
in the surveys and read the reports. But 
there is no evidence that they act on them. 
Hiroshi Okazaki, general manager of the 
engineering, planning and coordination di
vision of NEC, says the value of the 
results of such surveys decreases the longer 
the range of the prediction. 

For a range ofthree to five years, he says, 
results can usually be trusted. But beyond 
that, results become "very fuzzy". And for 
the 10-20 year period, results are not 
particularly useful at all. 

Many Japanese electronics and auto
mobile manufacturers have their own inter-

... and UK Labour Party is unconvinced 
London. Bipartisan support for the British 
government's plan to use a National Tech
nology Foresight Programme as part of its 
new research strategy is unlikely to be 
forthcoming in the near future. 

The question of whether reliance on this 
technique had been approved by the oppo
sition parties in the House of Commons has 
been raised during the consultation process 
undertaken by the Office of Science and 
Technology (OST) in the pastfew weeks (see 
Nature 365, 776; 1993). 

At a meeting organized by the OST at the 
Royal Society last week, for example, Sir 
Christopher Lewinton, chairman of the in
dustrial conglomerate Tl Group PLC, asked 
whether steps had been taken to ensure 
that a change of government would not 
precipitate a change of policy. 

Professor Bill Stewart, the government's 
chief scientific adviser, replied that the 
government's plans were consistent with 
Labour Party statements on research. But 
he did not respond when questioned further 
on whether the party had , i ndeed, 
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been asked for its opinion. 
In practice, Labour Party politicians seem 

divided. Some see no reason why they 
should not add their weight to the govern
ment's proposals. But Lewis Moonie (La
bour, Kirkcaldy) , the party's spokesman on 
science and technology, says that although 
the party supports the principle of trying to 
identify future technological trends , it feels 
that the government's approach is "sterile" . 

Moonie says that the Labour Party is 
keen to supporttechnologyforesight as part 
of an overall strategy for research. But he 
adds that there is nothing in the govern
ment's statements on research policy to 
show how the outcome of the foresight 
exercise will be used . 

Moonie says he is concerned that the 
outcome of the exercise will be eitherforgot
ten or used as an excuse for shifting funds 
from basic research to areas defined as 
being strategically important. "What we have 
at present is a load of cobblers", he says 
derived from Cockney rhyming slang for an 
impolite derogatory epithet. U 

nal means of predicting developments a few 
years down the road. NEC has a 'core tech
nology' programme where 30--50 leaders in 
the research and development and business 
sides of the company get together to predict 
future technologies and to discuss what is 
required to realize them. Thirty to forty core 
technologies are selected and resources are 
concentrated on their development. 

Fujitsu regularly polls employees for 
ideas. For example, 15 years ago the com
pany successfully predicted the importance 
of gallium arsenide devices with high elec
tron mobility. The company now produces 
mass volumes of high electron mobility 
transistors. 

But Fujitsu researchers also predicted 
the development of supercomputers based 
on Josephson junction devices. Despite much 
effort by Japanese electronics companies, 
they have yet to be realized. 

The Japanese government, however, 
plays no role in these processes. Indeed 
many feel that the ST A surveys can actually 
mislead government policy. The 1971 sur
vey, for example, forecast that prediction of 
earthquakes of magnitude 6 or more would 
be possible at the prefectural government 
level by 1996. In the 1976 survey, the pre
diction became 2003, and in 1981 it shifted 
to 2006. In the 1986 survey, the goal posts 
were moved slightly, and those polled pre
dicted that earthquakes of magnitude 7 or 
more would be predictable a few days in 
advance in 2006. And in the latest survey the 
prediction is 2010. 

Throughout this period, ST A and other 
government ministries, on the basis of this 
consensus among researchers, have poured 
billions of yen every year into an earthquake 
prediction programme. But the goal of earth
quake prediction is no nearer. 

In another example, the 1971 survey 
predicted that medium-sized nuclear
powered container ships would be in use in 
the mid-1980s. At that time, STA had 
just launched its experimental nuclear
powered ship Mutsu. 

ST A has sunk more than a billion dollars 
into development of Mutsu, which has only 
spent a few days at sea (see Nature 353, 594; 
1991). Now the agency is spending several 
billion yen on converting the ship to diesel 
power so that it can be used as an oceano
graphic vessel. The latest ST A survey pre
dicts that nuclear-powered merchant ships 
will be in use in 2019. David Swlnbanks 

Correction: 
The colour photograph used with our recent 
news item on Italian science was a portrait of 
Professor Enrico Garaci, president of the 
Italian National Research Council, and not as 
indicated that of Professor Luciano Maiani, 
director of the National Institute of Nuclear 
Physics. We apologize for the confusion. 

NATURE · VOL 366 · 4 NOVEMBER 1993 


	Japan disappoints seekers of 'foresight' ...

