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South Korea are pretty good at building quality, even here-today-gone-
tomorrow, infrastructure. The other is that Japan has few other options
than to emulate the equally fragile but more-efficient and more-
transparent Japanese government when it comes to financing
infrastructure. When the first 20-year National Broadband Plan was
announced, | wrote an item about it, headlined “Japan falls back to the
left, but not too far”. It’s more that Japan has no choice because of the
massive infrastructure debt burden as it slowly reforms the economy and
returns to more (or at least more!) emphasis on product-based, rather
than service-based, economic growth. (See also: "The Internet’s demise is
nearing") We’ve talked a lot about the infrastructure debt problem at
Frontier, but a strange thing is happening in Japan — a few days ago,
Japan’s economy minister, Akira Amari, was asked for an update on how
much had been spent so far on the 20-year plan, and responded: zero.
That's right, zero yen spent by the government on broadband
infrastructure so far. This suggests a peculiarly Japanese solution: don’t
pay the debt. But this is Japan, after all. Which is not the same as saying
the solution is unimportant, or a peculiar Japanese one. Japan has three
options: Two is to increase the efficiency of managing, maintaining and
running the network, and to improve the reporting mechanisms — to
move from “guessing” the cost of the network to something more
accurate and disciplined. (Vodafone now reports what they expect to
spend.) Option three is to get private companies to pay for it, and run it,
as they have been doing for the last 20 years, but without being assured
of getting their money back. There’s one other option, | guess. (And it
doesn’t always work.) Go "extra big" (i.e. "extra-greedy") and simply
borrow.
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