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'Envisioning Immigration Policy for Japan
in the Age of Massive Depopulation'

Date : 23rd, November, 2017, Thu 16 : 25 ~ 17 : 55
Venue : Machida Campus, 30th Building, 3F 30301 Classroom
Lecturer : Toshihiro Menju
(Managing Director, Japan Center for International Exchange)
Coordinator : Toshiko Kawasaki (School of Asia 21)

Today I would like to speak from the standpoint of how Japan should proceed with
the acceptance of foreign immigrants. It is expected that the population in Japan will decrease
by 13 million people during the 20 years from 2017 and 2037. You should first understand
that this decrease in population will lead to the elimination of services that exist now. 5,796
public schools were closed from 1992 to 2009. That comes to around 400-500 schools closed
annually. Around 2,000 kilometers of bus routes are eliminated every year, adding up to 10,000
kilometers every 5 years. The number of people using transportation for commuting has been
decreasing for the past 20 years or so, and the transportation network is disappearing.

The population aged under 15 years old was 18 million in 2005, but it will decrease
by one-third by 2035. The working-age population, from 15 to 64 years old, will decrease by 20
million while the number of people over 65 years old will increase by 11 million. The number of
people over 75 years old will also increase by 10 million. In 2015, the population over 80 years
old passed 10 million. For example, there are 371 people on the waiting list for the special
nursing homes in Tama City, but they have only 20 openings annually. Japanese society is only
at the initial stage of an aging society. The situation will further worsen in years to come.

There is a city in Hiroshima Prefecture called Akitakata, with 30,000 people. In
2035, the largest age group will be those 80 years old and older, making it impossible to sustain
Akitakata as a society. The mayor of this city wants foreigners to settle in the city and be active
in the community. All mid-sized and small cities in Japan will suffer the same problem. The
population density is higher in Tokyo than in rural areas, and the number of elderly people per
land area is so high, that the aging issue will become a serious topic for Tokyo also within the
next few years.

Those who were born from 1947 to 1949 are called the “baby boom generation” in

Japan, as there was an extremely high birth rate in that period. At that time, the Japanese
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government created the Eugenic Protection Law, which allowed induced abortion, and the
number of children decreased dramatically. Therefore, the baby boom ended in a short period of
3 years. The children of the baby boomers, called the “second generation baby boomers,” born
from 1971 to 1974, have much fewer children. The government is trying hard to increase the
birth rate, but the number of women keeps decreasing, and thus the population will continue to
decrease.

In order to maintain the population, the birth rate must be at 2.07%. This means
that everyone must get married and have at least 2 children to maintain the population. Is
this possible in today’s society? In any developed country where all people can gain wealth by
themselves, many can choose to live without starting a family. This is a matter of one’s own
personal values, so I do not think that increasing the number of childcare facilities means the
birth rate will increase. Also, as the number of people from 20 to 40 years old, who would have
children, is expected to keep decreasing, unfortunately the number of children will not increase
even if the birth rate temporarily increases.

While the population is decreasing in this way, the Japanese government wants to
increase the birth rate, to have women involved in the workplace due to the labor shortage, and
also to have women take care of the elderly at home. However, I do not think it is possible to
achieve all three of these. In contrast, in Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore, people hire foreign
housekeepers, which enables women to work outside.

The word “immigrant” has a negative impression in Japan. The most typical concern
about an increase in immigrants is an increase in crime. Some fear that their future jobs
will be taken by immigrants. In particular, some worry that a large number of immigrants
from China will have a negative impact on Japanese politics and foreign relations. Also,
some say that Japanese society would be disrupted by foreigners coming in, as Japan is often
mistakenly discussed as a mono-ethnic country. Meanwhile, some say that Japan should aim
to be a wealthy country with a small population, and pursue emotional abundance rather than
developing the economy.

I have arguments against all of these concerns. Jobs will not be taken by immigrants
even if Japan accepts more foreigners. In fields where university graduates work, Japan is
already accepting foreigners. There are no restrictions on accepting white collar workers in
Japan, so it is already very open. On the other hand, it is hard to get foreign blue collar workers
in Japan, although companies seriously need workers. Who will take care of elderly people in
Japan if we cannot get foreigners to work in that field? Foreigners are already working in some
places, such as convenience stores, but I argue that we need them for all industries, including
agricultural, forestry and fishing industries. With the number of young people decreasing, we
need to seriously consider how to maintain these industries in the future.

Chinese people make up the largest population of foreigners living in Japan. If there

are concerns about an excessive increase of Chinese people coming to Japan, Japan can create
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policies encouraging immigration from Japan-friendly countries in Southeast Asia, for example.

Some people are concerned that Japanese traditional culture will be destroyed if a
lot of foreigners come to Japan. However, will our traditions and culture be maintained if left
alone? Many of them are not sustainable anyway due to depopulation. The Namahage festival
held in Akita Prefecture involves wearing heavy attire and walking in the snow in the middle
of winter, so it is very hard for the elderly, causing participation to decrease by 40%. However,
there are also stories that some Namahage festivals in other areas have become active due
to international students from Akita International University, as they play the role of the
Namahage. If we rely on Japanese people only, these events will disappear. Giving such roles to
foreigners in local traditions will help sustain the culture for the future.

In reality, crimes committed by foreigners have decreased by one-third compared to
when they were at their highest in 2005. The number of foreigners living in Japan and foreign
tourists in Japan has increased, while number of crimes has decreased. This shows that crimes
by foreigners are being successfully controlled.

The United Nations defines an “immigrant” as a person living in a country outside
their home country for a period of over 12 months. Immigrants are people that the country
needs, selects, and accepts by some standard.

For countries, immigrants are a necessary human resource which they accordingly
select, accept and take in. I would like to reiterate that it is necessary for Japan to create
comprehensive immigration policies to deal with depopulation.

There are already a lot of foreigners living in Japan who consider Japan as their
home country. Foreigners who have lived in Japan for a long time start to become “Japanese”.
Many people want to contribute to Japan and to be accepted by the Japanese community.
They also want Japanese people to understand their culture and their home country. It is very
important to create a win-win relationship between these foreigners and Japanese people.

At a housing complex called Icho Danchi in Yokohama City, the residents are mainly
elderly, due to the gradual decline in the youth population. Foreigners have started living in
this complex, and make up about 30% of the current residents. A group, mainly led by students,
started an NPO called the Multicultural Community Workshop to teach the Japanese language
to foreign children. The children who were taught Japanese then formed a team and started
disaster prevention activities in the complex to be a help in the community. In this case, these
young foreigners protecting communities with aging populations won the Japan Foundation
Prize for Global Citizenship. I believe similar cases will happen in the near future in some way
or another. The Japanese government announced their report on multicultural coexistence over
10 years ago, for foreigners and Japanese people to live together in the same community. Based
on this report, 40% of municipalities have made multicultural coexistence promotion plans. A
foundation has thus been created to a certain degree for full-scale foreign immigration.

For multicultural coexistence, we need to consider how to accept foreigners

Asia Japan Journal 13 (2018)

115



assuming they will live here permanently. It is necessary to consider acceptance of blue collar
workers, as the number of Japanese young people is on the decline. There is no comprehensive
government policy at the moment. Also, if a policy for accepting blue collar workers is created,
it will be necessary to consider not only fair wages, but also many different aspects of their
lives.

In 2016, there was an increase of 150,000 foreigners living in Japan. In June of
last year, the number of foreign residents increased in all prefectures. One of the factors
contributing to this increase is the Technical Intern Training Program, or TITP (Technical
Internship Program). The number of foreigners who come under TITP, which aims at
international cooperation and technical transfer from Japan to developing countries, continues
to grow. Though they come here for this purpose, there has been a remarkable increase in the
number of people who left to search for better jobs. International cooperation is the program’s
supposed purpose, but in reality this program employs cheap foreign labor in fields lacking
workers to support Japanese companies. The number of people who want to remain in Japan
is increasing. Foreigners will increase as long as there is a labor shortage. Without a proper
program, foreigners will come to Japan through improper means.

Recently, the number of international students is increasing. However, for many
their purpose is not studying but working. They first enroll in a Japanese language school and
come with a student visa, and then they work without attending school. It is illegal to work
over 28 hours a week, so some get multiple jobs to work more. In one unusual case, an economic
organization in Kyushu suggested to the government to allow international students to work
36 hours a week. I believe it is much better to formally accept them as workers.

Some say that foreigners will come to Japan for the social security benefits.
However, these services are only received by a certain number of people with permanent
residency, and would not be given to new arrivals, so this idea is not based on reality.

I once wrote a book titled Tabunka Pawaa Shakai (Multicultural Power Society).
It argues that foreigners should form a win-win relationship with the Japanese people, which
would lead to energizing Japanese society as a whole, and should not simply be used for labor.
Since the number of young people is decreasing, it is necessary to have people with different
abilities, experiences, perspectives and values, and let them influence society.

International exchange involves “land” people and “wind” people. “Land” people are
those who are bound to a region. A society in which only these people exist is extremely stable,
but vitality tends to gradually decrease. “Wind” people are those who come in from outside.
They create various types of friction, conflict and opposition when they come in, but unknown
energy, new knowledge and wisdom of coexistence will be created from this. Combining land
and wind generates vitality for society. The Japanese word for natural features of a region is
fudo (J& 1) which consists of the Chinese character fu (Jfl) , which means wind, and the character
do (1) , which means land. This expresses the idea that both land and wind are necessary. Foreigners
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coming to Japan can not only solve labor shortage issues, but also prevent economic and
vitality degeneration.

Pessimistic views such as a feeling of entrapment or a sense of despair are growing
in Japanese society. As many people are concerned about the future due to the population
decreasing, I believe it is important to open up the country. The hungry spirit and desire for
improvement that many foreigners have will encourage the Japanese people. As new people
come, new industries will be created.

Those who have experience interacting with foreigners on a regular basis tend
to have a positive perception of foreigners. In contrast, many Japanese who have no actual
experience with foreigners maintain negative images towards foreigners, which means
they tend to dislike the idea of foreigners entering the country. Therefore, I believe that an
increase in opportunities to interact with foreigners will eliminate the overall negative view of
foreigners.

Lastly, I want young people to gain knowledge and have a proper sense of the crisis
we are facing with the decrease in population. We need to discover the unknown attractiveness
of Japan and market it to the world to attract capable young people to come to Japan. I also
want you to interact with foreigners living in Japan, and to start having discussions about

immigration policies.

< Q&A >

Person A: If Japan brings in blue collar workers from developing nations, what do you think
will happen to the nations sending these people over? Specific immigration policies are
necessary in Japan, but I feel it is also necessary to consider immigration policies such as in

the United Nations. Isn’t it necessary to discuss impacts on both countries?

Toshihiro Menju: What you say will be an important topic to consider in the future. The ideal
situation would be municipalities in Japan and Asia working together. The ideal would be
to construct an equal and balanced relationship with mutual understanding. We should not
treat them as just for cheap labor. For example, they should come to Japan knowing about

their employers. Also, young Japanese should visit developing countries to learn about them.

Person B: In the past, foreigners have come to Japan and passed on knowledge about
technologies, so I feel it is possible that foreigners will be accepted today as well. How can we

create an environment where foreigners are welcomed?

Menju: Looking throughout history, the Kyoto and Nara cultures were actually created by

foreigners, and the idea that Japan is a mono-ethnic nation is actually a misunderstanding.
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Japanese have been very welcoming to foreign cultures.

In the case of Europe, immigration issues involve the complicated issue of Christians versus
Muslims. Significant problems occur in dealing with a lot of people from different religions
coming to countries where religion and society are closely connected. For example, they have
religion classes in Germany from elementary school, which generally teach Christianity.
Therefore, there are problems such as what Muslim children should do during these classes.
Japan does not hold a strong religious preference, but that doesn’t mean that there is no bias

against foreigners. However, I am confident that we can overcome this.

Person C: I came to Japan from Nepal 20 years ago. At the time, I was called “foreigner”, which
made me sad, but young people today are very kind to foreigners. Nevertheless, jobs in Japan
are very limited for foreigners. Also, I wonder what is needed for education for children who
come to Japan from foreign countries. Parents want to provide them with a great Japanese
education, but the children struggle because they cannot read Japanese. What do you think

about these two issues?

Menju: The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has
allotted additional educational help and started separate classrooms to teach Japanese to
children from other countries. In addition, there is a movement for new legislation by Diet
members to supplement Japanese language education for children of foreigners. However,
it is true that these governmental efforts are very behind. As to workplaces, companies that
used to demand that foreign workers follow Japanese customs are gradually changing. Now
some companies introduce foreign workers who can contribute to a company, regardless of
their Japanese language skills. If the Japanese government creates an immigration policy,
it will open a gate for creating a proper framework to accept foreigners in various areas. [
am optimistic that a political decision will be made in the near future and a system to accept

immigrants will gradually be constructed.
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