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ACCJ Viewpoint

RECOMMENDATIONS

The American Chamber of Commerce in Japan
(ACC1J) believes that Japan must increase
measures to offset shrinkage of its work force
and to boost labor productivity to support a
growing economic base within Japan in the
future.

Statistical projections make it clear that Japan’s
labor force will continue to shrink over the
coming decades. The dependency ratio will be
unsustainable. Without adding more young
people to the Japanese workforce, there will be
no way to support Japan’s elderly population or
indeed to sustain an economy of the current size
of the Japanese economy. Absent a dramatic
increase in the birthrate, which would require
significant changes either in economic incentives,
social expectations or the structure of the
economy, the only way to maintain the size of
Japan’s working age population is to increase
the number of non-Japanese people living and
working in Japan.

The ACCJ believes that a policy focused on labor
force diversification and increasing the number
of long-term foreign workers can provide a wide
range of benefits. Significantly increasing the
quantity of labor representing a diverse group
of ages, nationalities, and skills can lead to new
business creation, provide existing businesses
with varied skills, and provide essential labor in
market segments where few Japanese are able to
fill roles. Adding workers will also make it easier
for the Japanese economy to support Japan’s
dependent elderly. By increasing the variety

of immigrants with different skill-sets, Japan
can reposition its economy to more effectively
participate in Asian and global growth.

To that end, the ACCJ urges the Government of
Japan (GOJ) to broaden the scope of the Points
System (see Issues section below) and other
immigration programs to reduce the challenges
foreigners face in being able to contribute in

a more stable manner to Japanese society,
thereby enhancing the economic contribution
and availability of necessary human capital. We
recommend that the GOJ:

1. Reduce the current ten-year residency
requirement for permanent resident status
to five years for all visa categories.

2. Reduce the five-year work experience
requirement to three years
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3. Remove the limitation that only foreigners
on three-year visas are eligible for
permanent-resident status to allow those on
visas of shorter duration to seek permanent
residence more quickly.

4, Provide a mechanism for prefectures,
which consider immigration as a solution
to local economic needs, to make annual
recommendations or requests to the
Ministry of Justice regarding special
immigration policies based on needs in that
prefecture.

5. Increase measures to ease the integration
of foreign nationals working in Japan at all
levels into the work force, by expanding the
Points System into a broader program that
will allow entry by more domestic workers,
healthcare workers, young laborers,
agricultural workers, technical experts and
ordinary salaried workers.

6. Promote the unique importance of
entrepreneurs in re-vitalizing the economy
and providing jobs by expanding and/or
revising the Point System or similar systems
so as to ease requirements on visas and
permanent residency for foreign persons
who want to start up new businesses in
Japan.

In addition to the broad recommendations above
and in the spirit of offering what we believe will
be helpful and specific suggestions that can be
implemented to quickly increase the number of
foreigners eligible to work and fill workforce gaps
in Japan, we propose the following:

1. Revise minimum eligibility requirements
to establish permanent residence status,
by, for example establishing incentives for
young foreign married couples to come to
Japan to live and work. For example, all
spouses of visa holders should be allowed
to work full time. Currently, many spousal
visa holders are limited to working 28 hours
a week.

2. Develop more flexible and attractive
self-sponsorship visa options for foreign
investors and entrepreneurs who invest
the minimum five million yen in business
startup capital, and provide incentives for
these investors to locate outside large cities
areas. For example, the annual renewal
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filing could be increased to three years for
foreign investors who locate in rural areas.

3. Establish a phased, or less stringent
Japanese language requirement for foreign
specialists who have successfully passed
licensing exams in their own countries and
wish to work in Japan.

4, Reduce the work experience requirement
for foreign high school graduates seeking
a visa to work in Japan from ten years to
five. In addition, foreign nationals with
vocational training should be given special
attention and consideration.

5. Provide foreigners visiting Japan on the
working holiday program who are able to
secure legitimate employment with the
ability to change to a longer term working
visa status without leaving Japan.

6. Create provisional visa options that
facilitate a convenient transition from
tourist visa to business investor visa for
those foreigners who show the means and
intent to invest in or create a business in
Japan.

7. Provide qualified foreign students who
have completed four years of education at
a Japanese university with the option to
expedite acquisition of permanent residency
after one year of work after graduation
(credit years of study toward a five-year
path to permanent residency).

Some of the above recommendations are focused
simply on making it easier for non-Japanese
nationals who already have some affinity for
Japan, or who already work here, to remain in
Japan to live and work. We submit that modifying
the rules in certain ways will make it statistically
more likely that people who would like to live
and work in Japan will be able to do so. Some
portion of such people, or their children, will take
Japanese citizenship and live and work in Japan
for generations.

We recommend that others be selected to live
and work in Japan based upon specific needs
- skill sets that are or will be in short supply in
Japan or a willingness to relocate to areas that
are rapidly hollowing out because of aging and
the lack of economic opportunities.

Put simply, Japan needs to attract more
productive people to live and work here and we
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offer up these logical methods to allow more
people to live and work in Japan.

ISSUES

Japan is facing two crises which are progressing
in parallel: an extremely low fertility rate and a
rapidly falling population. Professor Noriko Tsuya
of Keio University, chair of the subcommittee on
population change and economy for The Science
Council of Japan projects that the percentage

of Japan’s population aged 65 years and older
will reach about 30 percent by 2025, while the
percentage of the population aged 0-14 years
will fall to about 11 percent (see note below).
The effect will be a decrease in the working-

age population from around 63 percent of the
population in 2010 to about 51 percent by

2060. This critical situation must be dealt with
aggressively by utilitizing a range of initiatives
including an immigration policy which allows
foreign workers to quickly join the declining
workforce population. There is significant
potential for expansion, because Japan has a
very low percentage of foreign-born workers in
its workforce, currently about 1.7 percent, versus
an average of ten percent for European countries
and about 16 percent in the United States.
(Source: Presentation at ACCJ entitled The
Impacts of Population, Aging & Decline in Japan:
Demographic Prospects & Policy Implications)

Points System and EPAs

The ACCJ applauds the recent rules implemented
by the GOJ to improve residency registration
procedures for foreigners. Likewise, the ACCJ
welcomes the new points-based preferential
immigration treatment for highly skilled foreign
professionals (the “Points System”), which
provides foreigners already resident in Japan
with positive incentives to extend their stays in
Japan. Previously, various bilateral Economic
Partnership Agreements (EPAs) with countries
such as Indonesia and the Philippines, improved
the potential for more foreigners with various
specialized skills to come to Japan to work.

We believe, however, that both the Points System
and the EPAs are too narrow in scope and contain
excessively burdensome requirements that limit
their potential benefit. By focusing only on certain
classes of specialized workers, these policies stop
short of implementing the broad-based approach
that would attract a diverse, dedicated and
multi-talented labor force that would positively
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contribute to Japan’s economy, its tax base and
its competitiveness in the global economy.

Diversification Where It Can Contribute Most
Effectively

Although present Japanese immigration

policy primarily encourages highly educated

or experienced individuals to work in Japan,
usually in management positions at large
companies, only ten percent of major Japanese
corporations have at least one foreign national
in @ management position. Similarly, foreign
engineers working for corporations with more
than 5,000 employees comprise only eight
percent of the total foreign engineer population.
In contrast, 75 percent of foreign engineers

in Japan work at small and medium sized
enterprises (SMEs) with fewer than 1,000
employees according to Professor Nana Oishi

of Sophia University. Small- and medium-

sized Japanese companies and foreign-owned
companies are most open to hiring foreigners
and are more flexible in integrating them into the
work environment.

In addition, Japan has lost a large number

of regional headquarters of multinational
companies to other countries, such as Hong
Kong and Singapore. This shift alone has led

to a significant decrease in the diversity of
Japan’s work force, a loss of high quality jobs
previously filled by Japanese nationals and the
loss of a large number of highly qualified foreign
national specialists, managers and executives.
Companies looking to start businesses in Japan
now face a scarcity of both Japanese workers
with experience in multinational companies and
cross-border transactions, and foreign workers
with important skills due to businesses moving to
other countries in Asia.

CONCLUSION

Absent prompt and wide-ranging corrective
measures, the working population of Japan will
continue to decrease at the fastest rate in the
world. As the population decreases, societal and
fiscal challenges will grow acute and potentially
become unmanageable. Hidenori Sakanaka,
director of the Japan Immigration Policy Institute
describes the challenge Japan faces in this
manner:

“Citizens living in a society with a
continually shrinking population will not
only have to change their lifestyles but will
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also have to take on greater responsibility.
They will have to take an outlook on life
molded by an expanding society and modify
it to fit a contracting one. They will need

to move from a lifestyle that celebrates
richness to one that celebrates simplicity.
As the country tries to maintain its social
welfare system, they will have to bear
higher tax levels and accept lower levels of
pension and other benefits.”

Among the many policy choices that Japan
currently faces, perhaps the most important

is whether to allow the working population

to continue to decrease. This will occur if no
new policy measures are implemented, and
will result in the deterioration of basic societal
infrastructure, including health care, education,
and elder care services and low (or negative)
economic growth.

In this Viewpoint the ACCJ has made
recommendations that seek to maximize and
maintain a viable work force for a Japan that
maintains its role as a significant developer of
technology and an economic power house. A
unifying theme of these recommendations is
the increased integration of foreign workers,
particularly those foreign workers who can and
wish to contribute long-term to the betterment
of society in Japan. Key stakeholders in the
Japanese economy and society, the ACCJ and its
member companies remain committed to working
to spur economic growth and we greatly desire
a continued strong and vibrant Japan, both as a
desirable place to live, work and raise a family,
and as an economic power and leader in Asia.
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