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Fujitsu is one of the computer industry's more interesting companies. It is the most international of the major Japanese computer suppliers, strongly represented in Australia, and going through a major transition like many of its competitors. Once best known for its mainframes, it is now more of a services company. Much the same has happened to the other mainframers of the past, including IBM and Unisys.
The company has an interesting history. It was founded in 1935 as a joint venture between Japanese zaibatsu (trading conglomerate) Furokawa and Siemens, the German electronics giant. The name Fujitsu is an acronym formed by three Japanese Katakana characters. The first, Fu, is for Furokawa. The second, Ji, is for Siemens, which is pronounced Jimens in Japan. The third, Tsu, is the initial phoneme of tsushinki, the Japanese word for telecommunications. Fujitsu, then, is the Japanese acronym for Furokawa Siemens Telecommunications. You can win bets on this.
The fledgling company grew very quickly during Japan's military adventures in China, South-East Asia and the Pacific. Like other Japanese companies, it was completely reconstituted after World War II, and moved into computer systems in the 1950s. It shipped Japan's first commercial computer, the Facom 100, in 1954. Siemens no longer has equity in Fujitsu, but the companies still have a close relationship. Indeed, in Europe they have formed a joint venture, called Fujitsu Siemens, to market hardware.
Fujitsu remains an important part of the Furokawa zaibatsu, which comprises 44 companies in all. Member companies well-known in the West include the Fuji Electric Company, Yokohama Rubber, and the Dai-Ichi Kangyo Bank. The Furokawa zaibatsu is in turn part of the informal Sankin Group, which includes other companies such as Kawasaki Steel and C.Itoh. Senior representatives of each company in the group meet once a month as a kind of informal board to discuss matters of mutual interest.
This kind of co-operation, virtually unheard of in the West, is common in Japan. There exists in Japan an ethos of consensus and co-operation between companies and across industries that favours local vendors over the competition. Japan is the only computer market in the world in which IBM does not dominate. Instead, it runs behind the major Japanese suppliers Fujitsu, Hitachi and NEC.
Fujitsu is the world's second largest computer company, after IBM, with annual revenues exceeding $US50 billion ($96 billion). It is also among the most diverse of information technology companies. It makes all manner of hardware from PCs to mainframes, and is a very active player in many telecommunications markets. It is a leader in areas as diverse as smart cards, hard drives, wireless technology and digital TV. Fujitsu has recently made a strong push into services and e-business. This strategy is hardly unique, but the company's size (180,000 employees), geographical spread and product range make well placed to deliver on its intentions.
Fujitsu owns ICL, once the standard bearer of the British computer industry, and Amdahl, IBM's strongest rival in the declining mainframe market. Through Amdahl it owns DMR, a large Canadian-based IT consultancy with a major presence in Australia. It has more than 500 other joint ventures and operations around the world  it is one of the largest computer companies in Spain, for example.
New local managing director Phil Kerrigan has announced a repositioning of the company as an e-services business, providing computing and communications infrastructure and software and services enabling tools. The company is a major software provider in its own right, particularly in local government, and has relationships with a number of applications providers such as Peoplesoft.
Despite its size, Fujitsu has a very low profile outside Japan. This is largely because of its near invisibility in the US, which remains the world's largest computer market and which generates most of the world's computer news. US-based publications virtually ignore Fujitsu, which means that it is under-reported in the world's English language computer press. It is also under-reported in Australia and New Zealand, despite its strong position here. Fujitsu has worked hard in recent years on geographical expansion. Its long-term ambition is to be as important a supplier worldwide as it is in Japan. That means establishing a presence in North America and Europe, and in Asia outside of Japan. Asia is the easiest of these three markets because of Japan's proximity to and economic domination of the region.
A special case, and an interesting one, is Australia. Although geographically part of Asia, Australia's culture and economy are tied to North America and Europe. It is a comparatively advanced, small, isolated and English-speaking market. Fujitsu, like many other companies, has long used Australia as a test bed for new products and strategies. It successfully competed against IBM mainframes in Australia in the 1980s and early 1990s, and is now a major supplier of telecommunications equipment in this country.
It has a long history of gaining market share gradually, through sound long-term strategies. That is the Japanese way. Plans are not blinkered by the tyranny of quarterly financial results, which constrain most North American vendors. Fujitsu's entry into and eventual success in Australia indicates that it is prepared to wait 10 years or more for results. It will wait even longer to dominate larger markets.
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