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Present stage and future prospect of Immigration Policy in Japan
—For new directions of this century beyond the Global Financial Crisis —
(Abstract)
Yasushi IGUCHI
Professor,
Kwansei Gakuin University
1 Introduction

Migration policy alone cannot solve the problems of demographic structure or decline.
Migration policy alone cannot realize economic upturn of a nation or a region, either.

Discussion on migration policy usually focuses on compensation of population or labor force.
In Europe, integration policy is thought to have achieved its goal by giving permanent
resident status or citizenship.

However, there is long term circulation or transit migration with permanent resident status
as well as long-term stay with temporary status. Some groups of immigrants with different
culture or language do not have the sense of belonging.

In Japan, people lack in the sense of common regional interests over national interests,
although establishing an Asian Community was politically agreed as a target in the frame of
ASEAN+3.

Nevertheless, we can say that revitalization of Japanese economy under declining population
cannot be achieved without launching economic integration with industrializing countries
especially in Asia and to create more middle class in such countries by eliminating poverty.

This strategy cannot be denied even by the Global Financial Crisis.

2 Challenges for “Multicultural Coexistence” by Global Financial Crisis
(1) Recent economic development and foreigner's employment

The Japanese economy has successfully achieved a balance between off-shoring and on-
shoring by seeking for new industrial fragmentation and accumulation in East Asia.

The so-called “return to Japan” phenomenon of industrial location occurs at the same time
with continuous outward foreign direct investment, which resulted in great gaps between local
areas in terms of economic and demographic developments.

In this process, most of the “New Industrial Cities” emerged are middle or small sized cities
and have problems younger generation flowing out. They experienced inflow of Japanese
Brazilians or Peruvians, who worked for local industries. In local areas, from which local
industries delocalized for foreign countries, employment opportunities for farmers are lost,
Japanese youngsters went out rapidly and only the elderly stay there. In such areas, foreign
trainees and technical intern trainees are coming in to support local industries.

In the meantime, the large cities such as greater Tokyo and Nagoya are experiencing inflow
of foreign highly skilled workers with high remuneration especially in financial and service
sectors. The foreign inhabitants of Indian origin amount to 20 thousand and among them &

thousand are IT specialists etc.
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The Financial Crisis from the US has attacked the real economy in Japan, whose financial
sector is relatively stable. The shock comes as drastic decline of exports. Decline of car
production has reached over 20% in comparison with the last year in December 2008.
Reduction of employment in subcontracting and dispatching undertakings has started so
rapidly. Especially in Aichi or Shizuoka Prefecture, around 70% of the foreign workers are
working for such undertakings. In some cities in Shiga or Gifu Prefectures, almost 30 % of
workers of Japanese descendant seem to have lost jobs. The number of foreign trainees and
technical intern trainees have reached 170 thousand in 2007. However, they have to seek for
other accepting establishments when they lose their position because of deficit or bankruptcy
of companies. If there are so many trainees who lost positions, they have to come home.
There are also phenomenon that evil conducts of accepting organizations are growing in

number.

(2) Challenges for “Multicultural Coexistence” in municipalities and communities

As we have seen, employment adjustment is becoming serious in local areas where
reactivation of local economy has been realized by growing manufacturing industries. Among
these areas, many of the cities joining in “Alliance of Cities with High Density of Foreign
Citizens” (Chair: Minokamo City with 26 cities) are included. Therefore, the crisis means a
great challenge for the municipalities with the objective of “Multicultural Coexistence”.

The Alliance has repeatedly requested the government of Japan to establish institutional
infrastructure for “Multicultural Coexistence”. The first achievement is the bill to amend
Immigration Control and Refugees Recognition Act, to be submitted to the Diet in Spring 2009.
It aims to abolish the present “Foreigners Registration System” and replace it with “Files on
Foreign Inhabitants”, which resembles “Basic Files of Inhabitants” for Japanese citizens.

The Growing number of foreign unemployed causes new problems. As many of foreign
workers have employment contract with limited duration, more than half of them are not
covered or eligible for unemployment benefit. There are still no measures to support foreign
unemployed to take the course of Japanese language training necessary for business. Although
the contracts with limited duration are renewed several times, they are not covered by social
security and risks of illness and cost of medical expenses should be burdened by the foreign
family. Growing number of foreigners come to city hall, who have to leave their residences
which had been rent by subcontracting or dispatching undertakings.

In addition, it has been reported that the number of foreign pupils who went to foreign
schools paying high school fees, because such school had not been acknowledged as those by
Ministry of Education and Technology, declined by 30%.

Therefore, it is too unrealistic to think that “multicultural coexistence” can be realized by
respecting culture and language in the absence of “institutional infrastructure” for
multicultural coexistence.

Now , municipalities and communities should be strongly decided to secure rights of

foreigners. At the same time, foreigners themselves should be able to join in the local
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community and to fulfill obligations.

Even after eight years of establishing the Alliance, “institutional infrastructure” for
foreigner's rights and obligations is at the initial stage. With growing effects of Financial Crisis,
there would emerge phenomena, which might contradict the slogan of “Multicultural
Coexistence”.

Therefore, the crisis is so serious for the municipalities. They have to consult with national
authorities including Public Employment Service Office and take new and emergency

measures for employment, social security, housing etc of foreigners.

3 Economic effects of accepting foreign workers

Is there any consensus on the effects of accepting foreign workers in Japan? For the
moment, there is no clear one. At the same time, it is discouraging that people are interested
in the domestic effects and not in the effects on sending country's development or economic
integration in East Asia.

The economics of migration in the 21st century in Europe and America offers framework
explaining both the effects in sending and receiving counties.

It is not difficult to demonstrate that immigration is contributing to economic growth. In the
case of Japan, such effects are still marginal.

However, what is more important is whether an economy can achieve a certain level of
economic growth under the condition of declining population. From observation, economies
without employment growth cannot attract immigrants but they record net emigration.

In terms of micro economics, the effects of accepting foreigners on wages or employment is
controversial . There have been some findings which demonstrate substitution effects of
foreign labor with Japanese part-time works on a basis of micro data in a company in the
1990s.

The Research Team of Kwansei Gakuin University demonstrated with local time series data
from 2000 to 2005 that Japanese Brazilians are mobile and seeking for higher wages, which
means there are no negative effects on wages of Japanese workers . According to the
correlation analysis between foreign and Japanese employment using cross section data,
number of Japanese Brazilians are positively related with Japanese elderly and female
employment and technical intern trainees are negatively correlated with the ratio of Japanese

youngsters in the population.

4 Typology of Migration Policy Administration

During the discussion on reform of migration policy, we should have to pay more attention
to the role of local government in addition to immigration administration.

By international comparison, we can classify migration policy administration into two types.
Namely, “Anglo-Saxon-type” lay much stress on immigration control to issue status to
foreigners at the border and municipalities do not have major roles, while “Continental

European type” gives strong power to local authorities in the case of issuing ‘residential
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permit”.

The Japanese immigration control system was introduced in 1947 from US immigration law
after the World War II. The Foreigners Registration was established in 1952.

In conducting more active integration policy, the role of municipalities should be
strengthened. This means Japan should modify the Anglo-Saxon Model to take into
consideration of the functioning of “Continental European” model. It ;means that municipalities
should be able to pay much attention to the working and living conditions of migrants. For
example, whether a migrant is covered by social security, whether he or she is living in a
adequate housing, whether his or he child is going to school or whether he or she has enough
ability of Japanese language etc.

In order that the new system function, it is essential to utilize on-line data systems with high

security.

5 Ways to accept foreigners

During the discussions on how to accept migrants, there seem to be three alternatives.

First, “rotation system” to supplement shortage of labor in a certain sector, second,

“replacement migration” to supplement decline of population or to rectify demographic
structure, and third, “circular migration” to realize merits both for sending and receiving
countries as well as for migrants themselves.

Be careful that in “circular migration”, the movement can be either temporary or
permanent. People may be able to go and return repeatedly. In “rotation system’, go and
return should be only once and the accepting organization is fixed and labor mobility is
limited.

There have been several misunderstandings in such terminologies. Especially because,
French President Sarcozy used the term “co-development, which may mean a kind of

“rotation” system, people might think that such scheme can be regarded as a “circular
migration” in the sense of EU. In KOPEC meeting, Australian and Korean delegates defined
that circular migration included “rotation system”. We would like to define that “circular
migration” does not include “rotation system” here.

In the ruling Liberal Democratic party, almost 80 Diet members established a group to insist
on ‘Immigration policy of Japanese type”, which assumed ten million immigrants to be
accepted by 2050. This is a type of “replacement migration”.

The “rotation system” implies that foreigners are just labor force. At the same time, they
have no freedom to change job, to get married and to accompany family members.

The “replacement migration” is difficult to implement. The size of net migrants who should
be accepted by advanced countries may be very large to maintain the total population in the
long run because of low fertility.

The “circular migration” is relatively new concept and idealistic. However, this is also based
upon some empirical cases like Indians who return from US to India.

These three ways are comparable. Naturally, the mutual benefit of migration is considered
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in “circular migration”, however, it may occur several generations later.

The economic partnership agreement between Japan and Indonesia, the Philippines or
Thailand should be improved according to the concept of “circular migration”. In such cases,
mutual recognition of national qualification is inevitable.

The concept of “circular migration” may lead to new ideas for Japan to widen acceptance of
foreigners with certain qualification which should be mutually recognizable. It is important to
develop careers and give more motivation to migrants who may be able to make “circular

migration”.

6 Reforming migration policies

From the whole idea of migration policy reform, the bill to be admitted to the Diet represent
only a very small step. This stem from the needs at the municipality level. The Cabinet
decided the “Three Year Plan for Regulatory Reform” and Employment Countermeasures Law
was already amended in 2006 followed by the forthcoming bill to amend Immigration Control
and Refugee Recognition Act etc.

The new bill accompanies several amendments of laws and regulation. There will be ne
“Residents card” which will be issued by the local immigration authority and foreigners should
register at the municipality. The guidelines related to renewal or change of status of residence
will be reinforced. The report by employers on employment of foreigners has become
obligatory and their information should be circulated from Ministry of Health, labor and
Welfare to Ministry of Justice. The new file system on foreign inhabitants should be run
primarily by Ministry of Coordination and Telecommunication in cooperation with Ministry of
Justice. In addition, The trainees who are trained on the job should be covered by Labor Laws

and they should get more protection.

7 Fundamental reform for accepting highly skilled

The competition for the highly skilled has become severer since the 1990s among developed
countries. The strong magnet of the US to attract the highly skilled goes back to the 1960’s,
when Indian students at Indian Institute of Technology were coming to the US and got green
card. Since 1990, the HI-b status has become a strong measure to attract IT specialists from
Asia.

EU has strong anxiety that the highly skilled workers may be monopolized by the US and
EU ,member states has implemented deregulation for foreign students and specialists EU is
also conducting reform, of university system by “Erasmus’ or recently by “Bologna Process’.
The “Blue Card” proposed by the European Commission has not yet been implemented.

In Asia, university graduates are explosively increasing and students studying overseas will
be increasing tremendously. Several countries are implementing ‘reverse brain drain
program” to invite their nationals with PhD to come back. India has established a card for
Indian diasporas to come back freely for six months to India.

In Japan, foreign students program should be extended to accept 300 thousand students
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from abroad. However, there are basic weaknesses in the Japanese system. Especially, the job
market of foreign students are very limited. The admission to Japanese universities
prerequisites passing exam in Japan. Global management system or bilingual environment
does not prevail in Japanese companies etc.

The author proposes that Japan should not only try to catch up ways of the US, it should
create human resource development program within East Asian region especially to exchange

more students among Japan, Korea and China.

8 Final remark

Migration is often based upon economic interests, while it should also be based upon mutual
understanding and reconciliation between the nations and upon strong will to protect rights
and to guarantee environment for migrants in the society. Therefore, it is important to create
new vision for migration policy to function under economic integration.

In the case of European Union, free movement of people is a basis for the sense of unity. In
Asia, creating schemes for “circular migration” should be considered.

Realizing “Multicultural Coexistence” at municipality level will be an important basis for
economic partnership in economic integration in East Asia and can be starting point for

mutual understanding and real reconciliation over generations across the nations.
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