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Overview of Rural Medicine From the Perspective of
Public Health and Hygiene: Prospects for the Potential
Application of Information and Communication Technology
in Health, Medicine, and Social Welfare

Kazuo AOKI*

I would like to begin our discussion of rural medicine by considering rural medicine from
the perspective of public health and hygiene and discuss the role of rural medicine as social
medicine in relation to public health, referring to the views and efforts of doctors who worked
to support the Japanese Association of Rural Medicine from its early days. The Japanese Asso-
ciation of Rural Medicine was founded in 1952 and the first president, Dr. Toshikazu Waka-
tsuki, consistently argued the need to unify treatment and prevention if we truly want to
improve health and medical care for farmers in rural areas, but that conventional medicine has
become highly specialized and lacks a comprehensive perspective. Dr. Wakatsuki stressed that
addressing these problems requires actions from a social point of view to achieve integration of
medical practice and recognition that rural medicine should be social medicine by definition.
Even in those days, his argument underscored the fact that rural medicine was essentially
public health. Also, his thinking clearly complied with the World Health Organization’s defini-
tion of public health with minor modifications by, for example, replacing the original terms
with more field-specific terms such as “communities” with “farming villages and rural areas”,
“residents” with occupational fields, and “workers” with “farmers”. It has also been suggested
that the essence of public health medicine is public health-minded professionals, as opposed to
clinically-minded clinicians. Clinicians are primarily clinically and patient-oriented, while
public health professionals are public health and population-oriented, focusing on communities
and societies rather than on individual patients. These features of public health are also con-
sistent with Dr. Wakatsuki's view of rural medicine. I firmly believe that Dr. Wakatsuki
rightly acknowledged public health and hygiene as the origin of rural medicine.

As a second major topic, next we discuss how, in the midst of rapidly changing infrastruc-
ture and socioeconomic environments, the research findings, knowledge, and skills developed
and accumulated by the pioneers in rural medicine can be effectively applied to advance rural
medicine further. For this, we need to take a broader perspective and discard today’s inter- and
intra-regional disparities in health and medical care. We need to confirm the true purpose and
fundamental role of rural medicine and apply information and communication technology (ICT)
in the field of social welfare, including health, medical, and nursing care. It is expected that
ICT will enable us take new quantum leaps forward, and it is not an overstatement that the
use of ICT holds the key to addressing various problems simultaneously, such as the quantity
of health, medical, and nursing care (e.g., regional disparities in medical resources including
manpower and medical devices) and its quality (e.g., regional and inter-institutional dispari-
ties in medical technology). To address disparities in the quantity and quality of medical care,

we need to overcome these various inter- and intra-organizational challenges through close co-
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ordination between the government, companies, and medical institutions. As stated earlier,
ICT is a major tool to more easily overcome these challenges, enabling data sharing between
the government, hospitals and clinics, insurance providers, and individual healthcare profes-
sionals. The efficient and effective use of ICT in healthcare, medicine, and social welfare in
farming villages and rural areas is expected to provide solutions to various problems associated
with rural medicine in different fields, guiding us to the next chapter of rural medicine.

*Dept. of Public Health and Hygiene, University of the Ryukyus Graduate School of Medicine, Okinawa, Japan
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