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摘要 

本研究的主要目的是為了解日本的政策制定過程做出貢獻。據信安倍和他的官

邸對官僚、他自己的政黨和商界進行了獨特的控制，此外，他將總理的領導和

決策主動性提升到了一個新的水平。 

我們應用了策略網絡方法爲了呈現安倍的一般決策模式，而且將其與他的前輩

們的模式進行比較。再加上，通過分析 2018 出入境管裡及難民認定法修正案的

政策網絡我們能夠進一步加深對安倍政策制定模式的理解，而且我們也更理解

日本勞工移民政策制定背後的因素。 

爲了評估安倍新政策制定模式對移民立法的影響，我們詳細分析了旅宿業的政

策結果。選擇這個行業進行詳細分析主要是由於作者在該行業的專業經驗。不

過，因爲旅宿業沒有參加技能實習制度該行業是分析新簽證計劃受歡迎程度的

重要案例。 

為了實現這些目標，我們通過分析學術出版物、官方文件、政府出版物、報紙

文章提供了廣泛的背景。再加上，為了更好地評估 2018 年入境管裡及難民認定

法修正案的結果，我們與旅宿業的代表進行了問卷調查。  

根據我們的研究、我們認為安倍的強勢地位成為可能強有力的政策倡議和自上

而下的決策。但另一方面，在一些政策領域 、其他傳統決策成員的影響力不受

限制，而且不一定會導致決策過程的結果發生重大變化。 

 

關鍵詞：官邸、政策制定、出入境管裡及難民認定法 
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ABSTRACT 

The primary aim of this research is to contribute to the knowledge on the policy-making 

process in Japan. It is believed that Abe and his Kantei exerted unique control over the 

bureaucracy, his own party, and the business circles, taking prime-ministerial leadership 

and policy-making initiative to a new level. 

We applied the policy-network approach to present Abe’s general decision-making 

pattern and to put it into a comparison with the ones that existed under his predecessors. 

What is more, by a detailed analysis of the policy-network of the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment we, not only deepened our understanding of Abe’s policy-making patterns 

further, but also contributed to our knowledge on the mechanism behind labour-related 

immigration policy-making in Japan. By closing our argument with detailed analysis of 

the policy-results in the accommodation industry we evaluated the effects of Abe's new 

policy-making patterns on the immigration legislation. This industry was chosen for the 

detailed analysis mainly due to the author's professional experience in the industry. 

However, the fact that the accommodation industry had not participated in the TITP 

made it an important case for analysing the popularity of the new visa scheme program. 

To achieve these goals the method of analysing secondary resources such as academic 

publications, official documents, government publications, newspaper articles etc 

provides a vast background for our original analysis. Next, to better evaluate the results 

of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, we conducted questionnaires with the 

representatives of the accommodation industry.  

Based on our research we argue that, while Abe's strong position allowed for a strong 

policy-initiative and a top-down decision making, on the other hand in some policy 

domains it did not limit the influence exercised by other traditional actors of the policy-

making and did not necessarily lead to significant change in the outcomes of the policy-

making process. 

 

Keywords: Kantei, policy-making, 2018 Immigration Act Amendment 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

iii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstracts           i 

List of figures           vii 

Abbreviations          viii 

 

Chapter 1. Introduction         1 

1.1. Research Background         1  

1.2. Research interest          2 

1.3. Research approach         4 

1.4. Research methods         5 

1.5. Significance of the study         7 

1.6. The Structure          8 

 

Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology     10 

2.1. Theoretical Framework         10 

2.1.1. General concept         10 

2.1.2. Policy domain and its components       11 

2.1.3. Key relations          16 

2.1.4. Dynamics in policy domains        18 

2.1.5. Application in the thesis        18 

2.1.6. Application of the theory to Japan       20 

2.1.7. The actors of Japanese policy-making       21 

2.1.8. The Iron-Triangle         36 

2.1.9. Summary          41 

2.2. The Methodology         42 

2.2.1. Research questions         42 

2.2.2. Methods of Data Collection        44 

2.2.3. Research Limitations         45 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

iv 
 

2.2.4. Summary          46 

 

Chapter 3. The Prime Ministers as Actors of the Policy-Making in Japan and Japanese 

 Immigration Decision-Making       47 

3.1. The Prime Ministers as Actors of the Policy-Making in Japan    48 

3.1.1. Policy-making under the '55 system (1955 – 1992)     49 

3.1.2. Policy-making between 1993-2009       53 

3.1.3. Policy-making under the Democratic Party of Japan (2009-2012)   84 

3.2. Japanese Immigration Decision-Making      103 

3.2.1. 1945- 1950 Strictly controlled immigration      103 

3.2.2. the ‘52 regime (1951-1980)        105 

3.2.3. the ‘82 regime (1981-1988)        107 

3.2.4. the ‘90 regime (1989-1999)        110 

3.2.5. Further reforms between 2000-2018       113 

3.2.6. Summary          118 

3.3. Conclusions          119 

 

Chapter 4. Abe's Policy-Network and the Decision-Making Behind the 2018 

Immigration Law Amendment       120 

4.1. Policy-making under Abe`s second premiership (2012-2020)    120 

4.1.1. Abe’s first term as prime minister       123 

4.1.2. Return to power in 2012        124 

4.1.3. Characteristics of Kantei-leadership under Abe     127 

4.1.4. Other actors in Kantei-led policy-making      144 

4.1.5. Abenomics as an example of Kante-led policy-making    166 

4.1.6. Summary          178 

4.2. The foreign workforce in Japan        181 

4.2.1. Age structure of the population       184 

4.2.2. Labour shortages         186 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

v 
 

4.2.3. Foreign workforce in Japan        195 

4.2.4. Summary          220 

4.3. The Content the 2018 Immigration Act Reform      222 

4.3.1. Details regarding the Specified Skilled Worker (i) and Specified Skilled Worker 

 (ii) visas (respectively SSWI and SSWII)      222 

4.3.2. The SSW as an extension of the TITP       235 

4.3.3. Comparison with Korean reforms       241 

 4.3.4. Summary          247 

4.4. The policy-network behind the 2018 Immigration Act Reform    248 

4.4.1. The policy-making process behind the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment  249 

4.4.2. The policy-network behind the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment   287 

4.4.3. Summary         295 

4.5. Conclusions          296 

 

Chapter 5. The Results of Law Implementation and  the Accommodation Industry 298 

5.1. Japan as a Tourism-Oriented Country       298 

5.2. The characteristics of labour shortages in the accommodation  industry  302 

5.3. Foreign workers in the industry        303 

5.4. Regional revitalisation and foreign staff       304 

5.5. The accommodation industry as part of SSW program     305 

5.6. Status of skilled workers’ employment in the accommodation industry  307 

5.7. Questionnaires          311 

5.8. Conclusions          318 

 

Chapter 6. Conclusions         322 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

vi 
 

References          328 

Appendix 1. Questionnaire Details (English translation)    370 

Appendix 2. Questionnaire Details (Original Japanese version)   376 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

vii 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. The two-track decision-making process under the LDP’s domination  28 

Figure 2. The Iron-Triangle under the ‘55 system      40 

Figure 3. Policy-network under Koizumi’s premiership     74 

Figure 4. Policy-network under Hatoyama       91 

Figure 5. Policy-network under Kan        97 

Figure 6. Policy-network under Noda       100 

Figure 7. Policy-network under Abe’s second administration    165 

Figure 8. The policy-network behind the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment  289 

Figure 9. Routes for entering SSW program (September 2021)    309 

Figure 10. TITP transferees and test takers among SSW program participants  

 (September 2021)         309 

Figure 11. Type of accommodation        312 

Figure 12. Labour shortages         313 

Figure 13. Needed staff and foreign workers' positions     314 

Figure 14. Type of facility and interest in the program     316 

Figure 15. Size of facility and interest in the program     316 

Figure 16. Number of employees and interest in the program    317 

Figure 17. Increase in the number of SSW workers in the accommodation 

Industry          320 

Figure 18. SSW workers in14 industries (September 2021)     320 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

viii 
 

ABBREVIATIONS 

BOJ: the Bank of Japan  

CBPA: the Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs 

CCS: the Chief Cabinet Secretary 

CEFP: Council on Economic and Fiscal Policies 

CS: the Cabinet Secretariat 

CSD: collective self-defence  

DESA: Department of Economic and Social Affairs 

DP: the Democratic Party 

DPJ: the Democratic Party of Japan 

DPP: the Democratic Party for the People 

DSP: the Democratic Socialist Party 

EPA: Economic Partnership Agreement 

FILP: the Fiscal Investment and Loan Program 

FTA: Free Trade Agreement 

GRU: the Government Revitalization Unit 

GWP: the Green Wind Party 

ICESCR: the International Covenant on Economics, Social and Cultural Rights 

ICRRA: the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act 

ISA: the Immigration Service Agency 

ITS: the the Overseas Investment Firm Industrial Trainee System 

JITCO: Japan International Trainee & Skilled Worker Cooperation Organization 

JLPT: Japanese Language Proficiency Test 

JCP: the Japanese Communist Party 

JFBA: the Japan Federation of Bar Associations 

JNP: the Japan New Party 

JNPEA: the Japan Newspaper Publishers and Editors Association 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

ix 
 

JRP: the Japan Renewal Party 

JSDF: Japan Self Defence Forces 

JSP: the Japanese Socialist Party 

LDP: the Liberal Democratic Party 

LP: the Liberal Party 

MAFF: the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 

METI: the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry 

MEXT: the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 

MHLW: the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare 

MIC: the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications 

MLIT: the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism 

MOF: the Ministry of Finance 

MOFA: the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

MOJ: the Ministry of Justice 

NFP: the New Frontier Party 

NSC: the National Security Council 

NSS: the National Security Secretariat 

NSU: the National Strategy Unit 

NPA: the National Police Agency 

ODA: the Official Development Assistance 

OTIT: the Organization for Technical Intern Training 

PARC: the Policy Affairs Research Council 

PKO: Peacekeeping Operations 

PLFP: the People’s Life First Party 

PNP: the People’s New Party 

PR: proportional representation 

RCT: reduced consumption tax 

SBJ: the Statistical Bureau of Japan 

SCAP: the Supreme Commander of Allied Powers 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

x 
 

SDF: the Socialist Democratic Federation  

SDP: the Social Democratic Party 

SHP: Special Higher Police 

SMD: single-member districts 

SMEs: Small and medium-sized enterprises 

SSW: Specified Skilled Worker 

TRF: the Total Fertility Rate 

TITP: the Technical Intern Training Programs] 

TPJ: the Tomorrow Party of Japan 

TPP: the Trans-Pacific Partnership 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

1 
 

Chapter 1. Introduction   

1.1. Research Background  

There were two main questions that caused us to conduct the following research. In the 

macro-perspective, we were interested in finding “how the general structure of policy-

network during Abe's second premiership differed from the ones existing under his 

predecessors”. On the micro-perspective, we concentrated on analysing the case study 

of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment to answer a question of “what was the policy-

network that allowed for the introduction of significant but controversial changes in 

Japan’s immigration legislation”. 

Since Abe's second premiership was a period of an unprecedented strong top-down 

leadership in policy-making, it is of great importance to correctly comprehend the 

strengths and weaknesses of Abe’s policy-making patterns. What is more, it is also 

crucial to understand how the changes that were introduced by Abe’s skilful 

management of policy-making actors influenced the quality of Japanese policy-making. 

There is no doubt that Japanese patterns of policy-making required reform, however, 

there is a lot of discussion whether the changes introduced under Abe’s second 

premiership led in the right direction. While Abe’s influence on policy-making 

decreased the power of bureaucrats and backbenchers and allowed for a more unified 

leadership, it also provided the prime minister with an almost authoritarian hold on 

power bringing risk of a dictatorial rule. 

We believe that the policy-making networks behind the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment present an interesting study case for deepening our comprehension of the 

efficiency of both Abe’s policy-making and Japanese immigration policy-making.  The 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment was one of Abe's political initiatives that was forced 

through policy-making bodies in an authoritative manner, without sufficient 

negotiations, and adds to the ongoing discussion on the potential risks of strong Kantei-

leadership.  

What is more, for decades Japan’s immigration legislation has remained biased, serving 

mostly the interests of Japanese employers, rarely protecting basic rights of Japan’s 

foreign population. While Abe introduced various new legislation for facilitating 

employing foreigners by Japanese companies, they were a build-up on the pre-existing 

patch-work of incoherent regulations. We believe that the question of immigration 
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reform remains one of the most significant for Japan’s future, but since its immigration 

policies are motivated by short-sighted economic gains and placed under the 

conservative control of MOJ’s bureaucrats, Japan remains unable to attract sufficient 

numbers of foreign workers to respond to the needs of its economy. By comprehending 

the policy-making mechanics behind the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, we aimed 

at better understanding the reasons behind the shortcomings of Japan’s immigration 

policies and suggesting a more effective approach for incorporating foreign workers 

into the Japanese economy.  

Finally, we wanted to evaluate the efficiency of Abe’s policy-making and Japanese 

immigration policy by analysing the results of the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment 

on the accommodation industry. The industry, due to its incredibly harsh working 

conditions, has been having serious difficulties in attracting Japanese workers. 

However, the demanding nature of the industry for its workers to possess a high level 

of language skills and culture knowledge makes low-skilled foreign workers seem as 

an extremely unsuitable choice for this industry. Some argue that the industry entered 

the program to fight its shortages of cleaning staff and does not plan to hire foreign 

workers as front staff employees. Such duality, of official job description and true 

reasoning of the industry may suggest that this programme, just as the Technical Intern 

Training Program (TITP), could become nothing more than an official facade for 

introducing cheap foreign labours whose rights will not be well protected. We believe 

that the author’s experience of working in hotels in Japan helped to assess the reasons 

more accurately behind the law amendment and its strong and weak points. 

 

  1.2. Research interest 

The primary aim of this dissertation is to contribute to our knowledge on the policy-

making process in Japan. While there exists a vast literature on the topic, the recent 

trends in Japanese politics led to new changes in the policy-making creating space for 

additional research. The following research deepens our understanding of changes 

occurring in Japanese policy-making mechanisms by focusing on two important aspects. 

First of all, we were interested in presenting a detailed structure of the policy-making 

network that was created under Prime Minister Abe’s strong leadership during his 

second premiership (2012-2020). We were particularly motivated to know how the 
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position of the Prime Minister himself has changed in the policy-making process when 

compared to Abe’s predecessors. 

Secondly, we wanted to strengthen the contributions of our research even further by 

analysing the policy event of 2018 Immigration Act Amendment1 passed under Abe’s 

strong support. We believe that, while Japanese immigration policies constitute a 

crucial part of Japanese politics, not enough attention has been paid to the decision 

process and policy-network behind them. Since Japan faces various challenges caused 

by its declining population, the decisions regarding the country's immigration 

regulations are of great significance for its future. For this reason, we emphasise 

applying the policy-making approach for analysing Japanese immigration legislation. 

We believe that such an approach allows us to better comprehend, not only factors 

shaping details of Japan’s immigration policy, but also its strong or weak points, and 

channels of exerting influence. 

Finally, to better comprehend the results of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment and 

the effectiveness of Abe’s policy-making, we analysed in detail the results of 

implementation of the new visa status program which was introduced by this reform. 

We further deepened our analysis by conducting questionnaires in the accommodation 

industry which is one of the industries participating in the program. The 

accommodation industry presents an interesting case study due to its serious labour 

shortages, difficult work environment, low wages, and high requirements for the 

workers’ skills. What is more it also only in 2020 became included into the Technical 

Intern Trainees (TITP)2 visa scheme which up till 2019 was the main program for 

providing cheap foreign labour to labour hungry SMEs or farming communities. 

Moreover, our personal professional experience of working in Japan’s accommodation 

industry facilitated conducting questionnaires among its representatives and to better 

evaluate industry’s situation. 

 

 
1 In the thesis we use the term “Immigration Act” to refer to the Immigration Control and Refugee 

Recognition Act (ICRRA). 
2 Since the establishment of the program the term “trainee” changed its original meaning and a distinction 

between trainee and intern was introduced. We believe that if we distinguished between both terms and 

used them with slightly different meanings depending on the point in time it could negatively influence 

the text making it difficult to follow. For this reason, in this research, we use the term “trainee” to refer 

to foreigners participating in the program through the years. Where it was necessary, we distinguished 

between a trainee and intern.   
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  1.3. Research approach 

To evaluate the uniqueness of the policy-making process under Abe’s second 

premiership it is important to be able to put it into a comparison with the policy-making 

patterns that existed under previous Japanese administrations and prime ministers. For 

such a comparative perspective the thesis applied political-network theory which 

allowed us to comprehensively discuss the changing power balance among main actors 

participating in policy-making in Japan through the years. 

First of all, the policy-networks framework is applied for describing in detail the 

networks of information and resources exchange between actors with political interests. 

It is used for presenting various interactions among these actors and their possible 

patterns of exerting influence on a policy-decision. We believe that it allows, not only 

for a comparison between different patterns of interaction and power balancing 

regarding different policies, but more importantly between different administrations. 

Moreover, the important characteristic of this approach is that it does not restrict itself 

with official policy-making regulations but includes into the analysis both the formal 

and informal ways in which decision-making power exists both in state and society. 

Still, it needs to be clarified that the complexity of the web of relationships between all 

involved actors often makes it extremely difficult to describe it in its totality. However, 

we believe that this should not discourage attempts for analysis and detailed discussion 

of various relations between actors involved in the policy-making process. 

Secondly, this approach is particularly appropriate for Japan since its society itself has 

been described as a societal network. It means that in Japanese society the connections 

between its various members and the power-structure between them play a very 

important role in shaping everyday relations and interactions. What is more, the 

boundaries between the organizations or actors are traditionally blurred which makes 

their interdependencies even more complicated. Moreover, Japan is also often referred 

to as a consensus building society which often requires exchanges of resources and 

favours between its members. Such a network-based structure of the Japanese society 

itself constitutes an important base behind its policy decision-making system. 

Finally, for decades the core of Japanese policy-making consisted of the so-called iron-

triangle, which described the interdependency between Japanese politicians, business 

groups and bureaucrats. Still, during this period, due to various cultural characteristics 

and institutional factors, it was very difficult to pinpoint which of iron-triangle’s 
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members was the actual power holder and was responsible for the policy decision-

making. Later through changes in the Japanese society many new actors became able 

to influence the process of policy-making and the so called ‘55 system, under which the 

iron-triangle was at its strongest, came to an end. As a result, for two decades Japanese 

actors of policy-making struggled with each other trying to (re)build effective policy-

making networks. The introduced reforms resulted in significant changes in the power 

balance of these networks. It allowed for more decentralized configurations and led to 

creation of new policy-making patterns, where various actors became able use their 

influence and shaped the new policies. The position of the Prime Ministers was also 

significantly strengthened making them an important actor of policy-making. 

Abe's long lasting second term in office is an extremely interesting period for applying 

the policy-networks theory, especially when compared with his predecessors. This 

period is being regarded as an example of an extraordinary concentration of power in 

the hands of the so-called Kantei and unprecedented prime minister’s policy initiative. 

It is believed that Abe, with a great support from his Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS) 

Suga Yoshihide, exerted unique control over the bureaucracy, his own party and the 

business circles, taking prime-ministerial leadership and policy-making initiative to a 

new unprecedented level. We believe that the policy-network theory was an important 

tool that allowed us to discuss the general policy-making patterns that existed under 

Abe’s second premiership. Analysing changes in formal and informal rules or norms in 

policy-networks allowed us to compare Abe`s policy-making patterns with the patterns 

used under previous governments.  

 

  1.4. Research methods 

This thesis is exploratory research aiming to build upon the existing knowledge on 

policy-making in Japan and to deepen this knowledge with original research about the 

policy-making patterns under Abe’s second premiership (2012-2020) with the special 

attention to the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment. Due to its exploratory nature 

qualitative research allows to adjust the research depending on the findings among its 

various data. In consequence, it also allowed for extensive and in-depth description of 

complex relations between various actors participating in Japanese policy-making. 
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Both primary and secondary resources were used, including surveys, extensive 

literature review and analysis of the official documents. 

This approach allowed for a deeper understanding of the changes that occurred in the 

policy-networks under Abe’s leadership. We believe such an approach was the most 

suitable for achieving our goal of comprehending the forces behind the policy-making 

process in Japan under Abe’s second premiership. 

 

  Secondary resources 

For contextualization and better understanding of the complexity of changes occurring 

in Japanese society, and in consequence in its policy-making process, an in-depth 

research based on the secondary resources provided a vast background for the 

dissertation. A rich variety of publications, official documents, government 

publications, newspaper articles etc formed the basis for explanation of such issues as 

the history of policy-making in Japan, realities of foreign labour market in Japan and 

the description of immigration law in Japan. 

 

  Primary resources 

The analysis of the secondary resources was further strengthened with questionnaires. 

Due to lack of access to Japanese politicians and decision-makers we conducted in-

depth interviews with academics specialising in the issues related to Japanese 

immigration policies and foreign labours. Their valuable input allowed us to deepen 

our understanding of the complexity of the patch-work of Japan’s visa programs. What 

is more, they also served as a source of important knowledge regarding the factors 

behind the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment. 

Moreover, to better comprehend the factors behind the inclusion of the accommodation 

industry into the 2018 reform, we conducted questionnaires with the representatives of 

the industry. We believe that such questionnaires allowed for collecting information 

based on the first-hand experience of the respondents that would have been difficult to 

access by using any other research tool. 
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  1.5. Significance of the study 

During Abe’s second premiership Japan faced various challenges, but also underwent 

significant internationalization. One of the most significant policies introduced during 

Abe's second term in office was the 2018 Amendment of the Immigration Act. Even 

though an increase of labour immigration has been presented as a difficult issue for 

Japan, the amendment introduced unprecedented changes allowing for employment of 

low-skilled workers. 

It is important to answer a question whether Abe`s strong premiership led to such 

changes in policy-making structure that allowed him to become more independent in 

his policy initiative. The following study contributes to our understanding of the policy-

making process under Abe’s second premiership and allows for comparison of how the 

position of prime minister in this process has changed. Additionally, this study is of 

importance because it brings into the literature a case study on labour shortage and 

foreigners’ participation in the job market. Finding the factors that allowed for wider 

access to the Japanese labour market for foreigners allows for better comprehension of 

Japanese immigration policy. On the other hand, the shortcoming of the 2018 

Immigration Act Amendment and its limited influence on participating industries and 

the labour market allowed debate, not only the problems of decision-making process 

behind the immigration legislation, but also the issues with Kantei-led policy-initiative. 

Finally, and most significantly, by analysing the policy-network of 2018 Immigration 

Act Amendment we contribute to our understanding of the role and possible influence 

of CCS Suga on the policy-making decisions and process under Abe’s second 

premiership. Including CCS Suga into the analysis offers additional comprehension of 

diversity in policy-making patterns under Abe’s leadership. 

By closing our argument with detailed analysis of the policy-results in the 

accommodation industry we wanted to present an example for analysing the 

effectiveness of these new policy-making patterns. What is more, we also wanted to 

include in our argument the problem of immigration policies being shaped to serve as 

a tool to solve temporary economic difficulties, and not as a policy agenda to introduce 

meaningful positive changes to both Japanese economy and society by introducing 

favourable conditions under which foreigners could significantly contribute to 

revitalisation of Japan. We believe that such shortcomings of Japanese immigration 

legislation are mainly caused by the fact that it is often initiated by economic interests 
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of related industries, it is shaped into law by conservative Ministry of Justice (MOJ), 

and it is adjusted to the rightist mind-set of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)’s 

politicians and their supporters. If in reality these actors and their agenda were behind 

shaping of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, it would mean that the strong policy-

initiative by Kantei’s did not necessarily lead to improvements in the quality of 

introduced policies. 

Still, it needs to be emphasised that the results of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment 

and its potential influence as a measure of improving the issue of labour shortages in 

Japan were strongly influenced by the sudden outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic. The 

crisis had a negative influence on the Japanese economy and caused many companies 

to close or decrease their operations. As a result, many workers lost their jobs and in 

such industries as accommodation or restaurant industry the issues of labour shortages 

lost on its insignificancy. On the other hand, strict border restrictions hold many foreign 

workers outside the country directly leading to a serious labour crisis in the agriculture 

industry which for years has been strongly dependent on foreign workers coming into 

the country with the TITP visa program. Even when this thesis was finalised at the end 

of 2021 the difficult situation in many industries, including the accommodation industry, 

was not resolved. At the same time, the Japanese government, facing low interest in the 

new visa program that was introduced by the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, 

undertook action to further relax immigration restrictions for unskilled foreign workers 

to attract them to the country in the near future. 

 

  1.6. The Structure 

The thesis is composed of 6 chapters. The introduction is followed by the second 

chapter where the theoretical framework and the methodology applied in this research 

were explained in detail. The chapter covers the key concepts and relations in the 

policy-networks framework and their application in the research. For better 

understanding of the policy-networks existing in Japanese society the cultural factors, 

key actors and the concept of the iron-triangle were also presented. In the second part 

of the chapter such components of the research methods as, research questions, methods 

of data collection and research limitations were explained. The third chapter, which 

constitutes our literature review, presented in detail the changes in Japanese policy-
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making patterns that occurred between 1955 and 2012 when Prime Minister Abe 

returned to power for the second time. The special attention was paid to the role the 

prime ministers played in introducing these changes and how it shifted their position in 

the policy-making networks even further. What is more, we also described the history 

of Japan's immigration policy-making with the special attention to the reforms related 

to the labour migration. This additional knowledge helps to better understand the lack 

of innovativeness in the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment. In the fourth chapter we 

presented the details of the policy-making patterns under Abe’s second premiership. In 

the following part of the chapter, we also analysed the details of the 2018 Immigration 

Act Amendment which were contextualised into the societal and labour-related factors 

that strongly influenced this policy event. In the fifth chapter we evaluated the results 

of Abe's policy-making patterns behind the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment by 

analysing the general results of the reform. What is more, we discussed in detail the 

difficult situation of the accommodation industry and the factors that caused its labour 

shortages before we presented in detail the number of foreigners who were employed 

with the new visa status. Finally, we deepened our analysis by presenting the results of 

the questionnaires that we conducted among the representatives of the industry. The 

final sixth chapter includes our evaluation of the policy-networks created by Abe, the 

role of the prime minister in it and its influence on the quality of policy results. What is 

more, we elaborate in more detail about the influence that Abe’s policy-making patterns 

had on Japan’s immigration policy.  
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Chapter 2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

 

  2.1. Theoretical Framework 

The main purpose of this thesis is to examine the patterns of the policy-making under 

the second Abe’s premiership. Special attention was paid to the role and influence of 

the Prime Minister Abe and the Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS) on the process. To 

evaluate the uniqueness of these patterns during this period it is important to be able to 

effectively compare them with the policy-making patterns that existed under previous 

Japanese administrations and prime ministers. 

For such a comparative perspective, the thesis applies the policy-network theory which 

we believe allows us to comprehensively discuss changing power balance among main 

actors participating in policy-making in Japan through the years. 

The following chapter explains the theoretical approach that was used in this research 

to conceptualize and analyse the policy-making process in Japan. It first explains the 

policy-networks theory that was used in this study. The main concepts and relations of 

policy-networks were also described in detail for better understanding of the complexity 

of the policy-network structure. Following, the application of policy-networks theory 

to the research of change in the policy-making process was elaborated on. Finally, this 

theory was applied to the Japanese case by identifying Japanese actors of policy-

networks and the basic power relationship shaping policy-making process in the 

country. 

 

  2.1.1. General concept 

For the following research organizational state approach policy-networks’ analytical 

framework was applied. The organizational state approach emphasises that in modern 

societies due to various connections between state and society the boundaries become 

blurred leading to a melange of inter-organisational power relations when it comes to 

policy-making. 

The policy-networks framework states that there exist networks of information and 

resources exchange between actors having political interests. It allows for a detailed 
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description of various interactions among the actors participating in the policy process 

as a whole. We believe that it allows, not only for comparisons between different 

patterns of interaction and power balancing regarding different policies, but also and 

more importantly between different administrations. The important characteristic of 

this approach is that it does not restrict itself with official policy-making regulations, 

but includes into the analysis both the formal and informal ways in which decision-

making power exists both in state and society (Knoke et al. 1996, 3). Still, the 

complexity of the web of relationships between all involved actors may make it 

extremely difficult for being discussed in its totality. However, this should not 

discourage attempts for analysis and detailed description of various relations between 

actors involved in the policy-making process (Knoke et al. 1996, 4). 

While some of the actors may act solely on behalf of public interest, most of them 

become involved in the policy-making process to protect their interest or at least 

minimize any possible loss. Politicians are often motivated by their electoral interests, 

bureaucrats aim at strengthening their ministry’s power or enlarge their budget, 

corporations pursue various profits, and social organizations struggle for those with no 

access to policy-making. Despite the fact that the distinction between state and civil 

society blurred in modern societies and various actors became able to influence policy-

making, the formal authority to make legally binding decisions is an important 

distinctive characteristic of state actors. For this reason, the state organizations remain 

the central actors of the policy-making process, with other actors using their possible 

connections and relations to participate in it and influence actors who possess the direct 

influence on decision-making (Knoke et al. 1996, 7). 

The organizational state perspective is interested in the entire policy process, from the 

initial conceptualization, through negotiation process, to its implementation and 

evaluation. It analyses interests of various actors along the process, events influencing 

it, and their influence at the different stages (Knoke et al. 1996, 15). 

 

  2.1.2. Policy domain and its components 

To effectively discuss the network of policy-making process organizational state 

approach introduces key concepts. The basic unit of analysis in the organizational state 

approach is the policy domain. The boundaries of policy domains are often blurred with 

many actors, such as specific ministries often being interested in exercising influence 
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in many domains. Actors have interest in specific domains in order to protect their 

various interests. Each domain includes actors for whom specific problems are of 

importance, but who often have opposing preferences. The domain is an arena of 

complicated relations where binding decisions on specific topics are made, 

implemented and evaluated in a collective manner (Knoke et al. 1996, 9-11). Policy 

domain examples include such vast issues like agriculture, international policy, 

immigration but also as narrowed ones as nuclear energy, environmental protection, 

women empowerment, high-ways laws, abduction issue. 

This research is particularly interested in the policy domain of Japanese legislation 

related to immigration. The history of Japan’s immigration regulations, and various 

attempts for securing foreign workers for local companies, are presented in the further 

parts of the thesis. They serve as an informative background for detailed analysis of the 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment. 

What is more, the policy domain is constructed of four basic components (Knoke et al. 

1996, 10-11): 

 

① policy actors 

An actor is a „social entity able to pursue its goals in a unitary manner”. Organizational 

state perspective emphasises that „only organizations can mobilize sufficient resources 

to continuously monitor policy activities (...) and to intervene effectively to affect 

collective decisions.” For this reason, individuals are not regarded as actors capable of 

influencing policy-making outcome. The only way for the individuals to exert influence 

on policy-making is through formal organizations within which they are able to 

cooperate to achieve shared goals (Knoke et al. 1996, 11-12). However, for this thesis 

it is important to emphasise that some of Japanese prime ministers become powerful 

actors actively undertaking the task of reshaping, initiating and influencing policy-

making and for this reason we regard also individuals as potential influential actors. 

What is more, in our research we were particularly interested in the position of the 

Prime Minister Abe in the policy-making process during his second premiership (2012-

2020). We believe that due to various factors and undertakings Abe was able to 

establish a quite unprecedented position for himself in this process. To fully present the 

uniqueness of Abe’s influence on the decision-making we support our argument by 

putting it in a comparison with some of his predecessors. 
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Moreover, despite Abe’s strong position in the policy-making network, our research 

showed that there exist many other actors actively participating in the policy-making 

network under his leadership. It is essential to explain that Abe’s strong position as a 

prime minister was built on his closest entourage that he strongly depended on. The 

term “Kantei”, which refers to the Prime Minister’s residence, is used to describe those 

closest among Abe’s co-workers (usually including the CCS, three deputy chief cabinet 

secretaries, three assistant chief cabinet secretaries, prime minister’s special advisers 

and executive secretaries, as well as special advisers to the cabinet) who were essential 

for his strong leadership during his second time in office (Mulgan 2018, 2). Many of 

Abe’s advisors and closest co-workers from his Kantei were able to influence different 

policy events. For example, in shaping Japan’s immigration and foreign labour related 

policies these actors included: CCS Suga, Ministers of Justice, bureaucrats from the 

Ministry of Justice, Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)’s politicians, opposition 

politicians, business representatives and so on. 

 

② policy interests 

Some actors follow their ideology agenda when deciding their interest into a policy, 

however most of them are interested in policies that can influence them, their 

institutions or their constituents. Still, sometimes an organization can become interested 

in a specific policy, just to repay a favour to another organization that supported them 

regarding their interests in other policies. In general, actors are involved into a policy 

domain by various interests, which define their preferred outcomes of the policy-

making process (Knoke et al. 1996, 13). 

Our research showed that the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment became an interest 

for many actors of the policy-making networks so that they could respond to the needs 

of their constituents or to gain from it directly. While many business representatives or 

LDP politicians pushed for the reform to protect their various interests, other actors 

opposed the reform for the same reason. The LDP was a particularly interesting actor 

in this policy event because its ideological agenda suggests that its members should 

oppose the reform. Still, our research showed that since many of the companies in their 

constituencies were supportive of the reform, LDP's politicians decided to support it. 

Moreover, the concept of policy interest is further divided by organizational state 

approach into three breadth levels: 
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※ subfield – since policy domains are usually quite vast, they can be further divided 

into subfields, thus helping to categorize interests more specifically. Still boundaries 

are not strictly decided, and the actors can have interests in various subfields of a 

domain. 

※ issue – is often a broad of substantive matter. It allows actors of a domain to organize 

themselves around it. Though during policy-making initiatives issues can be either 

further divided or put together. Some of the actors tend to actively develop issues of 

their preference, while others just choose the issues favourable for them in a passive 

and reactive way. 

※ event – are specific factors or decisions located at a specific time and place. They 

either lead to the policy decision or can be this decision itself (Knoke et al. 1996, 14-

15). 

Japan’s immigration policy domain consists of many subfields. While we are interested 

in the subfield of legislation regulating the presence of foreign workers in Japan, 

immigration regulations also include such subfields as recognition of refugee status, 

deportation procedures, border control etc. Since the presence of foreign workers in 

Japan is a very multi-layered problem there exist different policy issues related to this 

subfield. They can include such issues as language education, job security, labour rights, 

health care or even security control, naturalisation and so on. We are interested in the 

policy-network behind the issue of introducing foreign workers to Japan's labour 

market. Still, since as we explained above, issues are easily reshaped by being put 

together or divided by the actors interested in them, in reality many other issues of 

policy-making were inseparably connected with our main issue and cannot be omitted 

in our deliberations. Finally, as a policy event we researched the policy-making network 

behind the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment that introduced a new residence category 

allowing for employment of unskilled labourers in Japan. 

 

③ power relations 

Along the policy-making process different actors possess different levels of 

information and resources often defined by their location either near the centres or on 

the peripheries of resource networks. Both information and resources are exchanged 

during this process of policy-making between the actors of the same or opposite goals. 

Those actors who are in possession of a significant amount of either of them has bigger 
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power over influencing policy-making outcomes. This access to both information and 

resources creates power balance between the actors. It enforces the need for individual 

actors to organize themselves to be able to produce favourable effects. Often the 

accessibility of resources and information to particular actors results in an emergence 

of a stable and institutionalized structure for the exchange network, which in 

consequence further reinforces the inequalities between the actors (Knoke et al. 1996, 

17-19). 

In our research we discovered that Prime Minister Abe, by various initiatives and 

restructuring, reshaped the power relations between various actors of policy-making. 

Abe’s Kantei became the centre of policy-making and possessed the largest resources 

to use for influencing other actors. Still, while it does not mean that other actors were 

not able to influence Kantei and policy-initiatives, the available channels and patterns 

were changed significantly. 

 

④ collective actions 

We talk about collective action when at least three organizations cooperate with each 

other to obtain a preferred policy event outcome. The most common collective actions 

are mobilization, publicity and lobbying. We talk about mobilization when some of the 

resources accessible to the cooperating organizations are being used to achieve the 

collective goal. Publicity refers to promoting preferences via the media to influence 

either the actors that can influence policy outcome or to the general public to gain their 

support and put pressure on the dominant actors of a policy domain. Finally, lobbying 

are attempts of directly persuading governmental authorities to support a policy 

outcome favourable for the group. All these actions may be directed not only towards 

the government with decisive powers, but also to various neutral actors or even actors 

supporting the opposite goals (Knoke et al. 1996, 20). 

During Abe’s second premiership collective actions seemed to play a less significant 

role in influencing policy outcomes. Still, while Abe’s leadership was characterised by 

a strong top-down policy initiative, these initiatives were often shaped by lobbying by 

different actors or in a face of potential public discord. During the policy event of the 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment, we observed a strong lobbying by interested actors 

with the CCS Suga or LDP’s politicians which resulted in the policy initiative and 

secured Abe’s support. 
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  2.1.3. Key relations 

The organizational state approach divides actors and the type of the relation between 

them depending on the level of their interest or engagement into a policy initiative and 

the communication insensitivity between them. These key relations and the policy-

making process where we can observe a gradual decrease in the size of the groups 

participating in it on different stages is often presented by the organizational state 

approach as a funnel. This funnel illustrates how at the beginning various actors are 

interested in the issue but the further the policy-making negotiations and process goes 

the number of actors able and ability to influence it decreases significantly (Knoke et 

al. 1996, 25-26). 

The most general of these relations is issue public, which refers to all organizations 

interested in all issues related to a certain policy domain. It is not a level of interest 

where particular policy proposals would be important, so that issue public includes 

actors of different and opposite preferences. It does not require any specific level of 

communication between the actors regarding the issue. In the case of the immigration 

policy domain the issue public includes, not only the politicians, bureaucrats, and 

business representatives, but also academics, activists and the general citizens and 

residents. 

The next level of social structural formation is event public which refers to all the actors, 

who are part of a certain domain, who are slightly interested by a particular event. Also 

here, the actors included in the event public represent different or opposing goals. Event 

public even includes people attracted to an event due to its media coverage who are 

interested in it but remain passive toward it. Actors are not required to maintain direct 

or even indirect communication with each other to belong to an event public. For the 

policy event of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment the event public included 

politicians, bureaucrats, SMEs representatives, organisations profiting from 

introducing foreign workers to Japan, academics, activists, lawyers, the general citizens, 

residents and foreigners interested in working in Japan. 

Advocacy circle is a group of at least three organizations which belong to the same 

event public and who more importantly prefer the same outcome of an event and 

communicate with each other both directly and indirectly about the policy related 

problems. Still, belonging to an advocacy circle does not require the actors to actively 

participate in efforts to influence the policy decision. Since advocacy circles are all 
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result oriented, there exist various advocacy circles regarding the same event that are 

composed of actors preferring different outcomes. In addition, advocacy circle existing 

in the same domain for different events may have partially overlapping membership. 

For the policy event of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, we can easily distinguish 

the members of the event public in two advocacy circles: pro and against the reform. 

Still, such distinction may be an oversimplification since many of these actors differed 

slightly in their reason for supporting or opposing the reform and preferred slightly 

different outcome. 

Action set refers to members of an advocacy circle who actively participate in 

influencing policy outcome. They all prefer the same outcome of an event, are in direct 

or indirect communication with each other, and together participate in various activities 

to influence the outcome. It is important to emphasise that if communication networks 

between actors of one advocacy circle are weak, more than one action set supporting 

the same policy event outcome may emerge (Knoke et al. 1996, 21-22). With regard to 

the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, we can easily identify the action set supporting 

the reform. It was led by CCS Suga and his closest entourage, with support from Prime 

Minister Abe, strong lobbying from SMEs and the Ministry of Justice (MOJ). Since the 

MOJ had different interests than SMEs’ lobbyists the Ministry and its supporters may 

be regarded as an additional action set in the support of the reform. On the other hand, 

we observed that the action set against the reform was even more divided, also due to 

the structural changes introduced by Abe as an attempt to strengthen his influence on 

the policy-making, and as a result was able to exert only slight influence on the policy 

outcome. 

What is more, for the results of policy-making in a specific policy domain the 

characteristic of the relations between the actors plays a very important role. If actors’ 

participation in different policy events is strongly polarized, which means actors 

strongly prefer one of the sides regardless of the event, it indicates strong distinction 

between the actors and suggests that it is difficult for them to find a compromise during 

policy-making negotiations. If this opposition network structure is more diffused it 

proves that some actors, depending on the event, change their preferences. It allows 

them to act as negotiators and facilitate bargaining between more radical groups, but 

also to be important game players that can influence the outcome of a policy (Knoke et 

al. 1996, 23). 
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  2.1.4. Dynamics in policy domains 

Taking into account all these concepts, we can conclude that according to the 

organizational state approach policy-making occurs within specialized domains. In 

each of such domains various actors are interested to a different level into various 

related issues. Between these actors exist various complicated networks regulating their 

interdependency, power struggle and influence on policy-making outcomes. Since the 

position and influence of the actors within the domain depends on their access to 

information and resources, over the years usually these domains developed quite stable 

power structures dominated by the most powerful actors. The core position in the 

networks belong to the actors having the largest access to both information and 

resources, which they can further use for negotiations with actors that are placed in 

more peripheral regions of the network due to their limited resources. To overcome 

these shortcomings, actors tend to form alliances to achieve their common policy goals. 

Still, since the sustaining of an alliance requires a lot of resources and attention, 

coalitions are often reconstituted. What is more, since the same actors of one domain 

do not always agree with each other on desired policy outcomes of other events, 

alliances change. To create strategic alliances that would last longer than a single event 

actors exchange not simply the resources but also their support on events of lesser 

interest to receive in return help on events of higher importance. Collective support for 

a policy outcome can also be used as a tactic to overcome the structural nature of a 

network created over the years between the actors (Knoke et al. 1996, 8-9). 

The organizational state approach emphasises that analysis of network structures 

improves our understanding of the influence of the core policy domain organizational 

structure on the policy-making process and outcome. It suggests that the networks 

created between various actors serve the goal of strengthening their negotiating position 

against the core actors and possibly sway the final decision in their favour. The key 

question concerns how networks contribute to policy-making outcomes, especially 

against the dominant power structure of a domain (Knoke et al. 1996, 19). 

 

  2.1.5. Application in the thesis 

The tradition of applying the idea of policy-networks as a framework for analysing the 

policy-making process started in the 1970s. As it was described in the previous part of 
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this chapter the basic concept of the policy-network approach describes the relations 

between various actors, both governmental and private, interested in policy-making 

outcomes. Still, there is no one united vision of policy-networks and various researchers 

suggest their own variation for this approach creating more and more extensive 

literature. The difference in approaches represented in various research has different 

sources. Some differences are a consequence of characteristics of the countries or 

sectors under research, while others are a consequence of a different research focus. In 

consequence, different researchers may use the term to mean something slightly 

different. 

Compston (2009) states that if there was a common point to be found among various 

research it would be the idea that the relationship between various actors of policy-

network is strongly based on dependence on and exchange of various resources. 

However, he also emphasises that the reason for such exchange not necessarily must be 

an achievement of a desired policy result itself, which sheds light on how multi-levelled 

the networks really are (Compston 2009, 7). As factors strongly influencing the 

dynamics of a network he recognizes, not only the power balance of resources 

accessible to the actors, but also their preferences, strategies, perceptions of problematic 

issues, preferable solutions, and rules or norms existing within a network (Compston 

2009, 18). 

What is more, in many analysis policy-networks are often regarded as stable if not 

ritualized. Since there exists a certain level of stability when it comes to the actors 

involved in policy-making in a particular domain some researchers believe that the 

actors interact with each other frequently creating, not only stable patterns of resources 

exchange, but also a consensus on the rules prevailing in the domain which in 

consequence results in institutionalisation of domain’s networks (Compston 2009, 9). 

For this reason, policy-networks theory is often regarded as more suitable to describe 

policy stability than a policy change. However, in his research Compston (2009) 

presents that patterns of exchanges in policy-networks can be strongly influenced by 

various factors leading to, not only amendments in policies, but also to changes in the 

power structure of a network and its policy-making patterns. There are various factors 

that may influence policy-networks such as: changes in access to resources by actors, 

appearance of new actors, changes in preferences or strategies, changes in rules or 

norms, new perceptions of problems or solutions, and finally changes of external factors. 
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For this reason, he suggests that policy-network theory is an approach that can be 

applied to research causality behind changes in policies by analysing changes taking 

place in policy-networks. The goal of policy-network theory as a theory of policy 

change is to present a comprehensive account of what caused changes in preferences of 

policy actors and in the patterns of resources exchange (Compston 2009, 34-35). 

The version of policy-network theory used in this study first applies Knoke et al. 

(1996)’s conceptualization of policy-network structure and its basic exchange patterns. 

Next, it builds on Compston (2009)’s understanding of policy-network theory as a 

theory allowing for analysing both factors behind particular policy changes as well as 

reasons behind structural changes of policy-networks themselves. 

 

  2.1.6. Application of the theory to Japan 

In the case of Japan, its society has been described as a societal network itself. It means 

that in Japanese society, just as in the policy-networks theory, the connections between 

various actors and the power-structure between them are very important in everyday 

life interactions. What is more, Japan is also often referred to as a consensus building 

society which, as in the case of policy-making, often requires exchanges of resources 

and favours between the actors. Although Japanese political culture has been 

characterized as strongly centralized, patriarchal, paternalistic, and homogenous. For 

many decades the centre of the highly integrated policy-making network remained 

under strong influence of elitist bureaucrats and the dominant single political party. In 

the 1990s Japan’s rapid growth and changes in the international situation allowed for 

bigger accountability and partly broke down the elite’s ability to unitarily impose its 

will. Various interest groups became able to negotiate with the government, the 

bureaucrats and business circles regarding preferred policy outcomes (Knoke et al. 

1996, 60-61). 

As a result, we can observe significant changes in the general structure of Japanese 

policy-networks through the years. As the following chapters will show, the stable 

policy-network that existed under LDP’s domination was strongly influenced by 

changes taking place in the Japanese society that led to the end of ‘55 system. These 

social changes caused that for two decades Japanese actors of policy-making struggled 

with each other trying to (re)build an effective policy-network. In consequence, factors 
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such as reforms and strong leadership of particular politicians led to significant changes 

in power balance of the policy-network and in consequence in policy-making patterns. 

Finally, Abe's long lasting second premiership was an extremely interesting period for 

applying the policy-networks theory. While Abe's ruling style during these years was 

very similar to the strong leadership of Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichirō, in many 

aspects he was able to exercise unprecedented hold on power and control over other 

actors of the policy-making process. For this reason, the characteristics of his policy-

making patterns attracted a lot of attention and resulted in various research. However, 

Abe has been known mostly for his economic agenda, nicknamed Abenomics, and 

nationalistic security policies. For this reason, much of the work is devoted to 

comprehending the policy-making patterns of these two domains. We aim to build up 

on this knowledge and broaden our comprehension of the issue by analysing the policy-

making process behind the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment. We believe that this 

policy event presents an additional pattern of policy-making network under Abe’s 

Kantei and its comprehension shall broaden our knowledge on Abe’s influence on the 

policy initiative. What is more, we believe that by applying the policy-network theory 

to Abe’s second premiership and by presenting changes in both formal and informal 

rules or norms in policy-networks we should be able to compare Abe`s policy-making 

patterns with those existing under his predecessors. It is important to try to answer a 

question whether Abe`s strong premiership led to changes into policy-making structure 

and allowed for him to be more independent in his policy-making initiative. 

 

  2.1.7. The actors of Japanese policy-making 

As it was mentioned above, changes in Japanese society allowed a larger number of 

actors to exert different levels of influence on the policy-making process during 

different policy events. Still, the decision-making remains strongly centralized with the 

Prime Minister, Kantei, the Cabinet, the Diet members, politicians, bureaucrats, and 

business representatives influencing the policy-making process to a different extent 

during its various stages (Curtis 1999, 55). While different actors participate in various 

policy-networks depending on their interest, to be able to effectively apply the policy-

network approach to policy-making under Abe’s second premiership and to compare 

the policy-making patterns under different administrations it is essential to first 

correctly identify all the possible actors taking part in this process. Still, it needs to be 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

22 
 

emphasised that due to the various connections existing between the actors of policy-

making the boundaries between them are often blurred and our distinction needs to 

remain flexible. 

 

① The Diet 

The Diet is the highest organ of state power in Japan as defined by its Constitution of 

1947. It consists of the Lower House, called the House of Representatives, and the 

Upper House, the House of Councillors. The Lower House has 465 members who are 

elected for a four-year term. Out of this number 295 of members of the House are 

elected from single-member constituencies, while the remaining 180 are elected from 

11 multi-member constituencies based on the national party-list system of proportional 

representation. The Upper House consists of 245 members who are elected for a six-

year term, with half of them elected every 3 years. 147 of the members of the Upper 

House are elected from the 47 prefectural districts by single non-transferable vote, 

while 98 of them are elected from a nationwide list by proportional representation. 

We distinguish three categories of Diet sessions: ordinary, extraordinary, and special. 

The ordinary session, which is convened once a year since January for 150 days, is the 

most important because it is during this session that the Diet needs to approve the 

budget for the next year and pass all the laws necessary for its implementation 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 26-27). This limited time that can be used by the Diet to pass all 

the necessary laws is one of its biggest disadvantages. In consequence, most of the 

negotiations and decisions are being made in various committees beforehand and the 

Diet itself serves as a “legitimizing mechanism” (Bochorodycz 2010, 28). Both Houses 

of the Diet have a system of committees, standing or special committees, where policy 

discussion is being held (Bochorodycz 2010, 29).  The House Management Committees 

in both Houses oversee distributing seats in these committees and scheduling passage 

of the bills which is an extremely powerful role. However, it is important to mention 

that the Diet and the House Management Committees hardly ever served as an arena of 

intra-party or policy negotiations. Many negotiations, consensus seeking, or 

compromise reaching have been traditionally done during unofficial meetings or parties 

between members of each party's Diet-strategy committee known as kokutai politics. 

Such unofficial meetings serve as an arena to negotiate and trade deals to guarantee 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

23 
 

efficient parliamentary process itself. For this reason, the Diet has been often regarded 

as a mere place to do lip-service for the public where opposition parties had a chance 

to officially protest the government's policies. Similarly, the House Management 

Committees served for confirming informal personal and schedule agreements reached 

during kokutai meetings (Curtis 1999, 116-120). 

 

② The Courts 

Bochorodycz (2010) presents the concept of “judicial passivism” stating that Japanese 

courts tend to take a neutral position on political issues, which makes their procedures 

a formality (Bochorodycz 2010, 30). Such a situation is a consequence of politicians’ 

influence on various judicial institutions. They have direct control over judicial 

appointments and indirect-one, through the General Secretariat of the Supreme Court 

of Japan, to influence judicial decisions. Ramseyer and MacCall (1993) believe that 

politicians were able to often punish the judges who criticized the ruling party, made 

decisions harmful for politicians’ interests, or opposed the decisions made by the 

General Secretariat of the Supreme Court. He also states that the Supreme Court making 

decisions in cases of political nature often protects the interests of the LDP (Ramseyer 

and MacCall 1993, 162, 178-179). On the other hand, courts have no upper hand over 

the politicians because they have no authority to interpret the law which is completely 

in the hands of the Cabinet Legislation Bureau and the ministries (Bochorodycz 2010, 

31). 

 

③ The Prime Minister 

The influence of the Japanese prime ministers on policy-making has been an interest of 

various research. For many years the leadership of prime ministers has been limited by 

many culturally rooted norms and informal structures developed during the LDP’s rule, 

such as the existence of factions and tribes, the seniority system or bureaucratic 

sectionalism (Zakowski et al. 2018, 17-18). What is more, the traditional policy-making 

process under the ’55 system is described as a ‘two-track decision-making process’ (see 

Figure 1) which meant that the policies were made through extensive negotiations in 

both the relevant ministries and the ruling party (Zakowski 2015, 7).  In consequence 

many of the prime ministers, instead of actively ruling in a top-down manner, had to 
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constantly balance between the interests of factions of the ruling party and these of 

different ministries (Zakowski et al. 2018, 17-18) Such responsibilities significantly 

weakened the possibility for prime ministers to actively undertake policy-making 

initiative (Zakowski 2015, 7). 

However, due to various reforms introduced in the 1990s the position of the prime 

minister in the policy-making process got stronger (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 87). 

The prime minister is allowed by law to appoint and dismiss ministers of state, represent 

the cabinet, submit bills, report on general national affairs and foreign relations to the 

Diet, supervise various administrative branches (Bochorodycz 2010, 30-31). Moreover, 

the intensified interest by the public into the government increased the pressure on the 

prime minister. Not only did the prime minister’s survival start to depend more on the 

public support, but also the party’s electoral performance depended on it (Kabashima 

and Steel 2010, 86-87). As a result, prime ministers chose to support policy initiatives 

that were of special interest to them, such as policies influencing electoral success, 

having historical importance or being of personal significance. At the same time, prime 

ministers seldom chose long term goals, but instead concentrated on policies that could 

be finalized during their term in office (Bochorodycz 2010, 60-61). What is more, 

Zakowski (2015) states that one of the problems influencing the prime minister’s 

policy-making initiative was the fact that the Prime Minister’s Office and the Cabinet 

Secretariat (CS) were traditionally staffed by bureaucrats temporally dispatched from 

various ministries. Their loyalty laid within their own ministries, and they were said to 

often interfere with prime ministers’ decisions and to act as spies for their ministries. 

In consequence, prime ministers had difficulties with imposing a coherent policy in a 

top-down fashion and to secure their cooperation (Zakowski 2015, 6, 20; Zakowski et 

al. 2018, 18). 

 

④ The Cabinet 

The prime minister leads the cabinet, which includes up to 17 Ministers of State 

(including Ministers without portfolio and the Chief Cabinet Secretary). The prime 

minister is allowed by law to appoint and dismiss ministers of state, represent the 

cabinet, submit bills, report on general national affairs and foreign relations to the Diet, 

supervise various administrative branches (Bochorodycz 2010, 30-31; Prime Minister 

of Japan and His Cabinet, n.d.). Traditionally the cabinet portfolios were distributed 
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based on the ability to gain votes and seniority. What is more, to distribute ministerial 

positions to many senior members of LDP the ministers changed often, and LDP statute 

allowed them to stay in the office for no longer than 2 consecutive years. In 

consequence the ministers lacked experience and expertise in the affairs of their 

respective ministries and strongly depended on bureaucrats. In consequence, the 

ministries were able to accumulate tremendous know-how in exerting influence on the 

decision-making process and to effectively promote their own interests (Curtis 2002b, 

13; Zakowski 2015, 6, 20). 

Because regulations stipulate that a cabinet must resign when the post of the prime 

minister becomes vacant, cabinets change when a prime minister resigns. What is more, 

while cabinets were often reshuffled to satisfy the ambitions of ruling party’s politicians, 

they also are obliged to resign when the first session of the Diet is conveyed after a 

general election of the Lower House. Calling a Lower House election is also a tactic 

often used if the Lower House passes a non-confidence resolution or rejects a 

confidence resolution because the cabinet does not need to resign immediately if the 

house is dissolved within ten days and election is scheduled (Prime Minister of Japan 

and His Cabinet, n.d.) 

 

⑤ The Cabinet Secretariat 

The prime minister and the cabinet have the Cabinet Office and the Cabinet Secretariat 

(CS) at their disposal to support their activities. The CS is in charge of the cabinet’s 

public relations, it coordinates ministries and agencies, undertakes everyday tasks etc. 

One of the important politicians who also actively influence the policy-making process 

in Japan is the chief cabinet secretary who is the head of the CS. He is often chosen 

among prime minister’s closest and most trusted associates. His responsibilities include 

acting as the spokesperson of the government, supervising a general policy coordination, 

being the negotiator between the government and ministries or the party, collection of 

information and research (Bochorodycz 2010, 31; Zakowski et al. 2018, 18). Zakowski 

(2015) states that one of the problems influencing prime minister’s policy-making 

initiative is the fact that the Prime Minister’s Office and the Cabinet Secretariat were 

traditionally staffed by bureaucrats temporally dispatched from various ministries. 

Their loyalty laid within their own ministries and were said to often interfere with prime 
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ministers’ decisions and acting as spies for their ministries (Zakowski 2015, 6, 20; 

Zakowski et al. 2018, 18). 

 

⑥ The LDP as the ruling party 

The LDP has been dominating Japanese politics since the 1950s. Its structure is strongly 

based on seniority where the most important positions of the party president, the 

secretary general, and the two chairpersons of the Policy Affairs Research Council 

(PARC) and the Executive Council are given to the most senior members (Bochorodycz 

2010, 33-34). These four politicians are often regarded as „effectively an executive 

committee of the party”. They are the ones to become the final decision-makers when 

there are disagreements within the party that neither the PARC nor the Executive 

Council can resolve. Other senior members of the LDP are often offered positions of 

chairmanships of PARC’s committees, administrative posts at the LDP’s headquarters, 

and in the cabinet (Ramseyer and MacCall 1993, 84). 

The traditional policy-making process under the LDP’s dominance became strongly 

ritualized and was nicknamed as the ‘two-track decision-making process’ (Zakowski 

2015, 7). The bureaucrats used a bottom-up mechanism called ringi for writing the bills. 

First drafts of each new law were written by low-level bureaucrats and sent for 

consultations and approval by higher civil servants. Finally, it was debated by bureau 

chiefs and administrative vice-ministers. In the meantime, bill proposals were also sent 

to other related ministries causing further changes to the original draft and were 

officially accepted by the Administrative Vice-minister's Council. The rigni system 

caused significant watering down of all bills and decreased chances for radical change 

(Zakowski et al. 2018, 22). Next, before a bill was adopted by a cabinet and submitted 

to the Diet, it was to be authorized by the LDP’s PARC (Zakowski 2015, 7) The council 

consists of permanent divisions, research commissions, and special committees. They 

serve as an arena of negotiations and consensus building between politicians 

representing different factions and tribes and the bureaucrats from different ministries. 

The final policy proposal by PARC was reviewed and approved first by its Policy 

Deliberation Commission (Bochorodycz 2010, 33-34). If the unanimous conclusion 

over a bill was not reached in PARC its chairperson stopped deliberations. Next, the 

chairperson of the Policy Deliberation Commission held talks with the deputy 
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chairperson and in case of lack of the agreement it was the chairperson of the Policy 

Deliberation Commission who made the final decision. In case that the bill was not 

accepted by the Policy Deliberative Commission it was sent back to the respective 

division of PARC. When the bill was accepted, it was forwarded to the General Council 

for final and unanimous approval (Bochorodycz 2010, 33-34, 63-64). After the bill was 

approved by the General Council the party level deliberations were finished and it was 

forwarded to the party's Diet Affairs Committee which decided the best strategy for its 

passage through the Diet (Bochorodycz 2010, 63-64). 

Since the LDP was the dominant party between 1955-1992, the policy-making process 

was strongly shaped by its preferences, traditions and electoral interest (Bochorodycz 

2010, 33-34). Traditionally the LDP tends to organize itself and its activities so as to 

maximize its electoral success (Ramseyer and MacCall 1993, 7). Each LDP member 

has their own personal-support network (kōenkai) which is the core of their electoral 

constituencies. While a kōenkai actively helps to secure support necessary for electoral 

success, cultivating the relationship with its members and maintaining the group 

requires a significant amount of money. Moreover, the LDP as the dominant party with 

the control of the budget and policy-making was able to secure support from various 

groups of the society that expected having their interests represented via policy-making 

and tax exemptions (Ramseyer and MacCall 1993, 17). What is more, LDP’s control of 

the budget additionally secured the party’s financial support from big businesses and 

other wealthy contributors who also were able to profit from party’s policy-decisions 

(Ramseyer and MacCall 1993, 26). Moreover, the access to the budget and the hold on 

the policy-making also allowed the LDP to protect the interests of such groups as 

farmers, postal employees, construction companies and to secure them as their loyal 

electorate (Zakowski 2015, 16). In consequence, the median voter remained 

disadvantaged by this system of interdependency. However, along with changes in the 

Japanese society, including urbanization, in order to strengthen its electoral chances, 

the LDP had no other choice than to transform itself into a catch-all party and try to 

also represent the interest of a median voter (Bochorodycz 2010, 33-34). 
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Figure 1. The two-track decision-making process under the LDP’s domination. 

Source: By the author based on Bochorodych (2010); Zakowski (2015); Zakowski et al. 

(2018); Zakowski (2021). 

 

 

⑦ Factions 

The LDP was created as a merger of various conservative parties with relatively 

different goals and policy approaches. The factions (habatsu) are a consequence of this 

origin and currently became support groups for strong politicians competing with one 

another for the title of the prime minister. Participation in a strong faction is a way of 

securing the highest governmental position, better access to the policy-making process, 

which is a useful tool for accumulating electoral support, and finally financial support 

for the elections.  

What is more, Bochorodycz (2010) emphasises that the existence of the factions was 

strongly related to the Lower House electoral system that existed before its reform in 
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1994. In this system of medium-sized, multi-member districts the members of the LDP 

were forced to compete for seats in the same district and required substantial financial 

support from their respective factions (Bochorodycz 2010, 34; Zakowski 2015, 22). 

However, the 1994 electoral system reform has weakened the importance of the factions 

for LDP’s politicians. Moreover, organizations and companies became allowed to give 

political donations only to political parties, not to individual politicians. State 

subventions for political parties were also introduced. In consequence, although 

individual politicians were still allowed to receive up to 1.5 million yen a year from 

private persons, the task of accumulating electoral funds was placed on the party not on 

separate factions weakening their importance (Zakowski 2015, 30). 

 

⑧ Tribes 

The LDP dominated policy-making and the pre-1994 electoral system strongly 

influenced the emergence of parliamentary tribes (zoku giin) (Bochorodycz 2010, 34-

35). These are groups of politicians who to secure electoral support gained much 

knowledge and connections in a single legislative field. During the policy-making 

process they intermediated between interested parties, including individuals, companies, 

groups in the civil society and bureaucracy (Bochorodycz 2010, 159; Zakowski et al. 

2018, 25). There exists a parliamentary tribe corresponding to every ministry. Most 

popular are those which allow for most effective assistance to the electorate, which are 

construction zoku, agriculture and forestry zoku and industry zoku. Compared to these 

three most popular zoku groups, education and defence zoku are the least popular ones 

since they provide much less access to pork-barrel politics (Zakowski et al. 2018, 27). 

On the other hand, after the reforms introduced in the 1990s and the introduction of 

single-seat constituencies the politicians had to possess a broad knowledge in all 

legislative fields. In consequence, the distinction between membership in particular 

tribes became blurrier (Zakowski et al. 2018, 26). 

 

⑨ Kaiha 

Despite being an important part of the Japanese Diet system, kaihas are seldom 

mentioned when the policy-making process is discussed. We believe that it is very 

important to include kaihas as actors of Japanese policy-making since few times in 
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history their creation had a significant influence on the control over the Diet and its 

policy-decisions. To explain it simply, kaihas are groups created by members of each 

house of the Diet. These members share some convictions and policy goals and unite 

to push their agenda. Since kaihas are formed to strengthen their influence in the Diet 

they are often formed by multiple parties and independent politicians. On the other hand, 

a party can also divide itself into numerous kaihas due to an internal conflict. 

Kaiha plays a very important role in the Diet activities because kaiha’s size determines 

the activities its members can undertake during the Diet proceedings (Curtis 1999, 177). 

For example, its size determines how many positions on various Diet committees will 

be hold by its members, whether its members will be qualified to be selected to serve 

on the directorates of standing committees, how much question time members of the 

group will be allowed to interpolate the government, and how much money it will 

receive for legislative expenses. For example, a kaiha needs to have at least twenty 

members to be permitted to submit Diet members’ bills and at least fifty members to 

submit budget related legislation (Curtis 1999, 174). 

As a result, the kaiha division has a profound effect on the behaviour of its Diet 

members (Curtis 1999, 175-176). Diet members carefully choose their kaiha affiliation. 

Smaller parties can improve their Diet position by merging into a larger kaiha, 

individual Diet members can achieve the same by joining powerful kaiha, and big 

parties struggle to bring independents or minor parties into their kaiha to increase their 

power within the Diet. Kaiha allows for balancing power in the Diet in a much more 

affluent way without necessity for parties to merge (Curtis 1999, 175-179). Kaiha's 

importance increased in Diet politics after the end of the LDP’s dominance in 1993. 

Appearance of many smaller parties, which were able to agree with each other in regard 

to basic policies, made the creation of unified kaiha more common (Curtis 1999, 178). 

⑩ The Opposition Parties 

During the LDP dominance the opposition parties still influenced the policy-making 

process for example by using to their advantage time limitation of the Diet sessions. If 

the bill is introduced to the Diet, it needs to be passed during the same session otherwise 

it would be forfeited. It is true that it is possible to extend the session, but it must be 

decided unanimously by both Houses. For this reason, the opposition parties often block 

the bills by delaying procedures if their demands are not met. Members of opposition 

parties may also delay proceedings of particular law by influencing the Diet 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

31 
 

Committees on Rules and Administration which controls the schedule of the plenary 

session, and which also requires unanimous consensus for law passage (Bochorodych 

2010, 38). 

What is more, the opposition parties tend to negotiate their support for LDP’s policies 

behind the scenes. As it was mentioned before, since the LDP wanted to avoid any 

disturbance from the opposition parties and secure successful passage of its bills 

through the Diet, it negotiated with the opposition parties out of the public eye with the 

help of kokutai negotiations. Unofficial meetings and parties with representatives of 

each party's Diet-strategy committee were the arena for the opposition parties to try to 

gain as much as possible for themselves before agreeing for a cooperation with the LDP 

regarding a specific piece of legislation (Curtis 1999, 1150-120). This process is said to 

often include accepting payoffs from LDP in exchange for not boycotting the Diet 

session (Ramseyer and MacCall 1993, 52). 

 

⑪ The Bureaucrats 

The bureaucrats, along with the LDP, the Cabinet members and the prime minister, are 

one of the main actors of Japanese policymaking. The modern civil service system was 

established in the late 19th century before the Meiji Restoration (Bochorodycz 2010, 

40). The strong position of the Japanese bureaucracy is related to its history. After the 

war many politicians were purged by the American occupants and since only very few 

bureaucrats were removed from their positions it gave them an upper hand over the 

inexperienced postwar politicians (Zakowski 2015, 16-17). Bureaucrats are recruited 

based on extremely competitive national examinations (Bochorodycz 2010, 40). The 

elitism of the examination process made the bureaucracy a highly respected group. The 

myth of bureaucrats presented them as selfless, uncorrupted and committed to the 

country and its revitalization (Bochorodycz 2010, 41; Curtis 2002b, 7). However, the 

various corruption scandals in the 1980s and 1990s led to a significant loss of public 

trust for civil servants (Bochorodycz 2010, 40; Curtis 1999, 55). The public opinion 

was shocked by news reports about the abuses by the bureaucrats of their relationship 

with businessmen and politicians for their personal gains (Curtis 1999, 56). 

The bureaucrats’ knowledge in policy-making made the politicians strongly dependent 

on them. Due to the lack of expertise among the politicians, the bureaucrats were 

responsible for preparing drafts of necessary legislation (Zakowski 2015, 6). Politicians 
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were believed to tend to avoid antagonizing the bureaucrats openly due to their 

dependency on them. Policy-making was an important tool for LDP’s politicians to 

protect their interests and improve their electoral results. Still, the bureaucracy often 

used their influence over the policy-making for introducing changes to protect the 

interest of their respective ministry, without much regard for the policy of the 

government as a whole (Bochorodycz 2010, 41; Zakowski 2015, 6). However, the same 

as the LDP’s politicians who are representing the interests of different interest groups, 

the bureaucrats are also a complex group, composed of competing ministries and 

departments, each with its own policy preferences and goals (Curtis 2002b, 6). 

Bochorodycz (2010) claims that the interests of different groups within the bureaucracy 

were different to the extent that established laws, with revisions made by all these 

groups, were often inconsistent (Bochorodycz 2010, 41). 

Apart from specialist knowledge and experience in policy-making, the right to interpret 

the law was also an important source of bureaucratic power. Since many regulations 

were vague and ambiguous, the ministries often issued governmental and ministerial 

ordinances that shaped their actual meaning. Furthermore, the Cabinet Legislation 

Bureau for decades had the monopoly on interpretation of the Japanese constitution 

(Zakowski 2015, 17). 

What is more, the bureaucrats had their ways to sabotage the politicians, such as 

prolonging procedures or conceal documents while waiting for the next cabinet 

reshuffle. The administrative staff could make seemingly minor modifications to the 

law text that completely changed its meaning (Bochorodycz 2010, 41). Bureaucrats 

could also deny expertise to ministers to expose their lack of specialist knowledge when 

they answered to parliamentarian interpellations in the Diet. They also sometimes 

played one politician against another, especially if their political superiors belonged to 

different factions. Moreover, bureaucrats could also discredit their political superiors in 

the eyes of the public, resulting in their resignation. The National Tax Agency of the 

Ministry of Finance (MOF) simply by ordering a tax control in a politician's office 

could cast suspicion on the politician and badly influence their image (Zakowski 2015, 

20-21). Ministries also used practice of administrative guidance, directives, warnings, 

requests, and even detailed suggestions to influence specified individuals or 

organizations (Bochorodycz 2010, 41; Zakowski 2015, 17). 
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While there exists a debate whether it was the bureaucrats or the LDP’s politicians that 

had more influence over the policy-making there is no doubt that the relation was based 

on a struggle to gain more control over the process by both actors. The balance changed 

various times depending for example on the character of LDP’s leaders, the policy issue 

or thanks to introduced reforms. Although traditionally bills were often prepared by the 

bureaucracy, the LDP tended to draft bills of strategic or political importance 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 63-64). Ramseyer and MacCall (1993) states that LDP had 

different ways to control the bureaucracy. It controls bureaucrats’ careers and the 

bureaucratic budget (Ramseyer and MacCall 1993, 106-107). In consequence it is in 

bureaucrats' interest to cooperate with the ruling party (Ramseyer and MacCal 1993, 

100-102). To reach the highest posts of public service bureaucrats tended not only, not 

to openly alienate the politicians, but even to create close relationships with the 

representatives of the respective tribes (Zakowski 2015, 19). Finally, the bureaucrats 

also were strongly connected with big business and often protected their interests. This 

interdependency is based on the practice of amakudari. It is a process where retiring 

bureaucrats are traditionally employed in one of many public corporations and private 

firms. To secure more amakudari destinations for their officials, ministries tend to 

protect their close relations with many businesses. On the other hand, such businesses 

or companies profit from employing retired bureaucrats, not only by protecting their 

close relation with a particular ministry, but also by profiting from bureaucrats’ 

expertise and their personal connections in the ministries and with the politicians 

(Zakowski et al. 2018, 28). 

 

⑫ The Interest Groups 

The Constitution of 1947 guaranteed basic freedoms and the political activities of 

various interest groups became more viral (Bochorodycz 2010, 43). During its 

domination the LDP represented interests of business groups, farmers, and rural areas. 

On the other hand, the Japanese Socialist Party (JSP) protected the interests of the 

workers. However, the changes in the Japanese society caused the creation of new 

interest groups which forced the political parties to come up with more diversified 

policy agendas (Bochorodycz 2014, 44). 

For decades the business and agricultural organizations, represented by the Federation 

of Economic Organizations (Keidanren), the Japan Federation of Employers’ 
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Association (Nikkeiren), the Chamber of Commerce and Industry (Nihon Shōkō 

Kaigisho or Nisshō), the Japan Association of Corporate Executives (Keizai Dōyūkai), 

and Agricultural Co-operative Associations (Nōgyō Kyōdō Kumiai or Nōkyō), were 

the most powerful organizations able to influencing the policy-making process 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 45). However, due to the ongoing social changes in Japanese 

society, other interest groups adjusted themselves to the policy-making process and 

have been using various interdependencies to promote their own interests. They use the 

media, participation in advisory councils established by ministries, or organize electoral 

support base for LDP’s politicians as a way of influencing policy-making. Still, in 

modern diverse society some groups are too small to be able to organize themselves to 

effectively influence policy-making and protect their interest. Often relying on the 

juridical system may be the only choice for them (Bochorodycz 2010, 46). 

 

⑬ The Local Governments 

The Constitution of 1947 and the Local Autonomy Law guarantee local autonomy and 

define the rules of relations between the central and local governments, allowing the 

local communities for a relatively vast level of self-governance (Bochorodycz 2010, 

47). The local governments are in control of education up to the high school level, 

construction of parks and hospitals, formulation of city development plans, issuance of 

permits for the service industry, registration of citizens, issuance of passports, and 

maintenance of roads (Bochorodycz 2010, 48).  Still, Bochorodycz (2010) explains that 

the functions of local governments have been „limited to petitioning the central 

authorities” and presents the local governments as yet another of interest groups 

participating in the policy-making from a disadvantage perspective by trying to 

influence its main actors (Bochorodycz 2010, 48-49). 

We could expect skilful local politicians to exploit existing connections and 

interdependencies between policy-making actors for securing their goals. However, 

such initiatives are strongly limited by the fact that the local governments have the 

obligation to implement national policies. What is more, local governments are also the 

recipients of centrally distributed taxes, subsidies and grants. The cabinet is responsible 

for formulating a local finance plan that serves as a guideline for financial operations 

of local governments. To comprehend the magnitude of the influence that the central 

government exert on the local governments it is enough to realise that 60 percent of 
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total public expenditures are undertaken not directly by the central government but are 

delegated to local governments. While local governments simultaneously levy local 

taxes on average, they only constitute 30 percent of their revenues. This imbalance and 

the control over distribution and proliferation of subsidies and grants remains the main 

source of power that the central government has over its local counterparts 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 50-51). 

For this reason, the local governments are described as responsive to policies 

formulated by the central government. Instead of initiating their own policies within the 

central government, they limit themselves to petitioning it for particular projects 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 141). Since putting local initiative on the national government 

agenda depends on the financial, legal and administrative support of the central 

government, local governments use such bargaining cards as elections, referendums, 

incidents, the interests of zoku or bureaucrats as a tool for increasing their bargaining 

power (Bochorodycz 2010, 200-205). What is more, the local governments functioning 

as executive branches of the central authorities can exercise some independence when 

deciding whether to modify centrally decided policies during their implementation. For 

example, they can exhibit some independence by selecting subsidized projects and later 

modifying those projects according to their preferences at the implementation stage 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 13). Finally, the LDP parliamentarians need to gain support of 

their local districts. They developed strong relationships with regional party 

representatives, local governments, and regional businesses and in exchange for 

electoral support they use their influence on the policy-making process to secure funds 

and support for their local communities (Zakowski 2015, 16). 

 

⑭ The Mass Media 

The mass media of Japan include numerous television stations, radio networks, 

newspapers and magazines which are related to each other as part of huge 

conglomerates. Bochorodycz (2010) distinguishes between neutral, conservative, and 

liberal and at times left wing media outlets in Japan. Despite the size of the mass media 

industry in Japan, due to many structural limitations, it is difficult to argue that mass 

media may be regarded as the “fourth power”. 

A very important characteristic of Japanese media and journalism is the access to the 

information. There exists a special system of press clubs (kisha kurabu) with restricted 
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membership. Offices of different clubs are established in major government offices, big 

companies and other important organizations providing constant access to a particular 

institution. Reporters from various newspapers, magazines and broadcast media are 

members of each such club. Journalists, depending on their field of interest, register 

with a club, receive their own desk there and participate in conferences or private 

meetings with officials. This system has been criticized as restricting access to 

information, lacking openness and most of all causing interdependence and causal 

relations between the journalists and their informants which causes bias when reporting 

on the news (Bochorodycz 2010, 52-53). On the other hand, journalists participating in 

private meetings with informants organized by the clubs often used the information 

they obtained off the records to write anonymous articles published in one of many 

weekly and monthly magazines which generally are not members of the press clubs 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 54). 

Japan has impressive press circulation with more than 94 percent of people stating that 

they read newspapers everyday according to a survey by the Japan Newspaper 

Publishers and Editors Association (JNPEA) (Bochorodycz 2010, 52-53). In 2005 there 

were 120 daily newspapers in Japan registered with JNPEA. In 2005. They had a total 

daily circulation of approximately 70 million which gave 1.04 copies per household. 

Despite that, newspapers are not regarded as an important player when it comes to 

influencing policy-making in the country. It is true that daily and monthly magazines 

report on issues that become scandals and lead to further coverage and major political 

developments. Still, regarding the process of policy-making the influence of both 

newspapers and television is rather limited. By bringing issues to the attention of the 

general public the media may cause the issue to be taken up by politicians and become 

part of the governmental agenda, but the further stages of policy formulation are 

happening behind the closed door and are hardly influenced by media coverage 

allowing for the traditional dominance of politicians, the bureaucracy, and interest 

groups (Bochorodycz 2010, 52). 

 

  2.1.8. The Iron-Triangle 

One of the characteristics of Japanese policy-making is a strong interdependence 

between the government, bureaucrats and business circles. The relationship between 

these three actors of policy-making has been traditionally described as the iron-triangle, 
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which is one of patterns of policy-networks (see Figure 2). According to policy-

networks theory the accessibility of resources and information to particular actors 

results in an emergence of a stable and institutionalized structure for their exchange, 

which in consequence further reinforces the inequalities between the actors (Knoke et 

al. 1996, 17-19). That the iron-triangle is an example of such institutionalized structure 

and by that it is also a key point of reference for analysing developments in Japanese 

policy-making. 

 

Characteristics of the iron-triangle under the ‘55 system 

One of the main characteristics of the ‘55 system was the existence of the so-called 

iron-triangle. The term was originally used to describe the American political system 

but became also vastly used to describe the interdependencies of Japanese politics 

(Curtis 1999, 54). It refers to the relations between top bureaucrats, conservative 

politicians and business groups whose interests actively shaped policy-making in Japan 

between 1955 and 1993 (Bochorodycz 2010, 3). The rule of the LDP during this period 

was secured by a public consensus on the priority for rapid economic growth (Curtis 

1999, 55). As a result, for 40 years the LDP’s monopoly on power was never seriously 

threatened and in reality, one party managed to control the policy-making process and 

was able to secure a stable cooperation with the bureaucrats (Curtis 1999, 62). However, 

as the LDP’s politicians lacked the expertise in policy-making they were strongly 

dependent on the bureaucracy (Curtis 1999, 60). The politicians participating in the 

iron-triangle represented their own interest of being re-elected and in proxy the interest 

of their electorate support group. To protect these interests by securing preferential 

policies and contracts for their supporters politicians often chose to specialize in one of 

various domains of the policy-making. They gained access to the bureaucrats from the 

relevant ministries to improve their influence on the policy outcomes (Curtis 1999, 53). 

On the other hand, the Japanese bureaucrats, who are other members of the iron-triangle, 

for many decades were regarded as the elite of its nation, with a moral obligation to 

serve the nation's best interest (Curtis 1999, 61). They were believed to possess high 

morale, competence, and integrity (Curtis 1999, 55). Since the opposition parties had 

little support, the bureaucrats were not concerned that policy directions might suddenly 

get changed by LDP losing its hold on power and other parties gaining the control over 

the policy-making. The bureaucrats were able to anticipate LDP’s policy preferences 
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and adjust bill proposals and policy details, which made balancing it with their own 

interests easier. For this reason, instead of openly opposing or questioning LDP’s 

policies, it was easier to work within the established structures of policy-making by 

taking advantage of their own policy-making expertise, technical knowledge, access to 

information and personal relationships they had developed with long-serving 

politicians (Curtis 1999, 62). Still, the politicians and bureaucrats are believed to have 

divided the policy-making responsibility among themselves to create a more effective 

system. While LDP's leadership defined broad policy goals, such as alliance with the 

US, economic growth and so on, the bureaucracy worked as LDP's think tank 

responsible for writing the laws. If bureaucrats' actions supported LDP's policy goals 

they remained the sole source of policy-relevant information and expertise. For this 

reason, instead of challenging the politicians the bureaucrats found other ways to exert 

their influence. As a part of Japanese culture, bureaucracy did not publicly challenge 

LDP's policies or power. They used their own methods to sabotage or alternate the 

policies that they thought would harm their ministries but avoided direct confrontation 

(Bochorodycz, 2010, 41; Curtis 1999, 229). Still, the bureaucracy was never a coherent 

group and each ministry and department have their own policy interests. As a result, 

they tend to compete with each other for access to policy-making and to the politicians. 

This competition between the bureaucrats representing different interest groups often 

led to lack of coherency in policy-making (Curtis 2002b, 6). 

Furthermore, after the end of WWII Japanese business circles also had formal and 

informal influences on policy-making. They cooperated with government officials, 

offered their expertise, joined numerous councils and advisory bodies, even taught 

economics to civil servants in intensive special training courses and so on (Ikeo, 2000b, 

143, 179). To protect their interests the big business groups, similarly to the bureaucrats, 

concentrated their energy on developing close relationships with the LDP members 

(Curtis 1999, 62). They provided the LDP politicians with founding and employees’ 

votes that served as bribes to secure contracts for public works projects or preferential 

legislature change (Curtis 2002b. 6; Maehara 2002, 89). Still, the legislation necessary 

for awarding contracts or subsidies was created by bureaucrats which became an 

important part of the interdependency between the business representatives and the 

bureaucrats (Maehara 2002, 92). To secure close relationships with the bureaucrats the 

big companies offered retired officials with new employment opportunities at their 
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companies (Carpenter, 2008, 3; Zakowski 2015, 16). For many decades the interests of 

Japanese business groups were represented by the Kaidanren. Its power came from its 

members which included industrial and financial associations, heads of the country's 

most prestigious companies and their funds that were yearly transferred to Kaidenren 

and later used as funds for LDP’s politicians. Before diversification of interests in 

Japanese society in the 1990s the Kaidanren represented and protected the united policy 

interests of its members. However, together with the social changes and law 

amendments the Kaidanren was not able to continue its role as the representative of 

business circles and it stopped its funding activities of political parties in 1993. In 

modern Japanese society the Kaidenren functions more as an umbrella organization for 

companies and industrial associations with various and often conflicting interests. The 

LDP is also no longer able to depend on contributions from Kaidenren and its 

politicians, as well as politicians from other parties, need to seek campaign financing 

from individual companies (Curtis 1999, 52). 

We should emphasise that during the ‘55 system prime ministers very seldom became 

active policy initiators. More often they spend their time and energy on efforts to 

maintain the balance between the interests of various groups within the LDP, the 

interests groups in the bureaucracy and business groups (Zakowski 2015, 16). 

Finally, the complexity of the Japanese iron-triangle and the relations between its actors 

were an interest of various academic research that tried to answer the question which 

of the three members had the biggest influence on shaping policy outcomes. Some 

research went as far as to conclude that in Japan the politicians reigned while 

bureaucrats ruled (Curtis 1999, 58). However, for this research it is sufficient to 

conclude that the existence of the LDP’s one party domination and high economic 

performance it guaranteed were the main reasons allowing for the existence of the iron-

triangle itself. What was important in the further part of this research was how loss of 

this monopolist position by the LDP led to changes in the balance structure of the iron-

triangle and appearance of new important actors able to influence the policy outcomes. 
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Figure 2. The Iron-Triangle under the ‘55 system. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

Changes in iron-triangle after 1993 

The Japanese iron-triangle was the strongest during the LDP’s dominance between 

1955 and 1993, when the ruling party was able to balance its power with bureaucrats 

and big businesses. Various changes in the Japanese society that occurred between 

1980s and 1990s caused weakening of this iron-triangle structure and made the LDP 

lose its parliamentary dominance for the first time in history. 

Although close relations between bureaucrats and business groups were relatively 

accepted in Japan, various scandals proving bureaucrats using these connections for 

their personal gain cost them the trust of Japanese citizens. It led to demands for ending 

bureaucratic control over policy-making. The politicians, wanting to avoid taking 

responsibility for their own mistakes and shortcomings of their policies, joined in 

blaming the bureaucrats. However, the public was also unsatisfied with LDP’s 

performance and started to express their discontent towards the politicians. The LDP`s 

politics of special interests came under strong criticism and changes in the policy-

making process were called for (Curtis 1999, 56-57, 61; Itoh 2008b, 18-19). What is 

more, on one hand the goal of high economic growth was achieved, but soon after the 

economic bubble burst causing the worst economic and financial crisis in decades. In 

such circumstances there was no new public consensus on what the next national goals 

should be (Curtis 1999, 56-57, 61). Different actors of the Japanese economic scene 

started pressing for different policy solutions and the business establishment was not 

able to lead the country's economy (Curtis 1999, 56-57; Itoh 2008b, 18-19). 

As a result, the traditional model of iron-triangle, that shaped Japanese policy-making 

under the ‘55 system, stopped fulfilling its functions (Curtis 1999, 56-57, 61).  A variety 
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of actors wanted to actively influence the policy-making outcomes and put effort into 

creating new networks of communication that would allow them to influence the core 

actors to achieve their preferable outcomes (Knoke et al. 1996, 60-61).  Between 1993 

and 2012 various governments representing different parties struggled to introduce new 

policy-making alternatives. What is more, to answer pressure from the public and other 

groups of interest various reforms were introduced that resulted in a change of the 

electoral system, party budget regulations, and strengthened the position of prime 

minister as a policy-making actor. These changes caused by various reforms led to the 

appearance of various new actors that had more and more interest in various policy 

events and aimed to actively participate in policy-networks to shape policy outputs. 

 

  2.1.9. Summary 

This part introduced the policy-networks theory which will be used in the following 

research as a tool for defining and comparing policy-making practice in Japan. It will 

help to explain in a comprehensive way the changes that occurred in the Japanese 

policy-making system through the years and help to identify the characteristics of this 

process under Abe’s second premiership. 

In this thesis policy-networks are perceived on two levels. The macro level allows to 

present and compare the general policy-making patterns that changed various times 

through the years since 1993. On the other hand, the micro perspective allows to 

introduce in detail the policy-networks of a particular policy event under Abe’s second 

premiership. Abe's second premiership started in 2012 and lasted till 2020 which made 

him the longest continuously serving prime minister in Japan's history. Abe's long 

lasting second premiership is an extremely interesting period for applying policy-

networks theory. Analysing changes in formal and informal rules or norms in policy-

networks should allow us to compare Abe`s policy-making patterns with the ones used 

under previous governments. Abe's ruling style during these years is perceived as strong 

and pro-active, however it is interesting to try to answer to a question whether Abe`s 

strong premiership was enough to introduce long-term changes in the policy-making 

structure and allow him to be more independent in his policy-making initiatives. 

The 2018 Immigration Act Amendment process served us as a case study to broaden 

our understanding of the policy-making patterns that existed under Abe's second 

premiership. We presented this particular policy event in the further part of this thesis 
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as our micro-analysis of policy-networks during Abe’s second term in office. What is 

more, analysing this particular case allowed us to put it in a comparative perspective 

with previous labour related policy initiatives. By this comparison we hoped to evaluate 

if Abe’s strong control over the policy-making process itself resulted in changes in the 

content and quality of established legislation. 

 

  2.2. The Methodology 

The purpose of the following part is to present the methodology that was chosen to 

conduct the research. This thesis is exploratory research aiming to build upon the 

existing knowledge on policy-making in Japan and on the policy-making of Japanese 

immigration regulations. The existing knowledge was deepened with original research 

about the policy-making patterns under Abe’s second premiership (2012-2020) which 

concentrated on the policy event of 2018 Immigration Act Amendment. This approach 

allowed for a deeper understanding of the changes that occurred in the policy-networks 

under Abe’s leadership. The research structure including the research questions, data 

collection methods and limitations of the study are explained in this chapter. 

 

  2.2.1. Research questions 

To find answers to these inquiries we would like to build our understanding of policy-

making under Abe’s second premiership by starting with the most general question 

about the structure of the policy-network during this period and then narrow our interest 

by analysing the policy event of 2018 Immigration Act Amendment and the results it 

brought for the accommodation industry. 

 

① What was the general structure of policy-network under Abe's second premiership? 

Abe’s Kantei-led policy-making was strongly based on a policy-network where Abe 

and his closest entourage, so called Kantei, constituted the core of policy-making 

initiative, simultaneously pushing other actors more on the periphery of policy-

decision-making. Abe with the help of his Kantei also alternated the traditional 

exchange patterns between various actors. It was mostly possible thanks to a strong 

Cabinet Secretariat and many new councils which allowed Abe to bypass the traditional 

patterns of policy-decision making. To better comprehend the nature of Abe’s strong 
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leadership and his influence on the policy-making process it is important to present the 

general pattern in which the policy-networks were shaped under Abe’s second 

premiership. Still, this task was a challenge because these networks were often over 

complicated with overlapping responsibilities. We believe that creating such a structure 

of extremely detailed and complicated networks was part of Abe’s tactics to weaken 

the authority of various actors and allowed the prime minister to become the final 

decision-maker. 

 

② What was the structure of policy-network during the policy event of 2018 

Immigration Law Amendment? 

As various academic research on policy-making in Japan suggests, different policy 

events result in establishment of various detailed policy-networks including different 

actors interested in a particular policy. In general, Abe’s strong hold on power led to a 

Kantei-centralised policy-making process which allowed for pushing Abe’s policy 

agenda. However, the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment presents an alternative 

pattern of policy-making which was centralised not around Abe himself but around 

Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS) Suga. For this reason, we believe that analysing this 

particular policy event allowed us, not only to broaden our understanding of policy-

making patterns under Abe’s second premiership, but also shed more light on the 

influence that other Kantei’s members, especially the CCS Suga, were able to exercise 

both on the policy-making initiative and on Abe himself. 

 

③ Whose interests led to the inclusion of the accommodation industry into the reform? 

The personal experience of working in the Japanese accommodation industry was the 

main reason behind choosing this particular industry as our most detailed case study for 

analysing the factors and actors behind its inclusion into the reform. What is more, the 

accommodation industry presented an interesting case for the detailed analysis since, 

while it was included in the reform plan from the beginning, it almost benefited the 

least from the new visa scheme when compared to other industries (only the aviation 

industry employed fewer workers using the new visa program that the accommodation 

industry). We believe that presenting the reasons behind such outcomes allows for 
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better understanding of the weakness of the amendment itself and of the policy-making 

patterns. 

 

④ Was the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment able to achieve its goals? 

As a conclusion of the research, we evaluated the outcomes of the policy event of 2018 

Immigration Act Amendment. It allowed for evaluating the effectiveness of the law 

created under Abe’s new policy-making structures. By this we were able to further 

elaborate on the advantages and disadvantages of Kantei-centralised policy-making. 

Finally, we debated the effectiveness of immigration policy-making based on short-

sighted economic interests without a wider and long-term agenda for economic and 

social integration that continued under Abe’s second premiership. 

 

  2.2.2. Methods of Data Collection 

Choosing an appropriate research method is an important part of a research design. 

Qualitative research has proven to be extremely useful when studying complex and 

diverse social realities of modern societies. Muldoon (2015) states that the use of a 

qualitative approach allows for better understanding of the context in which changing 

relationships and events of complex policy systems occurred (Muldoon 2015, 33). For 

this reason, in this dissertation qualitative approach has been chosen as the most suitable 

for achieving its goal of comprehending the forces behind policym-making process in 

Japan under Abe’s second premiership. We combined secondary and primary resources 

including questionnaires, extensive literature review and analysis of official documents, 

to deepen our understanding of the policy-making in Japan with special attention to the 

immigration policy-making. Such exploratory nature allowed us to adjust the research 

according to the information found among various data. In consequence, it resulted in 

an extensive and in-depth discussion of complex relations between various actors 

participating in Japanese policy-making. 

 

The Secondary Resources 

For contextualization and better understanding of the complexity of changes occurring 

in Japanese society, and in consequence in its policy-making process, an in-depth 

research based on the secondary resources provided a vast background for the 
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dissertation. A rich variety of publications, such as official documents, government 

publications, newspaper articles, academic research, academic journals etc., formed the 

basis for the explanation of such issues as the history of policy-making in Japan, 

realities faced by foreigners participating in the Japanese labour market and the history 

of the labour-related immigration law in Japan. These three aspects were crucial for 

understanding and analysing Abe's policy-making network during the policy event of 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment. 

 

The Primary Resources 

The analysis of the secondary resources was strengthened with questionnaires. To 

correctly identify the factors and actors behind the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment, 

and the inclusion of the accommodation industry, we conducted questionnaires among 

professionals working in this industry. We believe that the first-hand experience of the 

respondents allowed for a better understanding of the complex situation and facilitated 

identifying the strong points and the shortcoming of the reform. 

 

  2.2.3. Research Limitations 

The following research is limited by a few factors. Time and resources were the main 

factors that restricted the extent of the study. The limited access to the experienced 

professionals working in the accommodation industry influenced the number of 

successfully conducted questionnaires. Unfortunately, the lack of access to politicians 

and businessmen lobbying for the law amendment and the inclusion of the 

accommodation industry into it was another factor that also strongly influenced the 

shape of this dissertation. 

What is more, the research itself, the same as the implementation of the reform, was 

strongly influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The crisis restricted the possibilities 

for foreigners to arrive and start working in Japan, job availability significantly 

decreased during the pandemic, many hotels were firing staff or closing their operations. 

It also influenced the possibility of conducting questionnaires and searching for 

informants in a more proactive way. 

Finally, despite the author's professional experience in the industry and proficiency in 

Japanese, some characteristics of the Japanese culture may cause the author’s 
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nationality to influence to some extent the answers received in the questionnaires 

conducted among the Japanese respondents. 

 

  2.2.4. Summary 

This part presented the variety of qualitative methods that were applied in this research 

and argued on their behalf as the appropriate tool for achieving the goal of this research 

which is to present in detail the policy-network during the Abe’s second premiership, 

to compare it with the ones existing under his predecessors and to debate the 

effectiveness of Abe’s policy-making patterns. 

What is more, the importance of presenting a contextualised analysis of the 2018 

Immigration Act Amendment policy event was also emphasised. Without 

understanding of such issues as ageing of the Japanese society, labour market problems, 

the situation of foreigners in the Japanese labour market, and the history of Japan’s 

immigration law before 2018 a comprehensive analysis of the policy-network behind 

the 2018 Amendment would not have been possible. 

Finally, the significance of original knowledge provided by the questionnaire conducted 

among the professions in the accommodation industry in evaluating the outcomes of 

the reform and the policy-making pattern behind it was explained.  
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Chapter 3. The Prime Ministers as Actors of the 

Policy-Making in Japan and Japanese Immigration 

Decision-Making 

The following chapter consists of a literature review necessary for correctly and 

comprehensively analysing the uniqueness of the policy-making patterns under Abe 

Shinzō’s second premiership and to contextualise the policy event of the 2018 

Immigration Act Amendment. 

The literature review starts with presenting the history of policy-making before Abe 

returned to power in 2012. This period can be easily divided into two separate stages 

with a clear division in 1993. The period between 1955 and 1992 is known as the ‘55 

system. It was characterised by the LDP’s domination in the Diet when the main policy-

network consisted of the iron-triangle between the LDP, the bureaucrats and the 

business circles. In general, although there were some exceptions, the prime ministers 

were not active policy-making actors and most of their efforts were concentrated on 

balancing the interest of various actors within their own party, within different 

ministries and between the actors of the iron-triangle. This situation changed drastically 

when extensive coverage of various corruption scandals including both the politicians 

and bureaucrats led to public discontent and calls for reforms. The dissatisfaction with 

the ‘55 system got even stronger due to changing international situation, influencing 

Japan’s politics and economy, and due to the worsening economic situation in the 

country. As a result, in 1993 for the first time in history a coalition of opposition parties 

took control over the Lower House of the Diet. While the coalition did not survive for 

a long time, changes that occurred in Japanese society and diversification of interest 

groups made returning to the ‘55 system impossible. As a result, between 1993 and 

2012 Japanese politicians undertook various attempts to create new patterns of efficient 

policy-making. It was a very chaotic period that is referred to as “revolving door 

premiership” due to often changes of the prime ministers. The premiership of Koizumi 

Jun’ichirō (2001-2006) was the only period of long-lasting and stable leadership during 

these years. 
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After discussing the changing policy-making patterns under different prime ministers, 

the chapter will move to present the history of labour-related immigration policies that 

were introduced in Japan between late ‘80s and 2018. This detailed analysis will allow 

us to create a background for comprehending the nature of the changes, or its lack, that 

were introduced by the policy event of the 2018 reform. 

Finally, such a detailed description of the historical background will allow us to 

comprehensively debate in the next fourth chapter the general pattern of the policy-

network under Prime Minister Abe and the policy event of the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment. 

 

  3.1. The Prime Ministers as Actors of the Policy-Making in 

Japan 

The second time in office by Abe Shinzō is often hailed as an unprecedented example 

of a strong prime ministerial initiative and leadership. It is true that empowering the 

prime ministers, who originally did not play significant role in Japanese policy-making, 

has been a long and difficult process that became to fruition under Abe’s rule as a result 

of various reforms, experience learnt from failed attempts by his predecessors, and an 

example set by Prime Minister Koizumi. Still, we believe that presenting Abe as a 

strong leader who hold the whole initiative solely in his own hands is an 

oversimplification caused by applying the analysis of his policy-making mostly to 

policies related to the Abenomics or security issues but also by being influenced by 

Abe’s image building efforts which were an important part of his tactics to keep his 

hold on power. 

In the following part we will discuss the policy-making patterns under Abe’s 

predecessors which will allow us to better understand the originality of Abe’s approach 

to decision-making and characteristics of his policy-networks. 
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 3.1.1. Policy-making under the '55 system (1955 – 1992) 

After the end of WWII, between 1945 and 1955, the Japanese diet was very diverse and 

prone to changes. There were various political parties representing both conservative 

and leftist values. These parties competed with each other over power, often merged or 

collapsed. During this period the government was formed as many as nine times and 

only once a single party had a majority. This came to an end with a merger of all these 

parties into JSP or LDP which became the foundation for the ‘55 system (Bochorodycz 

2010, 3). 

Between 1955 and 1992 we can describe Japanese policy-making as based on the stable 

network of iron-triangle (Bochorodycz 2010, 3; Curtis 1999, 39, 230). Four crucial 

pillars that supported the '55 system were: public consensus in achieving the national 

post-war reconstruction, the presence of powerful business organizations with close 

links to political parties, influential bureaucracy and finally LDP’s dominance (Curtis 

1999, 39). 

This long-lasting stability allowed for establishing ritualised patterns of the policy-

making process. In general, we observed the important policies being negotiated and 

adjusted through the so-called „two track decision-making” process (see Figure 1). The 

main characteristic of two-track policy-making was the bottom-up consensus seeking. 

The bureaucracy had primary responsibility for drafting legislation (Ramseyer and 

MacCal 1993, 32). Bureaucracy proceeded the legislation works based on the so called 

rigni system, where all drafts were traditionally created by low level officials and 

subsequently discussed and revised for higher ranking bureaucrats from involved 

sections, bureaus and so on. These negotiations aimed at protecting the interests of 

every part of the ministry. Before being sent for the approval of the highest officials 

holding positions of administrative vice-ministers it was also consulted with other 

relevant ministries. While the legislation had to be unanimously approved  by  the 

Administrative Vice-ministers’ Council, which was responsible for protecting the 

interests of all the ministries, the bill proposal also needed to be approved by by LDP’s 

Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC) which served for intra-party 

negotiations(Bochorodycz 2010, 20; Nemoto 2002, 18-19, 23; Zakowski 2015, 15, 17;). 

LDP’s PARC consists of subcommittees for each ministry, and various research 

commissions and special committees. Bill proposals presented by bureaucrats were first 

discussed in a bottom-up manner in the responsible subcommittee (Bochorodycz 2010, 
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20; Yamamoto 2001. 78). Since the PARC employs many bureaucrats, the council 

became the arena of consensus building between the politicians representing fractions 

and tribes and the bureaucrats. The final policy proposal by the PARC was reviewed 

and approved first by its Policy Deliberation Commission (Bochorodycz 2010, 33-34). 

If the unanimous conclusion over a bill could not be reached in the PARC its 

chairperson stopped the deliberations. Next, the chairperson of the Policy Deliberation 

Commission held talks with the deputy chairperson and in case of further lack of the 

agreement it was the chairperson of the Policy Deliberation Commission who made the 

final decision. If the bill was accepted, it was forwarded to the General Council for the 

final and unanimous approval. On the other hand, in case that the bill was not accepted 

by the Policy Deliberation Commission it was sent back to the relevant division in 

PARC for further deliberations (Bochorodycz 20, 33-34, 63-64; (Ramseyer and MacCal 

1993, 32; Zakowski 2015, 15). After the bill was approved by the General Council the 

party level deliberations were finished and it was further forwarded to the party's Diet 

Affairs Committee which decided the best strategy for its passage through the Diet 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 63-64). 

First, such a bottom-up consensus seeking process, that involved so many actors of 

various interests, led to watering down of the initial bill. Secondly, it also made the 

decision-making process extremely time consuming (Zakowski 2015, 6). What is more, 

this adjustment of each bill to various often opposing interests made passing any 

legislation that could have led to a significant change in the policy outcomes impossible 

(Zakowski 2015, 15). Finally, the system blurred the responsibility for decision-making, 

which was used by both the bureaucrats and politicians to their advantage (Zakowski 

2015, 17). 

Since the drafting of the legislature was monopolized by the LDP and the bureaucrats, 

most proposed laws were submitted to the Diet in the form of cabinet bills. Since, the 

opposition parties were completely excluded from the policy-making negotiations, they 

were able to enter the negotiations only after the legislation was submitted to the Diet 

and the LDP needed support from the opposition parties, if not to help to pass a bill 

through the Diet, then at least not to cause too many trouble during the process. For the 

opposition parties it was important to publicly remain in a distinctive position to LDP 

and to at least appear to represent the interests of their supporters. Still, the realities of 

the ‘55 system and LDP’s unthreatened monopoly on Diet dominance left them little 
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choice other than cooperating with the ruling party while trying to gain as much as 

possible in exchange. Since these practices were not supposed to be known by the 

public the negotiations were moved from the Diet to private locations, such as geisha 

houses, restaurants, or parties. This pattern of behind the scenes inter-party negotiations 

and compromise seeking became known as kokutai. Each party had its own committee 

responsible for kokutai politics. Traditionally chairmen of these committees were 

extremely influential party members. The politicians participating in koutai politics 

were not responsible for negotiations over the substance of policy but for arranging 

political deals that would allow for facilitation of the parliamentary proceedings. 

Reaching such deals was facilitated by singing, eating, drinking and an atmosphere of 

informal intimacy. It is alleged that financial payoffs in various forms, such as year-end 

gifts, travel monetary presents and so on, were also part of kokutai politics. These 

negotiations were meant to allow opposition parties to save face and maintain the 

appearances of serving its supporters, while facilitating passage of legislation. 

As a result of LDP’s dominance and kokutai practices, the Japanese Diet never became 

an important inter-party negotiations arena. While there exists a formal structure of 

standing committees and special committees in the Diet, they never became important 

agents in the policy-making process. The most important of all these committees in both 

the Lower and Upper House was the House Management Committee. This Committee, 

among other responsibilities, determines the distribution of committees’ seats to the 

parties, schedules debates over the bills, and manages other Diet procedures. 

Representatives of all the parties served as directors at the House Management 

Committee. Although it was their responsibility to conduct bill related negotiations and 

reach agreement, transparency of such negotiations involving all the parties was not 

possible in the Japanese society that values face-saving. For this reason, these 

negotiations were also moved to informal kokutai meetings and the House Management 

Committee became simply nothing more than a formal agency within the Diet that 

confirmed informal agreements reached beforehand (Curtis 1999, 115-120). 

Finally, while the Japanese Constitution of 1947 vested onto the elected political leaders 

the power to impose their policy decisions on the bureaucracy, in reality the government 

lacked the power and the tools to control the bureaucrats and the relations between the 

two groups were complex (Curtis 1999, 228, 230). The LDP was able to secure its 

domination on the political scene thanks to its close cooperation with big business 
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organisations which resulted in successful export-based economic policies which 

allowed for achieving the goal of national revitalisation and post-war reconstruction 

(Curtis 1999, 55, 230). What is more, LDP also was protective of the domestic market, 

with its smaller companies and local businesses, by channelling funds to the local 

communities’ funds through public projects and financial assistance (Bochorodycz 

2010, 3; Curtis 1999, 44). Still, all these policies were not independently made by the 

LDP’s or its government. Curtis (1999) states that under the ‘55 system the government 

was involved in a constant process of negotiations and consultations to find a 

compromise between its own preferences and those of powerful private organizations 

and the bureaucracy (Curtis 1999, 229).  The ‘two track decision-making process’ 

(Figure 1) significantly weakened the prime minister’s policy-making role (Zakowski 

2015, 7). What is more, the prime ministers spend most of their time and energy on 

efforts to maintain the balance between the interests of various groups within the LDP, 

all the interest groups in the bureaucracy and business groups (Zakowski 2015, 16). The 

position of the prime ministers was further weakened since the contemporary electoral 

system was strongly based on the personal relations between a politician and their local 

support group. For this reason, the national level politics or international level 

performance had little influence on the party's election results. Consequently, during 

the ‘55 system it had little meaning who was the prime minister and his performance 

had little influence on the support for the ruling party. The position of prime ministers 

from this period was often described as weak, constrained by informal power structures, 

and lacking in formal resources (see Figure 2; Bochorodycz 2010, 86). 

What is more, the Cabinet led by the prime minister was also strongly constrained by 

the traditional patterns of decision-making existing under the ‘55 system. The Cabinet 

portfolios were distributed based on the ability to gain votes and seniority. What is more, 

to distribute ministerial positions to many senior members of LDP the ministers 

changed often, and LDP status allowed them to stay in office for no longer than 2 

consecutive years. In consequence the ministers tended to lack experience and expertise 

in the affairs of their respective ministries and strongly depended on bureaucrats 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 30-31; Curtis 2002b, 13; Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet 

n.d.; Zakowski 2015, 6, 20). In consequence, the ministries were able to accumulate 

tremendous know-how in exerting influence on the ministers and the decision-making 
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process to effectively promote their own interests (Curtis 2002b, 13; Zakowski 2015, 6, 

20). 

In conclusion, the complex interdependence that was characteristic for the relationship 

between the LDP politicians, bureaucrats and business circles resulted in a ritualised 

and consensus-seeking decision-making process. Under these circumstances the role of 

the prime ministers was of little relevance, and they mostly served as facilitators 

between the actors who later rubber-stamped the final consensus. 

 

  3.1.2. Policy-making between 1993-2009 

Social consensus on economic development was one of the important factors allowing 

for the stability of the ‘55 system. Achievement of a matured economy and changes in 

both the international and domestic situation caused interests of various groups to 

become more and more diverse, causing lack of consensus on new main policy 

directions (Bochorodycz 2010, 4; Curtis 1999, 5, 44, 61-62). What is more, there was 

a lot of uncertainty regarding the future of Japanese economic performance, as well as 

its position in post-cold war world order (Curtis 1999, 96). Furthermore, the iron-

triangle was financed by deficit spending that became impossible to sustain as Japan 

endured the prolonged recession of the 1990s and the politicians no longer had the 

resources to distribute to their support groups and to secure their electoral support. 

Moreover, the corruption scandals that revealed the exploitation of the system by 

various actors to their personal means strengthened dissatisfaction with the whole 

political scene (Bochorodycz 2010, 6). The public became more interested in politics 

and demanded reforms as a reaction to media’s reports of corruption cases (Curtis 1999, 

96). In consequence, for the first time in the history LDP lost its Upper House majority 

in 1989, followed by loss of its majority in the Lower House in 1993 (Curtis 1999, 62). 

The close relationship between the bureaucrats and the LDP came to an end with this 

second loss of majority, and together with its ‘55 system’s policy-making networks also 

fell apart (Yamamoto 2001, 76). These changes were followed by further reforms and 

efforts to find new efficient patterns of policy-making. The policy-making under new 

circumstances was characterized by the existence of various groups representing often 

different interests. What is more, such actors as the prime ministers, the cabinet, local 
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government and mass media became actors trying to influence policy-making outcomes 

(Curtis 1999, 36, 55). The elected politicians become held responsible for their 

performance by the society, allowing them at the same time to exert more power on 

policy-making outcomes (Itoh 2008, 18-19). 

The end of the ‘55 system brought chaos to Japanese politics. Between 1993 and 2009 

party affiliations changed as never before, while some parties merged or fell, other new 

ones were created (Curtis 1999, 25). Between 1955 and 1993 there were only 11 prime 

ministers, but during the chaotic period that followed Japan had 13 prime ministers and 

the term „revolving door premierships” is being used to describe the last six years of it. 

During the ‘55 system only the LDP was in power, but in the period of time that 

followed almost all of the Diet parties participated in at least one of the coalition 

governments. The alliances changed so often that the same parties that removed the 

LDP from power in 1993, were the parties that helped its return just a year later (Curtis 

1999, 23). 

 

① Policy-making under Hosokawa and Hata 

Just after the 1993 Lower House election it was not sure which parties would take 

control over the Lower House. The election results did not cause a lot of worry in LDP 

which despite losing its majority in the House remained its biggest party (Curtis 1999, 

104-105). The LDP hoped to create a coalition with some of the politicians that left the 

party just before the election due to intra-party power struggles. The LDP’s leadership 

was sure that it would be enough to trade a few ministerial posts to create a stable 

coalition with some of these politicians (Curtis 1999, 109). 

The coalition of seven parties of the Lower House that was created after the 1993 

election and managed to historically take power from the LDP lasted only for 11 months 

between August 1993 and June 1994. For its first prime minister the coalition elected 

Hosokawa Morihiro, a vocal reformer who came to the Diet from regional politics 

where he served as Kumamoto Governor and whose Japan New Party’s (JNP) came 

fifth regarding the number of gained seats. Most of the politicians that won seats in the 

1993 election were incumbents, and only reform-oriented Hosokawa’s Japan New Party 

was a sign of change and a great success for its leader. Hosokawa created his party just 

a year before and the election was the first one for the JNP which won thirty-five seats 

with only fifty seven candidates (Curtis 1999, 104-105). This image of a reformist 
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politician allowed Hosokawa to become a game changer and to promote his political 

agenda (Curtis 1999, 108). He announced his plan to create a coalition with Takemura 

Masayoshi’s Sakigake party [13 seats]. The two politicians followed up with a promise 

to enter into further coalition with any party that would support their draft of political 

reform of which the main point was the electoral reform. The LDP underestimated the 

gravity of its situation and suggested negotiating Hosokawa conditions. Ozawa Ichirō, 

an LDP defector and experienced politician from the newly established Japan Renewal 

Party (JRP), accepted Hosokawa’s proposal and offered him the position of the new 

prime minister. Ozawa’s strategy to take LDP out of power succeeded when other anti-

LDP parties decided to join the new multi-party coalition against LDP. The main 

politicians of coalition making process took important positions with Takemura 

becoming the chief cabinet secretary, Hata Tsutomu, another important LDP defector 

and JRP’s member, was named deputy prime minister and foreign minister, and Ozawa 

remained the secretary general of the JRP played the role of a shadow-shogun. Due to 

the lack of new patterns of policy-making and power balancing the most important 

positions were divided using LDP’s methods. Chairman of each of the seven political 

parties of the coalition, JSP [70 seats], JRP [55 seats], Kōmeitō [51 seats], JNP [35 

seats], Sakigake [13 seats], Democratic Socialist Party (DSP) [15 seats], Socialist 

Democratic Federation (SDF) [4 seats], became ministers, each party obtained number 

of important posts depending on its strength in the Diet (Curtis 1999, 104-105, 112-

113). This new coalition was an extreme change on the Japanese political scene that till 

now was dominated by LDP’s monopoly on power. All its members were mainly united 

by the goal of removing the LDP from power and introducing significant reforms that 

would provide them with powerful positions in the new political structure. Apart from 

this, all these parties had little in common. The politicians of the coalition represented 

different policy beliefs, had many unresolved important policy differences, and there 

existed strong personal animosities between them. Unfortunately, internal conflict and 

the fall of the coalition turned out to be only a matter of time (Curtis 1999, 144). 

Hosokawa had many goals he wanted to achieve first as a politician, secondly as the 

prime minister. He wanted to introduce electoral reform, political reforms for 

decentralization and weakening bureaucracy, trade liberalization related to Uruguay 

Round of negotiations, deregulation of business activities, budgetary reform, improving 

ties with Asian countries, re-establishing relations with the US and preparing the 
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country to face problems of ageing society. Unfortunately lack of policy agreement 

among coalition members, apart from the electoral reform, different attitudes to all of 

core Hosokawa’s goals, bad relations between Ozawa and Takemura, lack of 

cooperation from the JSP on any of major proposals by the prime minister, lack of new 

efficient policy-making structure, lack of access to policy advice, bureaucracy 

interference with government’s policy goals were main reasons that paralysed 

Hosokawa after the passage of the electoral reform. 

To comprehend how ineffective policy-making became, without LDP’s policy-

networks, and without new alternatives, it is enough to remember that it took the 

coalition nearly five months before the bill about the electoral reform was passed in the 

Diet at the end of January 1994 (Curtis 1999, 116). The fall of the LDP system left a 

vacuum with no effective policy-making mechanism. The coalition tried to base their 

own institutions on the LDP model, but all the new avenues lacked formality and 

established work patterns to secure effective participation in the policy-making process. 

There was no such organization as LDP’s PARC to formulate policy and negotiate with 

ministries, there was no alternative for kokutai’s inter-party face-saving negotiations, 

the Diet did not become policy deliberation arena and there were no patterns of 

decisively completing policy proposals that all the members of the coalition could 

approve. To overcome this impasse Hosokawa’s government created a Policy Board 

whose main goal was to overtake PARC’s responsibilities of policy formulation, 

however it never managed to play its role. Kokutai politics of inter-party regulations 

was undertaken by the Management Board, but its negotiation function was limited 

only to coalition members. The negotiations with the LDP were to take place only in 

public view in the House Management Committee. This angered the LDP which moved 

to obstruct the Diet session (Curtis 1999, 21). 

While the new policy-making structure did not work as Hosokawa hoped, the 

conservative JSP opposed his attempts to introduce any further reforms. The JSP was 

against decentralization of the central government and economy, since its electoral 

support depended on it, it was against many of Hosokawa’s foreign initiatives also 

including liberalization of rice trade, and finally it strongly opposed Hosokawa’s 

proposal to raise consumption tax to seven percent (Curtis 1999, 123). The tax increase 

became a case where various shortcomings of Hosokawa’s government came all 

together, led to his humiliation and moved the coalition in the direction of collapse. The 
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issue of tax increase was voiced by bureaucrats from the Ministry of Finance (MOF), 

who were the main actors behind supporting the tax but had extreme difficulties finding 

politicians wanting to promote this change that was very unpopular with the public. 

Since, the traditional patterns of communication and policy negotiations were not 

working since LDP’s fall from power the bureaucrats started voicing the need for the 

increase of the tax to seven percent in the media. The society condemned them but 

Ozawa, who was even supporting a direct increase to ten percent joined bureaucrats in 

lobbying Hosokawa. Hosokawa lacked channels to ask for alternative policy advice and 

a place for policy debate. Finally, exhausted with lack of progress due to JSP’s 

opposition on every policy, Hosokawa announced that the tax will be raised, changing 

its name for a welfare tax hoping it would convince the JSP not to oppose the reform. 

Still, not only did the JSP object to the increase and threatened leaving the coalition, 

Takemura also openly criticised the prime minister. Hosokawa had no other choice but 

to step back on the reform. This humiliation severed his relationship with Takemura 

and completely isolated him from the JSP, at the same time it made him to become 

much closer with Ozawa and Kōmeitō, putting the coalition into shambles (Curtis 1999, 

124-128). 

Hosokawa, still tried to reshuffle his government, but comprehended that it was 

impossible without breaking the coalition. Despite the announcement of his plans once 

again powerless to convince other actors he had to retreat his statement. What is more, 

he could not pass the budget through the Diet. He finally resigned in April of 1994, only 

nine months after gaining power, due to corruption accusations, hoping while his 

resignation would enable reshuffling of the coalition and reduce JSP influence (Curtis 

1999, 12, 124, 133; Mark 2016, 2-6). The first non-LDP government faced various 

difficulties such as lack of institutionalized decision-making process that would 

function without LDP’s participation, lack of common policy agenda and strong 

individuals in coalition who played for their own goals. Hosokawa managed only to 

pass an electoral reform bill and liberalize the rice market. His main ambition of 

deregulating reforms never came to be. Finally, his tax increase attempts ended in 

humiliation. Still, the new patterns of policy-making he introduced made the process 

slightly more transparent, and the influence of kokutai politics less significant. 

Hosowaka was also one of few prime ministers whose strength came from their public 

support, who was accessible, and to whom the society responded enthusiastically. He 
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also put a lot of importance on influencing foreign relations with his position, and 

improved Japan’s relations with its neighbours (Curtis 1999, 134-135). 

When Hosokawa’s government fell apart, the coalition parties found themselves in a 

very difficult situation, not only to find his replacement, but also to keep the anti-LDP 

government in power. After Hosokawa’s resignation Ozawa impatient to create a new 

party that could compete easily with the LDP in single member districts tried to provoke 

splits both in the SJP and the LDP hoping that defectors would join his group into a 

new unified kaiha and later into a new party (Curtis 1999, 179). After his attempts to 

attract important LDP politicians to the coalition failed, Ozawa decided to support Hata 

for premiership. Ozawa knew that Hata, the same as Hosokawa before him, was 

acceptable for the JSP and even for Sekigake, which at this point already left the 

coalition after Hosowaka’s resignation (Curtis 1999, 180). However, since Ozawa was 

still trying to change the power balance in the Diet for his own advantage by attempts 

to cause splits in the JSP he became extremely demanding toward the Socialists 

regarding policy concessions he would expect them to make as a coalition partner. 

Ozawa went as far as proposing to the media that the JSP should leave the coalition if 

they do not agree to his policy demands and create a new coalition with LDP. Still, the 

JSP swallowed its pride and supported Hata for now remaining in the coalition only to 

find out Ozawa betrayed them further (Curtis 1999, 181). 

Having in mind the final goal of creating a new big party and wanting to decrease the 

influence that the JSP had on policy-making and the Diet, just few hours after Hata was 

elected the new prime minister, Ozawa announced creation of a new unified kaiha 

Kaishin, including JNP, JRP and DSP, with Kōmeitō to join later. After the creation of 

Kaishin, just after the prime minister was elected, and before the formation of the 

cabinet drastically decreased the number of important positions which the JSP would 

be entitled to, they regarded the move as betrayal and left the coalition (Curtis 1999, 

182). Ozawa hoped that Kaishin’s creation and leaving the coalition by the JSP would 

cause splits in it and make its younger members to join the new kaiha. He also 

calculated that the same thing would happen in the LDP, in which young politicians 

would see the emergence of a new strong party as a good chance to improve their 

election results by presenting themselves as reformers. 

The JSP leaving the coalition made Hata head an unstable minority government (Curtis 

1999, 188).  Hata still hoped that the JSP would return to the coalition before the end 
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of the Diet in June 1994. However, even the JSP members who considered leaving the 

party before felt strongly offended by Ozawa’s disrespectful attitude. As Ozawa himself 

suggested to the JSP recently the party started considering creating a new coalition with 

the LDP. Also, LDP started to explore the possibility of creating a new coalition with 

the JSP. The Socialists decided to see who had more to offer (Curtis 1999, 186, 188). 

Ozawa, still playing the big game, hoped to split both big parties. He was not willing to 

accept the JSP conditions hoping that rejoining the coalition on his terms would lead to 

a split in the party. He even saw the potential LDP-JSP coalition as a chance for his 

own success since he believed that such a coalition could end up only as a disaster 

causing splits in both parties. All this chaos came to an end with the LDP submitting a 

motion of non-confidence in Prime Minister Hata, and him resigning before the vote. It 

was followed with the LDP offering the JSP the position of prime minister for its leader 

Murayama Tomiichi if they would form a coalition with them and Sakigake. This offer 

put an end to any voices for rejoining the coalition with Ozawa in the JSP. Murayama 

became the first socialist prime minister of Japan (Curtis 1999, 190-191). 

The LDP was back in power, but it is important to emphasise that it was not because of 

the strength or necessity of the ‘55 system. Although lack of policy-making structures, 

that were used during the LDP dominance, made effective policy-making and 

consensus building impossible for Hosowaka’s government, other factors such as 

Ozawa’s incapability to compromise with the JSP or the necessity of creating new 

strong party for the new electoral system were much more significant factors in LDP’s 

coming back to power. In fact, the LDP’s return to power would not have been possible 

if Kaishin had not been created and the coalition would have lasted a few months longer. 

The LDP was not able to find itself in the role of an opposition party. Its politicians 

came to power on the mandate to provide support to their constituents, which was 

impossible as an opposition party. In consequence, relations between party members 

were becoming more difficult with a rising number of defections. The time was against 

LDP’s unity, with the approaching election strengthening insecurities about the party's 

potential results (Curtis 1999, 187). However, the internal struggles caused the coalition 

not to survive long enough to sufficiently weaken the LDP and the party was back in 

power in coalition with the JSP and Sakigake. 

At the same time, once again thinking about the election in the new electoral system, 

the coalition decided to consolidate into a single party to be able to challenge LDP. 
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Kaishin together with Kōmeitō’s Lower House members and some LDP’s politicians 

was changed into the New Frontier Party (NFP). However, soon after Ozawa's 

uncompromising position once again led to intra-party struggles resulting in Hata and 

later also Hosokawa leaving the party. Further defections to the LDP continued to the 

extent that allowed it to regain Lower House majority in 1997, despite poor 

performance in the 1996 election (Curtis 1999,192-193). 

 

The Policy-Making of Hosokawa’s Electoral Reform 

Hosokawa gained power on a pro-reform program with electoral reform being an 

important part of it. It was the first reform that his government tried to pass through the 

Diet. It was submitted to the Diet a month after Hosokawa came to power. It was a 

multi-level reform proposal that included a plan for creation of a new electoral system, 

changes in public subsidies to parties, new restrictions on political contributions, stricter 

penalties for candidates whose senior campaign managers engaged in illegal campaign 

activities and establishment of a commission to determine boundaries of new electoral 

districts. 

Even though the coalition held a majority in both houses the passage was far from 

smooth. First, three weeks after Hosokawa’s proposal was submitted, the LDP came 

with their own reform package. The LDP, proposed creating a system of 300 single-

member districts (SMDs) and 171 seats elected with regional proportional 

representation (PR) lists, against Hosokawa’s 250-250 plan (Curtis 1999,156). Since 

the Lower House Special Committee on Political Reform debate remained inconclusive 

for more than a month, the negotiations were moved out of the Diet and were made 

between Hosokawa representing the coalition and LDP president Kono Yohei. Still, 

Kono did not agree to support the compromise suggested by Hosokawa of creating 274 

SMDs and 226 seats chosen through PR lists, that was preferable for LDP than the 

original proposal. Due to the lack of compromise Hosokawa’s revised proposal and 

LDP’s reform plan were voted in the Lower House on November 18, 1993. After LDP’s 

bill was defeated, the coalition passed Hosokawa’s reform which was moved to the 

Upper House for debate and vote (Curtis 1999,157). Since the coalition had the majority 

in the Upper House the vote should have been nothing more than a rubber-stamping of 

the Lower House’s decision. However, personal interests of JSP’s members, who saw 

little chances for protecting their seats in the new system, caused the bill to be rejected 
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by the Upper House. Such a bill that is rejected by the Upper House requires two-thirds 

of votes in the second vote in the Lower House to become law. Since the coalition did 

not hold control over two-thirds of the Lower House, Hosokawa chose another available 

measure to secure the passage of his reform package. He invoked Article 59 of the 

constitution, which was not used for 43 years, that stipulates that if the Upper House 

rejects the bill passed by the Lower House the latter may call for a joint conference 

committee of members of both houses to discuss their differences. If this committee 

comes to an agreement the revised legislation becomes law, if passed by a simple 

majority in both houses. Once again the committee became only an official cover for 

informal negotiations between Hosokawa and Kono that came to a conclusion of 

creating an electoral system of 300 SMD seats and 211 PR districts. This decision was 

officially accepted by the joint conference committee on the last day of the Diet session 

on January 29, 1994. Still, there was no time to prepare new legislation based on the 

agreement, so the decision was made to pass the original legislation with the 

implementation date removed from it. This allowed the bill to be passed before the 

session was finished and the necessary changes, based on unofficial agreement, were 

to be implemented later after the new session was convened on January 31. In fact, it 

was passed by the Diet on January 29 and on January 31 the Political-Reform 

Consultative Group was created to prepare new legislation according to the Hosokawa-

Kono agreement. The group prepared the new bill at the end of February and sent it for 

rubber-stamping to the Special Political Reform Committee that was originally 

responsible for preparing the legislation. The struggle to pass the electoral reform came 

to an end on March 4, when it was passed in both houses (Curtis 1999,158-160). 

In the 1990s Japanese electoral system became the symbol of many flaws of Japanese 

politics, such as corruption, money politics, interest politics, factionalism, candidate-

oriented election campaigns, one party dominance and so on (Bochorodycz 2010, 45; 

Curtis 1999, 142, 144). It was also believed that the new system would create a more 

competitive system that would lead to frequent alterations of ruling parties, reduce the 

cost of election campaigns and make them more policy-oriented (Curtis 1999,138). 

Since support for the electoral reform became a symbol of reform-oriented politics, the 

Diet members were not able to reject it and could only choose a lesser evil. Most party 

leaders and backbenchers who voted for the reform knew it would put them in a 

disadvantaged position regarding their election prospects and would put enormous 
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pressure on them to disband their parties and merge into larger ones. For the LDP the 

new electoral system was seen as a challenge since it would require them to revise the 

traditional and well-structured election-campaign strategies (Curtis 1999,139). Even 

Hosokawa himself admitted later that he was not in favour of the mixed-system but his 

preferable system of two votes in medium-size districts was rejected so he supported 

the only system that could get the coalition’s support (Curtis 1999,155). In fact, the 

LDP was the only party strong enough to contest all single-member districts and to 

profit from the new system. For the smaller parties it created a pressure for 

consolidation. On the other hand, the smaller parties needed to compete for anti-LDP 

votes and at the same time had to gain more votes than a LDP candidate to obtain the 

seat. The strongest leaders of the coalition responded to the reform by efforts to 

consolidate smaller parties into a bigger one. However, the power struggles and 

individual ambitions caused frictions and sowed dissension between the coalition 

parties and finally led to its collapse (Curtis 1999,136). 

 

② Policy-making under Murayama 

When the LDP lost power in 1993 it brought hopes for profound change in Japanese 

politics. Even though the party was back in power as soon as June 1994 it did not mean 

that the opportunity was completely lost. The new government of LDP-JSP-Sakigake 

was not strong. It needed to work despite their differences and compromise to present 

itself as an efficient actor before the upcoming election. 

Hashimoto’s and Hata’s governments had problems with passing legislation necessary 

for significant reform due to lack of effective policy-negotiation structure. The JSP-

LDP-Sakigake coalition used existing LDP’s policy negotiation structures to facilitate 

inter-party negotiations and facilitate the process of policy decision-making 

(Bochorodycz 2010, 64). The new coalition learnt from the failures of Hosokawa/Hata 

coalitions and concentrated on establishing inter-party consultation patterns. What is 

more, the policy-making process after Hosokawa is also generally perceived as more 

transparent and not so dependent on kokutai politics as it was under the ‘55 system 

(Curtis 1999,134). 

The LDP had a clear goal in vision, which was to keep the coalition alive long enough 

until it would be able to form an independent government (Curtis 1999, 202).  It became 

a major concern for the JSP-LDP-Sakigake coalition to secure consultation and 
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compromise. Learning from Ozawa’s failed attitude towards the JSP, the LDP decided 

to gain JSP consensus and adjust to their interests through extensive committee 

meetings and informal discussions. “The Murayama cabinet's three-party policy accord” 

was signed promising continuity of Hosokawa’s coalition pro-reform stand, calling for 

transparent and democratic policy-making procedures, establishing new intra-party 

decision-making bodies, such as liaison council of top government and party officials, 

a ruling parties' leaders' committee, and ruling-party parliamentary executive board 

(Curtis 1999,200). 

The most important structure that guaranteed the stability of the JSP-LDP-Sakigake 

coalition was the Policy Coordination Council which was shaped based on the LDP’s 

PARC. The members included representatives of all three parties and their PARC 

chairmen. The position of the head of the council changed every two months from one 

party to another. The meetings were held as often as twice a week which allowed for 

detailed consultations between the parties. As in the case of the PARC also ministry-

specific policy coordination committees and project teams were established. 

Both for the JSP and the Sakigake it was the first chance to actively participate in the 

policy-making since the LDP monopolized this process during the ‘55 system and 

Hosokawa’s government never managed to establish a functioning alternative (Curtis 

1999, 201). LDP’s commitment to keeping the coalition alive, through cooperation and 

consultation with its partners, and its experience in policy-making and managing 

complex negotiations resulted in successful cooperation among the three parties. 

However, since all the policy-making approaches used during the coalition government 

were nothing more than extensions of LDP’s policy-making structures and traditions 

they did not bring any significant change into the nature of the Diet which still failed to 

become a policy deliberations arena. What is more, the JSP and Sakigake did not want 

to be forced to share their grasp on power with other opposition parties and enjoyed 

their closed circle of policy makers giving up ideals of using this opportunity for 

opening the policy-making process (Curtis 1999, 202). 

Despite many differences that characterised LDP-JSP relations during the ‘55 system 

both parties were conservative parties with strong dependence on their electoral base 

and traditional policy-making frameworks. This made their policy goals easier to adjust 

and caused less conflicts that there was with Ozawa. LDP and JSP forged a historic 

compromise where they agreed on the importance of preserving the political order 
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defined by the Japanese constitution and shaped by the ‘55 system rule. It was their 

resolve to seek continuity over change and consensus over confrontation. Still, 

Murayama effectively rejected most of its political beliefs and adjusted to LDP’s 

preferences. The JSP accepted self-defence forces as constitutional, US-Japan security 

treaty, national flag and anthem as legitimate, dependency on nuclear plants, and 

increase in consumption tax. In return the LDP agreed to accept the content of the 

Japanese constitution and not to seek any drastic policy changes without strong public 

support (Curtis 1999, 198-199). Among all these policy adjustments by the JSP, the 

agreement to increase the consumption tax can be quite surprising, since the JSP was 

strongly against it to protect its electoral base when Hosokawa and Ozawa pushed for 

it together with MOF. However, this issue was raised once again in 1994 and just six 

months after it brought Hosokawa’s government down, the tax increase to five percent 

was passed through the Diet by Murayama’s government. Still, JSP protected itself 

from direct public outrage by providing in the legislation for two and a half years of a 

delay before the actual implementation. The official reason was that the economy was 

not strong enough and that the law may need to be further adjusted depending on the 

economic situation (Curtis 1999, 129). 

 

③ Policy-Making under Hashimoto 

Murayama resigned in January 1996, soon after his party’s poor performance in the 

Upper House election of 1995. After Murayama’s resignation Hashimoto became the 

first LDP prime minister since its fall in 1993. When Hashimoto created his new 

government the JSP and Sakigake remained in alliance with the LDP until the next 

Lower House election in October 1996. The two parties left the government after this 

election seeing a fall of their popularity caused by their coalition with the LDP. Still, 

the two parties participated in the policy-making process using the structures 

established during the coalition government. However, due to the small number of seats 

both parties hold, their influence decreased significantly. Ministry-specific policy 

coordination committees were abolished, the Policy Coordination Council became a 

place where policies were no longer debated but LDP's PARC conclusions were 

presented to the JSP and Sakigake and accepted by them. The council was disbanded 

when the two parties left the coalition before the 1998 Upper House election (Curtis 

1999, 172,202-203). It is worth emphasizing that due to all these policy adjustments 
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many politicians felt uncomfortable in LDP’s dominated government. In consequence, 

together with Murayama’s resignation in 1996 the party changed its name for the Social 

Democratic Party (SDP) (Mark 2016, 2-6). 

After the 1996 Lower House election the number of seats held by JSP, Sakigake and 

Ozawa’s NFP decreased. The LDP gained a few more seats but still was not able to rule 

by its own, and the political scene was further changed by the appearance of the new 

Democratic Party (DP) (Curtis 1999, 193).  Return of the LDP to power caused further 

changes to the Japanese political scene. Apart from various mergers and splits of new 

parties opposed to the LDP, many of their old members started to return one by one to 

their old party. As a result, the LDP managed to regain control over the Lower House 

by gaining a majority of the seats in 1997 (Mark 2016, 25-26). Despite these changes 

the two parties remained in alliance with the LDP’s Hashimoto until just prior to the 

July 1998 Upper House election (Bochorodycz 2010, 64; Curtis 1999, 172). 

Although the JSP and Sakigake left the government after the 1996 election, their 

coalition with Hashimoto’s government led to survival of some of the policy-making 

practices, which were in use during Murayama’s government. Still strengthening 

position of the LDP caused the abolition of the issue-based coordination meetings and 

the ministry-based coordination meetings. Ruling parties’ policy coordination meetings, 

such as the Ruling Parties Presidents’ Meetings, the Ruling Parties Meeting of People 

in Charge and the Ruling Parties Policy Coordination Meetings were continued. The 

Policy Coordination Council first came to serve merely as a place where coalition 

parties acknowledged decisions made within the LDP’s PARC and was also finally 

abolished shortly before the 1998 Upper House election. In short, because the need for 

coordination between coalition parties disappeared, decision-making returned to 

patterns from before 1993 (Bochorodycz 2010, 64-65; Curtis 1999, 203). 

 

Hashimoto’s Administrative Reforms & the Strengthening of PM’s Position 

After Hashimoto became the prime minister the Administrative Reform Council, 

composed of politicians, academics, businesspersons, journalists, and trade union 

representatives, was established under his leadership. The goal of the council was to 

study „the roles and functions of the government for the 21st century”, which meant 

researching reorganization of the Ministries and Agencies so that the position of the 
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prime minister and the cabinet was strengthened. Council’s final report was ready in 

December 1997 and Hashimoto’s government started to prepare the necessary reforms. 

The Basic Law for the Reform of Ministries and Agencies was submitted to the Diet 

two months later and passed in June 1998. It provided fundamental principles and the 

schedule, according to which Ministries and Agencies should be reorganized. To 

improve efficiency of the government a wide level reshuffle was ordered with the plan 

to create the Cabinet Office and 12 ministries. It also provided measures to strengthen 

the position of the prime minister and the cabinet. As a result, the Headquarters for the 

Central Government Reform also led by Hashimoto were established and undertook the 

task of preparing necessary bills (Bochorodycz 2010, 108-109; Kaneko 1999, 4; 

Zakowski et al. 2018, 14) 

Due to his resignation in July 1998 Hashimoto was not able to oversee his reform till 

the end. The prime ministers that followed him implemented the reforms according to 

the schedule prepared by Hashimoto. Prime minister Obuchi submitted to the Diet 17 

bills that among other reforms strengthening the position of prime minister and the 

cabinet, transformed the Prime Minister's Office and 22 ministries into the Cabinet 

Office and 12 new ministries. This change was meant to allow for a merge of ministries 

with interrelated or similar functions for better coordination and avoidance of 

duplication and redundancies of similar programs. It was also to allow for decreasing 

the number of ministries’ employees. The new structure of the government came into 

power on the 1st of January 2001 (Kaneko 1999, 306; zakowski 2015, 18; Zakowski et 

al. 2018, 14, 16) 

Among important changes introduced by the Hashimoto’s administrative reforms, these 

strengthening the position of the prime minister in front of the ministries and political 

parties should be emphasised. The prerogatives of the prime minister were clarified 

with special attention to directing meetings and operation of the cabinet, which was 

meant to reduce possible ministerial influences. The cabinet was offered more 

flexibility by creation of ministers with special responsibilities, who could be 

nominated for special situations. The prime minister and Cabinet Secretariat (CS) were 

given the authority to initiate policy-making. It also gained a status superior to all 

ministries and was put into a position to order the ministries and be provided with 

necessary information by them. What is more, the Cabinet Office was created and 

staffed with hundreds of staff to support the prime minister and the cabinet. Prime 
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minister was also allowed to appoint his staff more freely from both within the 

Government and from private sector. Additionally, new posts of prime minister’s 

special advisors, who were to support him in policy-making efforts, were created. 

Finally, the policy-making advisory Councils on Economic and Fiscal Policies (CEFP), 

and on Comprehensive Science and Technology Policies were established. 

What is more, also the position of political ministers against bureaucrats was 

strengthened. The political vice-ministers system was to be replaced by a system of 

three political officials to be appointed to each ministry and to the Cabinet Office. They 

were to be positioned between the minister and the administrative vice-minister, to act 

in the interest of their respective minister. The political influence over the ministries 

was further strengthened by creation of a system of political aides to the ministries that 

were to be appointed in every ministerial-level organization to participate in policy-

making (Bochorodycz 2010, 107; Kaneko 1999, 5; Zakowski et al. 2018, 16, 19-20, 

233-234) The ministers started also to respond to questions in the Diet, ending the 

tradition where bureaucrats responded instead of politicians. Moreover, so called 

Question Time was also introduced during which the prime minister answered the 

opposition’s questions regarding his policies (Bochorodycz 2010, 107). 

These reforms created a new structure of the government that allowed prime ministers 

with political agendas to lead policy-making in a top-down fashion. It allowed proactive 

prime ministers to take the initiative in their own hands. On the other hand, if the prime 

minister did not show initiative the policy-making patterns returned to the models used 

during the dominance of the iron-triangle (Bochorodycz 2010, 108). In addition, the 

reform package also provided a plan for reforming various government-operated 

enterprises with particular attention to the Postal Services which later became an 

important issue on Prime Minister Koizumi’s political agenda (Kaneko 1999, 2-6). 

Finally, Hashimoto’s administrative reform allowed for better transparency and 

oversight of policy-making (Kaneko 1999, 2-7; Zakowski et al. 2018, 14). 

 

④ Policy-Making under Obuchi & Mori 

The LDP’s results in the 1998 Upper House election were strongly influenced by 

Hashimoto’s decision to move forward with the reform for the consumption tax 

increase (Mark 2016, 2-6; Curtis 1999, 130-131). Due to worsening economic situation 

and public discontent the LDP’s results were the worst in party’s history which caused 
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Hashimoto to resign, and he was replaced by Obuchi Keizō (Mark 2016, 2-6; Curtis 

1999, 21).  Obuchi since 1993 was the leader of the largest and most powerful LDP’s 

faction which originated from the Takeshita faction. Despite serving as a positively 

perceived foreign minister, he lacked a strong public profile. However, he was 

experienced in managing intra-LDP politics of faction struggles, negotiations, and 

consensus building (Curtis 1999, 212). Since the LDP performed poorly in the Upper 

House election it had no majority. Obuchi was dependent on the cooperation from the 

opposition parties. To strengthen the government's position in the Upper House a 

coalition with Ozawa was established in November of 1998 (Curtis 1999, 218-219). 

Politicians of the weakened Liberal Party (LP), yet another party created by Ozawa 

after his NFP suffered from defections, worried about their electoral performance under 

the new electoral system, which was pushed by their leader Ozawa just in 1994. These 

worries facilitated the creation of the LDP-LP coalition. The two parties came to an 

agreement that they would coordinate their candidate endorsements during the 

upcoming Lower House election (Curtis 1999, 219). Ozawa strongly promoted this 

coalition as his personal success. However, since his goal was to create a party that 

would be able to out-stage LDP in the new electoral system, this new alliance with LDP 

was a serious step-back for his policy goals (Curtis 1999, 220).  Still, this alliance was 

not sufficient for allowing the LDP to regain control over the Upper House. Successful 

passage of legislation depended on Kōmeitō’s and other parties’ support for particular 

policies (Curtis 1999, 218-219). 

Obuchi was actually highly effective at processing proposals through the legislative 

process and introduced many important institutional changes that weakened the iron-

triangle. He decided to follow up with implementation of the administrative reforms 

according to the schedule set by Hashimoto’s Basic Law (Kaneko 1999, 4-5). Despite 

passing Hashimoto’s administrative reforms, Obuchi’s government was strongly 

characterized by overspending on public works as a measure to put the economy on the 

track which was typical for LDP governments. It also introduced many controversial 

bills, such as new guidelines for Japan-US defence cooperation, formal designation of 

the national flag and anthem, and authorization of wiretapping in investigations of 

organized crimes (Bochorodych 2010, 67). 

Although Hashimoto made the decision to proceed with the increase of the consumption 

tax to five percent, he was not able to finish this task due to his sudden resignation. To 
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have the increase passed through the Upper House Obuchi needed the support from 

opposition parties. Once again Ozawa used the problem of consumption tax increase 

for his own gain. After supporting the direct increase to up to ten percent, Ozawa tried 

to push Hashimoto to increase the tax up to seven percent in 1994, later to improve his 

party’s performance in the 1996 Lower House election he all of sudden was against any 

further increases, and finally in 1998 he called for its temporary suspension and 

reintroduction in the future. Finally, Ozawa got into a coalition with the LDP in 

exchange for as little as a provision that the tax would be used for welfare-specific 

purposes, a condition that Hatoyama proposed in 1994 (Bochorodycz 2010, 64, Curtis 

1999, 131). 

In the 1998 Upper House election the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), a new party 

formed after Hata joined DP, won as many as 47 seats which was an impressive result 

since it was the party's second election, after 1996 Lower House election, it participated 

in. Its result made it the second party in the Upper House (Curtis 1999, 209). Such a 

good performance by the DPJ made it an important opposition party. The DPJ opposed 

revival of kokutai politics and announced that it will draft its own legislation and 

negotiate it only in public in the Diet (Curtis 1999, 203). Also, young politicians, 

including LDP’s politicians, voiced the need for a more open and independent policy-

making process (Curtis 1999, 218). These trends weakened the power of LDP’s senior 

leaders over the policy-making process and caused them to try to protect the traditional 

LDP’s policy-making (Curtis 1999, 219). Although Ozawa’s coalition with the LDP 

allowed for preserving conservative patterns of policy-making, the new actors remained 

an important power behind weakening and changing it. 

Although Obuchi was often criticized for lack of leadership and aggressive deficit 

spending, thanks to political skills he succeeded in passing many significant legislatures 

(Curtis 1999, 218; Mark 2016, 2-6). Unfortunately, prime minister Obuchi suffered a 

stroke in May 2000 and he was replaced by Mori Yoshihirō (Mark 2016, 2-6) LDP’s 

loss in the 1998 election pushed it into the defensive and made its politicians worry 

about the party's performance in the upcoming 2000 Lower House election. Opposition 

parties had high hopes for this election, seeing it as a chance to put the LDP out of 

power once again (Bochorodycz 2010, 48; Curtis 1999, 63). LDP’s secretary general 

Mori led its party during the 2000 Lower House election. The LDP once again did not 

gain a majority and depended on other parties including the Liberal Party (LP) and 
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Kōmeitō. During his time as prime minister Mori was mostly known by his various 

gaffes and his approval ratings continued to fall to single digit in spring 2001, when he 

was forced by LDP’s Diet members to step down (Marc 2016, 2-6) 

 

⑤ Policy-making under Koizumi 

Koizumi Jun’ichirō twice lost the run for the LDP’s presidency, in 1995 and 1998, 

before finally winning and becoming the prime minister in 2001. Since he was not a 

member of any faction, he lacked the Diet support and had no ministerial experience. 

What is more, he was regarded as a freak, due to his character traits, policy preferences, 

and anti-LDP stand (Bochorodych 2010, 68). Still, Koizumi’s unprecedented charisma 

and popularity among the public allowed him to take the advantage of decreasing LDP’s 

popularity. Since Prime Minister Mori was mostly famous for his gaffes and was 

extremely unpopular, the LDP politicians were worried that another such leader may 

bring failure during the 2001 Upper House election. To change its image as a closed 

party the LDP decided to give as many as three votes, instead of one, to each of forty-

seven prefectural chapters, many of which decided to hold primaries among its 

members and allocate all three votes to the winner, during LDP’s presidency election. 

Koizumi used his popularity with the media to speak to local LDP members and gain 

their support. It turned out to be extremely successful, and he won as much as 90 percent 

of their votes. The local support, strengthened by public popularity and media 

endorsement led to increase in support for Koizumi among LDP’s Diet members and 

secured his victory (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 73, 77; Zakowski 2015, 32-33). 

Koizumi was extremely skilful in taking advantage of the tools available to him. One 

of sources of his independent leadership were his policy speeches in the Diet. They did 

not require any approval by the LDP and allowed for independent proclamation of the 

policy course that he wanted to take (Zakowski 2015, 38). Since the LDP’s popularity 

level became very low during Mori’s government it was very important for Koizumi to 

gain public support (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 109). Koizumi was a very charismatic 

politician, who used the media to access public opinion. He appeared in popular 

entertainment programs and was reliable for the general public (Zakowski 2015, 33). 

Media portrayed him not only as a reformer, who was against all that was wrong about 

his own party, but also as a politician who could bridge the gap between the LDP and 

the public (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 74). His reforms were represented as being 
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aimed against the main actors of the iron-triangle. His strong popularity with the media 

and public opinion gave Koizumi unprecedented leverage against his own party and the 

bureaucrats when pushing his reform agenda that often was against their interests 

(Kabashima and Steel 2010, 110; Zakowski 2015, 40). 

Koizumi took advantage of the reforms introduced in the ‘90s. His position against 

LDP’s politicians was strengthened by the electoral system reform, which weakened 

party-reliance for funding. At the same time Koizumi’s position against the bureaucrats 

and zokus was strengthened by Hashimoto’s administrative reforms (Zakowski 2015, 

30-31). Prime minister gained administrative tools and prerogatives to initiate policy-

making, draft policies and coordinate policy-making process (Zakowski 2015, 32). 

Koizumi’s uniqueness as a Japanese politician came from his tendency to ignore from 

time to time the unwritten rules of the LDP (Zakowski 2015, 9-10). What is more, he 

believed in leader-led politics, which was the most visible when it came to his proactive 

and independent leadership in international relations. He conducted international 

politics through direct relations between leaders, leaving the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MOFA) out of the picture (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 94). He was a strong 

supporter of the US-Japan alliance and passed legislation allowing for Japan Self 

Defence Forces (JSDF) to participate in Peacekeeping Operations (PKO), such as 

during the Iraq war (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 110). He was also the first Japanese 

leader who travelled to North Korea and obtained confirmation and apologies from the 

North Korean government over the abduction issue (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 95). 

Similar attitude characterized Koizumi’s policy-making at home, where to push his 

reforms he combined using new institutional tools, taking advantage of old structures, 

and ignoring LDP’s informal rules (Zakowski 2015, 32-33). This uncompromising 

attitude and reformer’s image brought him strong popular support, which allowed him 

to ignore the party's opposition more and more and to impose his decisions on it. The 

height of his independent policy initiatives and public support came along with his 

dissolution of the parliament to gain enough seats that would allow for passing of his 

Post Office privatization reform despite the opposition from the Upper House. His bold 

election gamble in 2005 resulted in extremely high support for LDP candidates 

(Zakowski 9-10, 44,45, 60-61). 
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Prime minister-led policy-making under Koizumi 

Koizumi did not attempt to revolutionize the role of the prime minister in policy-making 

by changing the whole structure at once, but rather by using the new institutional tools 

while taking advantage of old structures. Although from time to time he ignored LDP’s 

informal rules, he also did not hesitate to negotiate with the veto players and adjust his 

reform goals so that he was able to successfully pass them through the Diet (Zakowski 

2015,  9-10, 40). 

The reforms introduced in the ‘90s were not enough to secure sufficient changes in the 

policy-making system to guarantee prime minister-led policy-making (Zakowki 2015, 

32-33). The influence of the bureaucrats, zokus and backbenchers, although weakened 

by the reforms, were not eliminated. On many occasions Koizumi chose to compromise 

with these veto players to secure achieving at least the majority of his original goal. He 

was foremost a pragmatic politician who aimed at making radical change through many 

small reforms and preferred compromising on these small goals to achieve significant 

larger change (Zakowski 2015, 38). 

Koizumi exerted a strong leadership in a top-down fashion as a prime minister (Itoh 

2008b, 14-15). It was possible thanks to his strong charismatic character but also due 

to the central government reforms that strengthened the position of prime minister in 

policy-making, started by Hashimoto which came into power in 2001 (Zakowski 2015, 

15). These new institutional tools allowed Koizumi to break many unwritten rules of 

LDP’s decision-making process and impose his will on both the party and the 

bureaucrats (see Figure 3; Zakowski 2015, 29). 

Koizumi chose not to make enemies of the bureaucrats and postponed his plans for 

amakudari reforms. He decided to take advantage of bureaucrats' knowledge by 

cooperating with anti-mainstream reform-oriented bureaucrats (Zakowski 2015, 40). 

Interviews were conducted to secure the loyalty of administrative staff in the cabinet 

secretariat to the prime minister. This tactic proved successful and the administrative 

staff promoting the prime minister’s policies often clashed with their respective 

ministries. What is more, the Administrative Vice-minister’s Council was used to 

inform ministries about the prime minister’s policy plan in a top-down manner. 

Moreover, policies drafted by the CEFP were not discussed in the Administrative Vice-

minister’s Council (Zakowski 2015, 9-10, 35-36). 
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Koizumi chose the ministers of his government based on their expertise and loyalty to 

him, often ignoring factional recommendations. His ministers often included 

unaffiliated LDP lawmakers, women and private sector specialists (Zakowski 2015, 38). 

When creating his cabinet Koizumi prepared letters for each of his ministers explaining 

the detailed policy instructions. While, as it was mentioned before Koizumi tried to 

balance his dominance with bureaucratic and party interests and while his ministerial 

nominations were independent he agreed to take into account party and ministries’ 

recommendations when nominating administrative vice-ministers and parliamentary 

vice-ministers. Still, Koizumi put a lot of emphasis on efficiency of policy-making and 

this is why he prioritized smooth cooperation of three political officials in each of the 

ministries to strengthen their influence on the ministry and bureaucrats (Zakowski 35-

36). 

Koizumi further strengthened his position against the party and politicians by his use 

of councils. The CEFP was the most important of them, serving as a source of reform 

recommendations in various areas (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 109). It consisted of the 

prime minister as chairperson, chief cabinet secretary (CCS), ministers of finance, 

internal affairs, and communications, as well as economy, trade and industry, minister 

of state of economic and fiscal policy, Bank of Japan governor and four experts from 

the private sector (Zakowski 2015, 36). Koizumi presided over each of its meetings, 

which took place two – three times a month. It was independent of bureaucrats and 

thanks to the participation of academics and people from the private sector it allowed 

the politicians to balance between their proposals and bureaucrats' interests (Kabashima 

and Steel 2010, 109; Zakowski 2015, 36). It created the most important of Koizumi’s 

policies, including privatization of the post office, and presented bills proposals to the 

PARC for party’s approval (Zakowski 2015, 9-10). The CEFP revolutionized the 

budget compilation process and issued for each ministry basic guidelines for their 

budget formulation (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 109; Zakowski 2015, 36). 

Still, Koizumi further strengthened his position in the policy-making process by 

additional reforms and creating the National Strategy Headquarters and the National 

Vision Planning Committee whose aim was to prepare the plan of decision-making 

reform. In March 2002 these institutions presented a draft proposing profound changes 

in policy-making mechanisms. It included renunciation of the tradition of advance 

authorization of all bill projects by the LDP decision-making organs, nomination of 
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party executives as cabinet members and increase in the number of political appointees 

in the government, strengthening the role played by cabinet committee and drastic civil 

service reform (Zakowski 2015, 34). The rapid implementation of these proposals was 

supposed to further strengthen the power of the prime minister, but it could also disturb 

the pre-existing decision-making patterns. Eventually Koizumi chose to use all the 

resources at his disposal under the old system instead of building a new one from 

scratch (Zakowski 2015, 34). 

He also did not want to become constrained by interests of LDP’s coalition partners as 

it often happened during Hashimoto or Obuchi’s premierships. He used the Three-Party 

Conference to simply inform the coalition parties about his policy decisions in a top-

down manner. On the other hand, Koizumi often strengthened his negotiation position 

against the LDP by first securing the approval by coalition partners (Zakowski 2015, 

38). 

 

Figure 3. Policy-network under Koizumi’s premiership. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

Koizumi came to power promising reforms that would result in economic revitalization 

of the country. He was against LDP’s traditional wasteful pork-barrel spendings, 

unnecessary public work spendings, and big state monopolies such as Japan Post 

(Carpenter 2008, 37; Kabashima and Steel 2010, 110). He promised privatization, 

improvement of governmental funds allocations, liquidating bad loans and improving 

decision-making powers of local governments. He called for reform of the pension 

system. His economic policy reforms and strong leadership boosted consumers and 
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business confidence and led to a period of sustained economic growth by 2003 

(Zakowski 2015, 9-10, 44-45.,60-61). Koizumi himself belonged to the financial zoku 

and many of his policies were strongly influenced by his close relations with the 

Ministry of Finance (MOF) that was a strong supporter of reducing the budget deficit 

(Zakowski 2015, 33). What is more MOF supervising commercial banks was strongly 

against the privileged position of postal savings and life insurances which enjoyed state 

guarantees and tax exemptions and supported its privatization (Zakowski 2015, 34). 

There is no doubt that Koizumi’s reform plans, despite protecting the interests of MOF, 

strongly threatened the interests of the bureaucrats from other ministries who were 

strongly dependent on public work projects, national monopolies, and special 

corporations (Zakowski 2015, 33). Koizumi’s tax reforms concentrated on tax 

reductions in particular individual income tax, keeping the consumption tax at the level 

of five percent, decreasing bond issuance, changing local taxes to allow decentralization 

and reduction of central government influence on the local governments (Kabashima 

and Steel 2010, 117). When it came to Koizumi’s decentralization plans instead of 

eliminating financing of local governments by the central government, he managed to 

reduce it which allowed for the national government to keep the significant influence 

over its local counterparts (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 117-118). His reform of the 

banking system concentrated on reducing non-performing loans (Kabashima and Steel 

2010, 116). 

 

Postal privatisation 

The postal privatization for sure remains Koizumi’s most famous reform. Japan Post 

was one of the Special Corporations. Apart from providing postal and package delivery 

services, it also provided banking and insurance services. It employed 400,000 

employees, which made it nation's largest employer and its banking division was in fact 

world’s largest bank, also the largest postal savings system, and holder of personal 

savings. Postal bank managed 25 percent of Japan’s personal assets with 230 trillion 

yen in savings and another 120 trillion yen in insurance. Postal bank’s resources were 

used by the government and were distributed by Fiscal Investment and Loan Program 

(FILP) as funding of public works projects, to provide loans, portages (Carpenter 2008, 

9).  Japan Post also held 140 trillion yen of national debt through government bonds 

(Carpenter 2008, 20). 
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Koizumi knew how challenging it would be to privatize the Japan Post and for this 

reason he waited with undertaking this task until his position in the party became strong 

enough (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 98-99). He did it after in 2003 the term of LDP’s 

leaders was extended from two to three years and his third victory in the presidential 

election the same year (Zakowski 2015, 38, 40). The proposal for the privatization was 

met with strong opposition from the bureaucrats because it strongly threatened their 

interests. Japan Post employed 400.000 employees and one third of all government 

workers were employed by it (Carpenter 2008, 19). There were as many as 219 

companies related to Japan Post that employed as many as two thousand retired 

bureaucrats (Zakowski 2015, 38). What is more, postal tribes in the LDP, dependent on 

votes of postal workers, were strongly against the privatization. Koizumi believed that 

successful privatization would strongly limit excessive government spending and its 

increasing public debt. What is more, it would also constrain corruption and pork-barrel 

politics leading to further weakening of the iron-triangle (Carpenter 2008, 20). 

To break the opposition of the iron-triangle Koizumi used public opinion which he 

managed to convince that the reforms were necessary. He appeared in entertainment 

shows, tabloids, and non-mainstream media where, unique for a Japanese politician's 

charisma and reform determination, he promoted his policies (Zakowski 2015, 33). 

High public support was for sure one of the factors that allowed Koizumi to succeed 

with his reforms, but it was his readiness to compromise instead of sticking to his first 

proposal that allowed for the successful Diet proceedings 

When it came to postal privatization the main goal was to improve postal service by 

making them more competitive. He divided it into separate businesses: mail service, 

banking service, insurance service, management of salaries and post office properties 

(Kabashima and Steel 2010, 116). The bill of privatization was prepared by the CEFP 

without participation of bureaucrats and zokus. Koizumi made few concessions to the 

postal parliamentary tribes to achieve authorization by LDP’s General Council. The 

issue was still so controversial that the authorization was gained not as it was 

traditionally made by unanimity but by a majority vote (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 98-

99). 

Despite the public support the passage of the privatization bill through the Diet was 

extremely difficult. 37 of LDP’s members in the Lower House voted against the 

privatization. Although it passed the Lower House it was rejected in the Upper House. 
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To pass a new law, despite Upper House rejection, 2/3 of the votes during the second 

vote in the Lower House are necessary. Since Koizumi did not have control over 2/3 

seats in the Lower House and he was not able as a prime minister to dissolve the Upper 

House he decided to dissolve the Lower House and gain the necessary 2/3 of seats in 

the election (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 98-100). Since he took from the LDP the 

control over candidate endorsement decisions he denied it to party members who voted 

against his privatization bill in the Lower House and expelled them from the party. In 

their place he endorsed their competing candidates, many of whom were young 

politicians, women, celebrities, and successful professionals. Most importantly, as 

Koizumi, they were not afraid of appearing in the media and gained strong popularity 

for his reforms. The media named them as Koizumi’s assassins and they effectively led 

LDP’s to landslide victory allowing for securing, in coalition with Kōmeitō, enough 

seats to pass the privatization bill through the Lower House (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 

98-99). The privatization bill was successfully passed through the Diet in October 2005. 

It provided for the Japan Post to be divided into four companies responsible for mail, 

savings, insurance, and network operations in 2007 (Carpenter 2008, 20). 

This victory further strengthened Koizumi’s position against the LDP and the 

bureaucrats. Koizumi’s support allowed as many as about eighty first term lawmakers 

to enter the Diet. They were named by the media as „Koizumi’s children” and he 

depended on them strongly for his further reforms (Zakowski 2015, 40). 

To conclude, we would like to emphasise that Koizumi’s unprecedentedly strong 

position vis a vis the LDP and bureaucrats was not simply guaranteed by the new 

administrative structure created by the reforms of the ‘90s. It was more a consequence 

of Koizumi's realistic approach and utilitarian approach to available tools. Even though 

Koizumi sometimes broke unwritten rules of policy-making most of all he was a 

consensus seeker who was concentrated on the goal of introducing significant change 

to Japanese politics not on simply passing one particular bill Carpenter 2008, 37). His 

successes and increasing popularity with the media caused further strengthening of his 

position as a leader during his premiership (Zakowski 2015, 32-33, 40).  Even though 

with his strong leadership Koizumi proved that available administrative tools allow for 

prime minister-led politics his successors’ rule was strongly characterized by a return 

to LDP’s traditional policy-making practices (Zakowski 2015, 16). Koizumi’s term in 

office as LDP’s president ended on September 30, 2006 (Lib Dems n.d.a; Zakowski 
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2015, 44-45) He retired from politics after the 2009 Lower House election (Yoshida 

and Nagata 2008). 

 

⑥ Policy-making under Abe’s first premiership 

Koizumi’s leadership was followed by premiership of three LDP’s politicians who 

represented a traditional approach to policy-making patterns and whose term in office 

was a strong step back in weakening the iron-triangle and strengthening prime 

minister’s position (Kabashimanand Steel 2010, 119; Mark 2016, 2-6) Abe Shinzō was 

the first of them. His ambition was to follow in Koizumi’s steps. He wanted to 

strengthen the prime minister’s policy-making authority through available tools. There 

was a lot of hope that he would continue Koizumi’s reforms, however he was 

unsuccessful in repeating Koizumi’s efficiency (Carpenter 2008, 28). Koizumi’s 

successful independent policy-making initiative was based on his use of the CEFP. 

However, at the end of Koizumi’s premiership the CEFP started to go under 

bureaucratic influence due to the nomination of Takenaka Heizō as the Minister of State 

for Economic and Fiscal Policy. Under his leadership the council stopped serving as 

the main engine of economic reforms and Abe’s government was not able to reverse 

this trend (Zakowski 2015, 41). 

Instead, Abe wanted to base his leadership on advisors-based politics, and he appointed 

five special advisors to his office. They were supposed to lead his policies on public 

relations, national security, abduction issues, economic and fiscal policies, and 

educational reform. When choosing his advisors Abe preferred politicians over 

bureaucrats and did not choose them based on their expertise but based on their close 

friendly relationship with himself and their support for his political preferences 

(Mulgan 2018, 33; Zakowski 2015, 41).  They were mostly old-school LDP 

conservatives, and their nominations left little hope for further reforms (Carpenter 2008, 

28). It not only had a strong negative influence on Abe’s relations with the bureaucrats 

but brought strong criticism on his selection process and finally caused many fractions 

between these privileged advisors of very strong position and other politicians and 

bureaucrats. Abe’s main intention of building his office on the strength of special 

advisors was to weaken the influence of bureaucracy. He was not as willing as Koizumi 

to prioritize bureaucratic professional knowledge and use it as his own strength. During 
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Abe’s administration not only the bureaucrats but also Abe’s own ministers became 

alienated by his policy-making patterns (Mulgan 2018, 33). 

What is more, Abe lacked the capability to coordinate intra-Kantei communication. 

Kantei quickly became dysfunctional because special advisors, ministers and vice-

ministers did not communicate their plans with each other. Each of them preferred to 

report to the prime minister directly, forcing him to unnecessarily micromanage various 

matters (Zakowski 2015, 41). The chief cabinet secretary (CCS) and deputy chief 

cabinet secretaries not only were cut out of this communication, but they themselves 

also reported directly to Abe (Mulgan 2018, 33). One of Koizumi’s strengths was his 

talent for choosing a loyal, professional, and well working team. Abe by causing a 

breakdown of the internal administrative structure within his office did not create a 

coherent and efficient team under his leadership (Zakowski 2015, 44-45). 

Once again, differently than Koizumi, Abe decided to follow up with anti-amakudari 

legislation. His bill prohibited ministries to arrange employment in public institutions 

or private companies for retired bureaucrats. Instead, it proclaimed the establishment 

of one placement centre for all retiring bureaucrats from all the ministries. It was 

supposed to weaken the loyalty of the bureaucrats for their respective ministries (Itoh 

2008b, 14-15). The bill was rejected by the Administrative Vice-ministers' Council, 

which gave Abe a chance to make a Koizumi-style arbitrary decision and order its 

submission for Cabinet’s approval without unanimous approval from the bureaucrats 

(Zakowski 2015,41). However, the bill met with further opposition not only from 

LDP’s politicians but also from opposition parties who believed that it would not be an 

effective measure to stop the amakudari problem. Abe, unable to secure passage of the 

bill due to opposition, temporarily withdrew it from the Diet (Carpenter 2008, 81). 

Abe wanted to continue Koizumi’s strong leadership on the international scene. His 

meetings with leaders from China and South Korea initially gave hope for improvement 

in the relationships between these countries and Japan. However, Abe’s nationalistic 

and revisionist stand and his visits to Yasukuni shrine led to deterioration in these 

relations (Mark 2016, 7). 

In contrast to Koizumi, who put a lot of effort into getting public support for his reforms 

and to read public preferences, Abe’s government should be characterized as not 

understanding public interest and being unresponsive to public needs. His hawkish 

nationalistic stand made him to concentrate on policies that the society in general little 
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cared about, such as constitutional revision, patriotic education and so on (Kabashima 

and Steel 2010, 120-122). Despite that, Abe pushed such policies as the School 

Education Law that promoted patriotic education and required teachers to renew their 

licenses every ten years, which was criticized as the government taking control over 

both public and private educational institutions. He also succeeded in upgrading the 

Defence Agency into the Ministry of Defence (Carpenter 2008, 28-29). Finally, despite 

lack of public support, Abe pushed through the Diet legislation the Law Concerning the 

Amendment Procedures of the Japanese Constitution which regulated the rules of a 

national referendum which is a necessary step for amending the Constitution (BBC 200; 

Lib Dems n.d.b). 

Prime Minister Abe started with high public support rates (Carpenter 2008, 29). 

However, his lack of policy action in face of economic stagnation brought strong 

criticism (Carpenter 2008, 28; Mark 2016, 7). He did not follow up with reformative 

trends and limited himself mostly to vocalizing his support for reforms, without making 

any significant effort to introduce them. He set aside Koizumi’s economic agenda and 

supported growth over reforms (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 119). He stressed fighting 

economic disparities and social stratification of Japanese society (Kabashima and Steel 

2010, 120-122). On the other hand, he was a supporter of further increase in the 

consumption tax (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 119). Dissatisfaction with his government 

was further strengthened by his readmission to the party of politicians who opposed 

Koizumi on postal reform (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 119; Zakowski 2015, 42). His 

premiership was further influenced by many scandals. The public was outraged when 

data of over fifty million pension accounts were lost by a bureaucratic mistake (Mark 

2016, 7). Also, the minister of agriculture was accused of bid-riding in road building 

projects. Despite criticism Abe continued to support the minister who eventually 

committed suicide before a questioning in the Diet (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 120-

122; Zakowski 2015, 42). What is more, Abe’s unsuccessful premiership strongly 

influenced LDP’s performance in the 2007 Upper House election that was won by the 

DPJ led by Ozawa. It was the first time in history that the LDP was not the largest party 

in the Upper House. Abe stepped down soon after that citing bad health as a reason. 

After Koizumi’s premiership that lasted more than five years, Abe remained in office 

only for a year and the period of “revolving doors premierships” was back (Carpenter 

2008, 29; Mark 2016, 7). 
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⑦ Policy-making under Fukuda and Asō 

Since Abe’s attempt in continuing Koizumi’s top-down leadership ended in a colossal 

election loss, the LDP decided to go back to traditional policy-making patterns 

(Zakowski 2015, 4). The reason for the choice of Fukuda as LDP’s candidate for the 

prime minister was his dovish nature, and preference of seeking consensus and avoiding 

quarrels (Carpenter 2008, 29; Zakowski 2015, 44-45). LDP’s leaders believed that his 

nature would facilitate negotiations and cooperation with opposition parties in the 

Upper House (Zakowski 2015, 42). LDP’s complete loss of control over the Upper 

House made the policy-making process almost impossible. Fukuda reached out to the 

DPJ with a suggestion of forming a coalition, which was welcomed by its leader Ozawa. 

Despite that, the majority of DPJ’s politicians were strongly against it and it was 

rejected in the end. Under Fukuda’s premiership the Diet was under continued struggle 

between ruling and opposition parties (Zakowski 2015, 43). 

Fukuda was less nationalistic than Abe and managed to repair Japan’s relations with 

China and South Korea (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 127). Still, when it came to 

domestic politics his stand was very close to Abe and in consequence, he made very 

few changes to Abe’s cabinet. He even promoted some politicians that did not support 

Koizumi’s postal reform and were returned to the party by Abe (Kabashima and Steel 

2010, 123). When it came to economic policies Fukuda was regarded as being slightly 

more in favour of economic reforms than Abe, but he did not have a well-defined reform 

agenda (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 127). He voiced his support for economic growth 

and narrowing urban-rural divide and income inequality among regions (Kabashima 

and Steel 2010, 123). What is more, Fukuda managed to proceed with anti-amakudari 

legislation. Bill that was passed with the DP’sJ support after significant watering down 

provided cabinet’s control over the appointment of high ranking bureaucrats in Special 

Corporations and restricting their further migration to connected businesses (Carpenter 

2008, 81-82; Zakowski 2015, 43). 

Fukuda’s low public support caused by his lack of clear policy agenda or strong 

leadership was further weakened by introduction of an unpopular health insurance 

system for senior citizens, and a discussion about possible further increase in the 

consumption tax in the CEFP. Fukuda neither chose to reach out to the public and search 

for its support for his government, nor tried to push his bills through the Diet despite 

the Upper House rejections like Koizumi did. It strengthened his image as a politician 
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who lacked leadership skills and caused further criticism (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 

123-124). 

Fear of losing the next 2009 Lower House election strengthened the criticism of Fukuda 

in the LDP and caused him to resign in September 2008 (Mark 2016, 7; Zakowski 2015, 

43). The LDP conservative leaders once again unable to read social changes and the 

needs of the voters chose Asō Tarō as Fukuda’s successor. They believed that his image 

as a manga lover would bring back popular support that Koizumi enjoyed. But Asō was 

nothing like Koizumi. He was a controversial person, famous for his extravagant 

lifestyle, love for not only mangas, but also extremely expensive restaurants, his direct, 

often too honest, way of expressing his ideas and often gaffes (Kabashima and Steel 

2010, 124-125; Zakowski 43-44). 

Asō’s premiership was affected by the global financial crisis of 2008 (Mark 2016, 7). 

He called for postponing economic reforms and stressing reviving businesses and 

rebuilding public finances (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 125). This meant nothing else 

than returning to LDP’s practice of spending their way back to economic health. He 

approved the largest up to date initial budget plan in history and increased the sale of 

government bonds (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 126). This was a drastic step back for 

the politics of decreasing government spending started by Koizumi and continued by 

Abe’s premiership. Special benefits of at least 12,000 yen were introduced for every 

Japanese citizen in hope for an increase in domestic consumption. However, it should 

be emphasised that this sudden turn from fiscal discipline started by Koizumi was not 

only Asō’s idea. He was pressured by conservative LDP members who feared that 

continued strict economic reform would lead to LDP’s fall in the upcoming Lower 

House election. They hoped that vast government spending would secure electoral 

support (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 125-126). Still, LDP’s policies caused just the 

opposite reaction from the public. Party’s sudden rejection of fiscal discipline or 

structural reforms and its return to pork-barrel politics proved that Koizumi’s leadership 

did not manage to change LDP’s patterns of policy-making and the pro-reform attitude 

was a thing of the past. What is more, Asō allowed bureaucrats to introduce a series of 

laws that created loopholes in Abe and Fukuda’s anti-amakudari bill, making it 

practically useless which was perceived as a sign that the politics of the iron-triangle 

were back (Zakowski 2015, 44). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

83 
 

In consequence Asō’s support fell even much faster than support for Abe and Fukuda’s 

governments (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 125; Zakowski 2015, 44). In face of popular 

discontent and strong challenge from the DPJ, now led by Hatoyama Yukio, Asō 

decided to extend the Lower House term to its constitutional limit. This desperate hold 

on power and refusal to face accountability further worsened the perception of the LDP 

among Japanese (Mark 2016, 7). During the 2009 Lower House election the LDP once 

again suffered historical defeat and for the first time lost its position as the largest party 

of the Lower House (Zakowski 2015, 44). Its bad performance was caused by its 

rejection of reform-oriented policies that gave it strong support during Koizumi’s 

premiership (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 127). The DPJ’s astonishing performance of 

gaining almost two-thirds of the seats was a result of its voter-oriented policy proposal 

and very dynamic campaign masterminded by no one else than Ozawa himself (Mark 

2016, 7) Still, it needs to be emphasised that votes for the DPJ were very often votes 

against LDP’s policy-making and Asō’s administration (Pekkanen and Reed. 2013, 9). 

As we presented, Japanese politics between 1993 and 2009 was characterized by 

constant change, if not chaos, which was a result of the fall of the ‘55 system. It became 

a unique chance to introduce reforms that would allow for establishing new patterns of 

policy-making. There was hope that the alternative system could lead to a decrease in 

corruption and creation of a more voter-oriented politics. 

Japanese politicians struggled to find new patterns of policy-making that would allow 

them to better answer to the public needs and secure support from their electorate. The 

electoral and administrative reforms were introduced as part of these efforts. The 

electoral reform led to increased inter-party electoral competition and emergence of the 

DPJ as the main LDP’s competitor. It also influenced voters' supervision over the 

politicians. While administrative reform did not drastically change the policy-making 

patterns, it provided the prime minister with tools that, if used correctly, allowed him 

to effectively conduct independent policy initiatives. Still, between 1993 and 2009 

Koizumi Jun’ichiro was the only prime minister who was able to use his power and 

influence policy-making through strong leadership thanks to the tools provided to him 

by these two reforms and strong public support. However, this promising period for the 

LDP was followed by return of old-style LDP’s policy-making under the premierships 

of Abe, Fukuda and Asō. It was a drastic step back from reform-oriented Koizumi’s 

premiership since it brought back the extensive spending and cultivating the iron-
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triangle’s relations. This return to the old practices caused strong discontent among the 

public which this time was presented with an interesting alternative for the LDP in the 

form of the DPJ. As a consequence, LDP performed very poorly in following Upper 

and Lower House elections and for the first time in the history it found itself in a 

situation where it, not only was in opposition in both houses, but also was not even the 

largest party in any of them. 

 

  3.1.3. Policy-making under the Democratic Party of Japan (2009-

2012) 

The Democratic Party (DP) was formed in 1996 mostly by former politicians of the JSP 

and Sakigake opposing their parties’ alliance with the LDP. The leaders of this new 

party were reform oriented Hatoyama Yukio and Kan Naoto from Sakigake. DP was 

further joined by Hata and his followers, who left Ozawa’s NFP in 1998. After that 

party’s name was changed for the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) (Curtis 1999, 193) 

In the end, Ozawa’s LP also joined DPJ in 2003 (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 216). 

Although the origins of the DPJ resulted in the existence of various groups within the 

party, they should not be regarded as DPJ’s versions of LDP’s factions. The LDP’s 

factions were a consequence of pre-1994 multi-member electoral districts and the 

necessity for politicians to compete for votes with other members of the same party. 

The DPJ was created after this electoral system was replaced with single-member 

districts (SMDs) so that DPJ’s internal groups do not represent different interest groups 

but different policy preferences caused by their original affiliation. Still, even after a 

significant influx of new younger members, the internal groups in the party proved 

prevailing and the party lacked coherence (Zakowski 2015, 49). 

Since the DPJ was composed of politicians who represented such different political 

options, it was not easy to find their common points (Curtis 1999, 194). While it was 

very important for the DPJ to distinguish itself from the LDP, it was difficult to find 

policies that would be acceptable for all its members. Elimination of the excessive 

influence of the bureaucrats and zokus on the policy-making was a policy agenda that 

all DPJ’s members had in common. It called for introduction of politician-led 

government, as opposed to bureaucracy-led government and for Kantei-leadership 

which meant strengthening the position of prime minister vis a vis his party and the 
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bureaucrats (Zakowski 2015, 8). The party described itself as a supporter of market 

based economic reforms and as a protector of those who were disadvantaged by the 

inequalities of Japanese society (Curtis 1999, 194). 

The DPJ won most seats in the Upper House in 2007 and later the majority in the Lower 

House in 2009 (Kabashima and Steel 2010, 129). In September 2009 in the Lower 

House the DPJ created a coalition with the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and People’s 

New Party (PNP; Zakowski 2015, 3).  It was the first time since 1955 that a party other 

than the LDP held majorities in both houses of the Diet. It seemed that finally Japan 

may have been heading in the direction of a two-party system (Mark 2016, 8). The 

hopes for change were high, especially since the DPJ had a hard anti-LDP stand and 

claimed that the goal of a true politician-led government may be achieved only if a non-

LDP party takes power (Zakowski 2015, 15). The DPJ emphasised that changes 

introduced by Hosokawa and Hashimoto, as well as Koizumi-style leadership, were not 

sufficient and called for further reforms (Zakowski 2015, 15, 60-61). The DPJ believed 

that no far-reaching reforms were possible without abolition of the LDP created system 

and the iron-triangle (Zakowski 2015, 3). Their goal was to abolish two-track decision-

making and exclude bureaucrats and backbenchers from the policy-making (Zakowski 

2015, 60-61). 

 

① Policy-making under Hatoyama 

Despite all the hopes for more open politics and policy-making Hatoyama’s 

government fell under harsh criticism just from the beginning. The DPJ decided to 

proclaim their policy plan in a new form of political manifestos as a symbol of drastic 

change from the past. The DPJ claimed that manifestos were a way to ensure greater 

accountability from the ruling party. However, Hatoyama’s manifesto was prepared 

behind closed doors by the DPJ's Policy Research Committee and its leaders. Due to 

the lack of intra-party consultations and consensus it failed to present a coherent and 

realistic policy proposal that would be supported by all DPJ’s members. Such 

compilation of this manifesto was supposed to prevent intra-party tensions. While it 

helped in revealing to the public lack of party’s coherence, it caused dissatisfaction 

among party members and posed a risk for future fractions. 

The manifesto promised new child allowance, farmer subsidies, tuition free high 

schools and abolishment of highway tolls. Funds for such a vast welfare program were 
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supposed to be obtained by cuts in wasteful budget spending such as infamous public 

work projects (Zakowski 2015, 8, 50). What is more, the basic idea of a politician-led 

government was also explained in the 2009 manifesto. Ruling party was supposed to 

hold full responsibility for the governance and policy-making. The prime minister’s 

leadership was supposed to guarantee pursuit of the national interest. The main policy-

making initiative was to be held by the cabinet, in particular prime minister, ministers, 

minister, parliamentary vice-minister, and parliamentary secretaries. Three political 

officials were supposed to be strengthened by the increase of DPJ’s politicians in the 

ministries. At the same time the influence of bureaucrats in policy-making was to be 

reduced by abolishment of the Administrative Vice-ministers’ Council. What is more, 

a new system of personnel management of high-ranking bureaucrats was to be 

implemented with administrative vice-ministers and bureau chiefs were to be chosen 

based on performance evaluations. Hatoyama promised to reshuffle the bureaucrats in 

the posts of bureau chief or higher by demanding their resignations and replacing them 

with new staff. Also, amakudari practice was to be further constrained (Zakowski 2015, 

54). Moreover, the prime minister’s power was to be further strengthened by the 

establishment of the National Strategy Bureau (later established in a limited version as 

the National Strategy Unit (NSU)) and the Government Revitalization Unit (GRU). The 

NSU was supposed to shape national policies and formulate a budget framework with 

the cooperation of politicians and private sector representatives. The GRU was 

supposed to revise all budgets to cut wasteful spending (Zakowski 2015, 55). 

When Hatoyama accessed power he controlled the majority of seats in both houses, 

enjoyed very high support rates, had at his disposal administrative tools allowing for 

top-down policy-making, his proposed reforms did not require constitutional revision, 

and the relationships between the LDP politicians and policymakers or interest groups 

were relatively weak. It seemed that there was no strong actor that would be able to 

effectively stop him from realizing his promises (Zakowski 2015, 10). However, 

Hatoyama’s own choices made it impossible for him to effectively control policy-

making and bring promised change. The DPJ built their legitimacy on the anti-LDP 

stand and completely distrusted all the institutions that for many years had served the 

LDP (Zakowski 2015, 64). In consequence it rejected the idea of using the pre-existing 

policy-making tools. Instead of building on Koizumi’s experience it decided to reject 

and criticise his achievements as insufficient (Zakowski 2015, 10). The goal was to 
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replace all previously used tools with completely new ones and create policy-making 

patterns and institutions from the beginning (Zakowski 2015, 64). In consequence, by 

rejecting tools created by previous reforms the DPJ had no decision-making structure 

of their own that would allow them to smoothly pass their ambitious reform plan 

(Zakowski et al. 2018, 241). While Koizumi who was a pragmatist constrained his 

political ambitions and gradually reformed the policy-making process by taking 

advantage of bureaucrats' knowledge and strengthening his position vis a vis other actor 

thanks to repeated successful political initiatives and reforms, Hatoyama did quite the 

opposite. In his drive to destroy the iron-triangle he decided to first exclude both 

bureaucrats and backbenchers from the policy-making without previously undertaking 

necessary administrative reforms and creating an alternative system. The DPJ’s leaders 

thought they would be able to introduce their reforms without any support from the 

bureaucrats or members of their own party. In consequence the policy-making process 

became extremely inefficient because while the DPJ refused to use pre-existing policy-

making tools and cooperate with bureaucrats, it failed to introduce institutional changes 

that would allow them to rule in a way they wanted (Zakowski 2015, 1). 

What is more, Hatoyama claimed that a politician-led government was supposed to 

allow for transferring the will of the public to the bureaucrats through the politicians 

representing them. DPJ’s questioning of bureaucrats regarding particular items in the 

budget during televised budget line-item meetings proved much wasteful spending and 

gained support from the public. Still, it was difficult to eliminate that waste by reducing 

the budgets (Pekkanen and Reed 2013, 9).  Moreover, Hayoyama’s government issued 

a special document redefining the relations between the politicians and the bureaucrats. 

It called for mutual respect, while denying bureaucrats the right to hold press 

conferences or contact bureaucrats from other ministries without approval from their 

political supervisor. It went as far as to reduce significantly possible interactions 

between the bureaucrats and three political officials from the same ministry. Finally, it 

warned them not to withhold any information from ministers (Zakowski 2015, 66). The 

DPJ believed that it would be able to weaken bureaucrats’ position vis a vis the 

politicians by making it impossible for the ministries to coordinate their policy stand 

and unite against politicians by abolishing the Administrative Vice-ministers’ Council 

(Zakowski 2015, 65-66). Apart from firing all high-ranking bureaucrats and replacing 

them with new staff, Hatoyama also planned to reduce the authority of administrative 
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vice-ministers by downgrading their status to that of bureau chiefs and department 

directors (Zakowski 2015, 67, 69). For introducing these changes, the DPJ needed to 

pass the Bill Establishing Political Leadership through the Diet. Due to the opposition 

from bureaucrats and interest groups, and time constraints resulting from short Diet 

sessions this bill was never passed. As a result, the DPJ was left without an alternative 

structure of policy-making (Zakowski 2015, 73). It should be emphasised that the ruling 

party failed to comprehend the utility of the Administrative Vice-ministers’ Council for 

the prime ministers. While the DPJ perceived it as a symbol of bureaucratic power it 

was often efficiently used to transit prime minister’s orders to the respective ministries. 

What is more, it also allowed the politicians to remain informed about work being done 

in each of the ministries and adjust it further accordingly to the progress being made 

(Zakowski 2015, 77). 

Furthermore, In the pursuit of a prime minister-led government also the role of the 

backbenchers became limited. Ozawa forbade DPJ’s backbenchers from submitting 

their own legislation projects to the Diet, apart from some exceptional cases, arguing 

that it would negatively influence united Kantei-led policy-making (Zakowski 2015, 

82). Also, the power of backbenchers was significantly weakened by abolition of DPJ’s 

Policy Research Committee which deprived them from any influence on policy 

formulation (Zakowski 2015, 81). The abolition was also aimed at preventing the 

backbenchers from establishing connections with bureaucrats and interest groups. 

While Ozawa feared that backbenchers’ participation in Policy Research Committee 

would lead to formation of political tribes, abolishment of the committee deprived 

DPJ’s politicians of a space where they could gain experience about policy-making 

(Zakowski 2015, 64, 81). In Ozawa’s vision of politician-led government backbenchers 

were perceived as supporters of the Cabinet and policies it decided. Their activities 

were limited to showing their support by voting for their party’s legislation during the 

proceedings in the Diet. While they were also asked by Ozawa to strengthen their 

relations with their local electorate with the abolition of DPJ’s Policy Research 

Committee they lacked a forum to represent the interests of their supporters (Zakowski 

2015, 82). Due to the protests from the backbenchers, Hatoyama allowed them to 

submit legislative projects to the Diet after the approval by both the cabinet and the 

party. Parliamentarian research committees were created to allow backbenchers to 

discuss policy issues (Zakowski 2015, 83-84). 
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On the other hand, the government position was to be strengthened by the establishment 

of the NSU and the GRU (Zakowski 2015, 73). The two decision-making bodies were 

established already in September 2009 but only by respectively the prime minister’s 

decision as part of the Cabinet Secretariat and by cabinet decision as part of the Cabinet 

Office. The DPJ planned on strengthening the legal position of these two units by 

passing the Bill Establishing Political Leadership, but it never succeeded and the power 

of these two organizations was not sufficient to become significant policy-making 

arenas (Zakowski 2015, 75). This failure to strengthen the legal position of NSU was 

of special significance since it was supposed to replace the CEFP in shaping national 

policy-making and Administrative Vice-ministers’ Council in inter-ministerial 

coordination (Zakowski 2015, 65-66). What is more it was permanently understaffed 

and was chaired not by the prime minister himself but only by one of vice-ministers 

which significantly decreased its potential and importance. On the other hand, the GRU 

was chaired by the prime minister himself and due to close cooperation with the MOF 

was relatively successful in its budget cuts (Zakowski 2015, 76-77). Ironically, the goal 

of DPJ’s politics to decrease the power of bureaucracy was in the interest of the MOF. 

Budget cuts or decrease in public works projects introduced by the DPJ and its later 

promise of tax increase were in accord with the ministry's policies (Zakowski 2015, 68). 

What is more the MOF was able to maintain its influence on budget compilation 

(Zakowski 2015, 65). 

In addition, the DPJ’s policy-making abilities were further declined by its rejection of 

using any of the advisory councils. Once again DPJ’s attitude was completely different 

from Koizumi’s, who by introducing independent members supporting his policies into 

these councils managed to negotiate with the bureaucrats and actively influence 

ministries position on various matters. Hayotama believed that these private sector 

members were chosen according to bureaucrats’ preference and could only interfere 

further with reforms needed for a politician-led government (Zakowski 2015, 67). 

While for Koizumi the CEFP remained the most powerful body of policy formulating 

the DPJ refused to take advantage of it. Even though it was not able to abolish it 

completely, which was supposed to be achieved by passing of the Bill Establishing 

Political Leadership, its meetings were never held (Zakowski 2015, 77). 

Most importantly, the task of policy formulation in each ministry was confined to three 

political officials: minister, parliamentary vice-minister, and parliamentary secretary. 
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Since it was ministers who chose their parliamentary vice-ministers and parliamentary 

secretaries, they were supposed to compose a coherent team against bureaucrats in their 

ministries (Zakowski 2015, 67, 69). The three political officials of each ministry 

became leaders in deciding their ministry’s work and policy-making (Zakowski 2015, 

69). The Three Political Officials’ Council became the most important decision-making 

body in each ministry. There were no instructions on how to conduct their proceedings 

and this lack of uniform standards resulted in various approaches of individual ministers 

in the regard of openness, composition, decision-making, meeting frequency (Zakowski 

2015, 70). Inter-ministerial coordination took place during meetings of the cabinet 

committees attended by interested ministers. Less important issues were debated during 

sub-cabinet meetings of vice-ministers whose aim was to facilitate final decisions by 

their superiors (Zakowski 2015, 71). Since LDP’s patterns of policy negotiations were 

not in place anymore and policy preparation moved from bureaucrats into hands of 

politicians the role of the cabinet meetings also changed. They were no more places for 

confirming decisions made beforehand but became places of political discussion. The 

smooth decision-making was very difficult because due to the lack of sufficient 

coordination and negotiations various important decisions made by ministers were 

suddenly revealed as late as during the cabinet meetings (Zakowski 2015, 72). This lack 

of beforehand negotiations caused the meetings to be too short to guarantee sufficient 

coordination. The situation was even worsened by the fact that ministers overwhelmed 

with their responsibilities ceded much of the intra- and inter-ministerial coordination, 

as well as contacts with the backbenchers, to the parliamentary vice-ministers who were 

simply not able to cope with such a massive amount of work (Zakowski 2015, 73) In 

short, excluding the bureaucrats from decision-making led to overworking of the three 

political officials who were not able to effectively manage all their responsibilities by 

themselves (Zakowski 2015, 80). The position of three political officials in the 

ministries was supposed to be straightened by dispatch of further political appointees 

to the ministers by the Bill Establishing Political Leadership, but once again due to 

DPJ’s inability to pass this legislation, it was never achieved and their position and 

workload remained impossible to handle (Zakowski 2015, 65, 73). 
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Figure 4. Policy-network under Hatoyama. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

 

What is more, even though the DPJ strongly reduced bureaucrats' abilities to build 

consensus and oppose politicians, thanks to their experience they still were able to use 

other ways to negatively influence DPJ’s policy-making efforts. They leaked to the 

media information inconvenient for the politicians, played one politician against 

another, delayed necessary documents, used interest groups to influence ministers, did 

not share important documents with politicians or presented them with overwhelming 

amounts of materials written in difficult language (Zakowski 2015, 69). 

Hatoyama’s ambitions of revolutionizing policy-making under politician leadership 

were drastically limited by structural constraints that prevented him from passing such 

big reforms (Zakowski 2015, 105). Hatoyama lacked flexibility and will to adapt his 

policy agenda to the capacities of the political system (Zakowski 2015, 80). While he 

abolished or rejected many elements of the LDP policy-making system he was not able 

to create a coherent alternative mostly by failing to pass the Bill Establishing Political 

Leadership (Zakowski 2015, 105, see Figure 4). Lack of inter-ministerial coordination 

and strong personalities of many DPJ politicians created an image of loose patchwork 
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of separate ministries instead of a coherent team under the leadership of the prime 

minister (Zakowski 2015, 80). Once again Ozawa’s character had enormous influence 

on the fall of another government. Hatoyama was not able to ignore his voice and 

modified some of his policies according to Ozawa’s preferences (Zakowski 2015, 65) 

What is more Ozawa’s vast prerogatives led to intra-party fractions and weakened 

Hatoyama’s position (Zakowski 2015, 105). Negative image of Hatoyama’s politician-

led government together with failure to deliver some of his promises, strengthened by 

scandals over illegal donations to both Hatoyama and Ozawa led to prime minister’s 

resignation only eight months after the creation of his cabinet (Pekkanen and Reed 2013, 

10; Zakowski 2015, 65) 

 

② Policy-making under Kan 

Kan was chosen as Hosokawa’s successor since he was a politician who belonged to a 

different faction than Ozawa. Choosing a politician who had a reputation not being 

corrupted aimed at improving the party's image before the upcoming 2010 Upper House 

election (Zakowski 2015, 105). 

Before analysing Kan’s approach to policy-making it needs to be emphasised that his 

premiership came during a difficult time of many challenges. Americans pressed Japan 

to access the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a Chinese fishing boat collided with two 

Japanese patrol vessels in the East China Sea in 2010 and Japan was hit by a destructive 

earthquake and tsunami that caused meltdown at Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power 

Plant. Kan’s premiership is being evaluated also based on his performance in face of 

these difficult challenges and while other more experienced leaders might have been 

more successful in face of many of these challenges there is rather little doubt that 

Japanese crisis management structure was not prepared for such a complex catastrophe 

as the Great East Japan Earthquake of 2011 and not even LDP government would have 

had a successful strategy prepared for dealing with this crisis. 

Hatoyama’s failures in policy-making caused Kan Naoto to seek a more Koizumi-like 

approach during his premiership (Zakowski 2015, 12). His main goal was to solve the 

problems of policy-making mechanisms introduced by Hatoyama (Zakowski 2015, 108) 

While Kan wanted to rule in a top-down manner he also wanted to take advantage of 

the pre-existing institutions. 
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Kan, trying to revise changes made by Hatoyama, decided to regain support of DPJ’s 

backbenchers. To do so he re-established DPJ’s Policy Research Committee (Zakowski 

2015, 107). Although officially its role was supposed to be to collect people’s voices 

and submit proposals of policy-making to the government, in reality the Policy 

Research Committee was nothing more than a mere consultative body for the cabinet 

(Zakowski 2015, 121, 153-154). Still to make amendments with the backbenchers, Kan 

named as the chairperson of the committee one of the members of the cabinet. While it 

increased the importance of the committee, it also guaranteed that the decision-making 

would remain unified under the government (Zakowski 2015, 133-134). What is more, 

Kan also decided to allow for more often reshuffling of the cabinet. Since the Bill 

Establishing Political Leadership never passed through the Diet there was only a limited 

number of government positions available to the DPJ’s politicians. Thanks to the 

reshuffles, more ambitious backbenchers had a chance to play an important role in the 

government. While this step increased the support of the backbenchers it also 

significantly weakened the influence of politicians on the ministries. The reshuffles, the 

same as during the DPJ’s rule, caused the situation where the three political officials 

did not hold their posts long enough to be able to gain necessary knowledge and 

understanding of their ministries to be able to exert control on the bureaucrats 

(Zakowski 2015, 113). The interactions between the politicians and the bureaucrats 

increased also by bureaucrats’ participation in the meetings of three political officials 

(Zakowski 2015, 121) In consequence, the three political officials became more and 

more influenced by bureaucrats and on some occasions, like budget compilations, 

instead of following Kainte’s policies, they became advocates of their ministry’s 

interests (Zakowski 2015, 115). 

What is more, while Kan wanted to continue the politician-led government, he also 

wanted to repair relations with the bureaucrats. Even though Kan’s experience made 

him not trust the bureaucrats, he also had respect for their expertise and understood that 

their support was necessary for any reform (Zakowski 2015, 107). He understood that 

it was unrealistic to try to completely exclude them from decision-making and he opted 

for the Koizumi-like approach of taking advantage of bureaucrats' expertise (Zakowski 

2015, 153-154). For this reason, in his Basic Policy Kan called for closer cooperation 

between politicians and bureaucrats (Zakowski 2015, 108). Moreover, most of the anti-

amakudari policies were reversed under Kan’s administration, when the Basic Policy 
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on Retirement Management prepared by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 

Communications (MIC) was passed as a cabinet decision. It was later strengthened by 

another two documents that created loopholes making amakudari prohibition not only 

meaningless but also making the amakudari practice even worse than before (Zakowski 

2015, 111). Furthermore, the increased bureaucrats’ influence on Kan and his cabinet 

was noticeable since the beginning of his term as prime minister. He was chosen as the 

DPJ’s new leader to gain support for the party in the upcoming Upper House election. 

However, just before the election, influenced by the MOF bureaucrats, Kan expressed 

his support for the necessary consumption tax increase. While he did so in hope to gain 

public support for this reform, just like Koizumi often did, the result was just the 

opposite and it contributed to the DPJ’s defeat during the election (Zakowski 2015, 107, 

112). 

Kan’s gamble was of serious consequences for his party. The DPJ lost the majority in 

the Upper House already before the 2010 Upper House election when the SDP left the 

coalition in May of the same year. The SDP defection from the coalition caused the 

DPJ to also lose its control over two-thirds seats of the Lower House. For this reason, 

the 2010 Upper House election was extremely important for the DPJ, since it was facing 

a risk of twisted parliament. Unfortunately, Kan’s consumption tax gamble caused the 

DPJ to further drop in its hold on Upper House seats. The situation became even more 

complicated since Kan did not manage to create a new coalition with opposition parties, 

apart from the People's New Party (PNP), and what is more an LDP’s politician became 

the Chairman of House Management Committee of the Lower House (Pekkanen and 

Reed. 2013, 11; Zakowski 2015, 133-134). As a consequence the opposition parties 

emerged as powerful veto players and policy-making became extremely difficult for 

Kan and his party (Zakowski 2015, 109). 

The Great East Japan Earthquake in April 2011 became an unprecedented challenge for 

the Japanese government. The crisis management became even more difficult due to 

problems with information flow and inter-ministerial coordination caused by lack of a 

body similar to the Administrative Vice-ministers’ Council (Zakowski 2015, 153-154). 

Due to mistrust between the politicians and the bureaucrats, lack of inter-ministerial 

cooperation and close relationship between Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry 

(METI) bureaucrats and the nuclear power industry Kan reached for expertise of 

private-sector advisors, but it disturbed the flow of information and made the decision-
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making process less transparent (Zakowski 2015, 117, 153-154). In consequence Kan 

was accused of micromanaging the crisis and negatively influencing the disaster relief 

activities. These accusations led to further criticism of the political-led government 

(Pekkanen and Reed. 2013, 12; Zakowski 2015, 12, 153-154). Finally, Kan established 

the Inter-ministerial Liaison Council modelled after Administrative Vice-ministers’ 

Council (Zakowski 2015, 108, 153-154). Later the Inter-ministerial Liaison Council 

gradually started dealing with many everyday matters related to various ministries. 

While Kan’s government promoted the council as the place where Cabinet was able to 

give the instructions to the administrative vice-ministers, its members simply read aloud 

reports concerning the activity of each ministry without conducting any policy 

coordination (Zakowski 2015, 112-113). 

Kan also introduced further revisions to the structure created by Hatoyama. After losing 

the majority in the Upper House, Kan's administration was unable to pass the Bill 

Establishing Political Leadership. In consequence, Kan decided to downgrade the NSU 

to a role of an advisory body to the prime minister. However, due to the lack of access 

to the prime minister and insufficient staff it failed in its new role and its significance 

decreased even further. Criticism from the media and the party made Kan to try once 

again to reform the NSU and make it the main unit of policy coordination. However, 

due to the lack of access to information, weak institutional backing it never became an 

important organ of policy deliberations (Zakowski 2015, 115). What is more, following 

Koizumi’s example, Kan wanted to create a powerful advisory board able to present a 

coherent policy agenda. As Hatoyama, he refused to resume the CEFP meetings and 

instead established and presided over the Council on Realization of a New Growth 

Strategy (Zakowski 2015, 117). While he employed many specialists as his advisors, 

Kan made a tactical mistake of inviting to the council, not only people supporting his 

reforms, but also those who had completely different opinions (Zakowski 2015, 119). 

In consequence instead of becoming a powerful advisory panel that would have 

straightened his position as an independent leader, it became a forum of harsh disputes 

(Zakowski 2015, 117, 153-154). 

Another important attempt by Kan to strengthen his position was redefinition of the role 

played by the chief cabinet secretary (CCS). He empowered this position and entrusted 

it with general policy coordination that would ensure better cohesion in the government 

(Zakowski 2015, 116). Still, this solution backfired during the East China Sea crisis 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

96 
 

when Kan was accused of putting responsibility for difficult decisions on the CCS 

Sengoku Yoshito (Zakowski 153-154). 

Concluding, the changes introduced by Kan to reverse mistakes made by Hatoyama 

were a proof of his pragmatic and compromise-seeking approach to policy-making 

(Zakowski 2015, 121, see Figure 5). Kan was committed to the principles of a 

politician-led government and put a lot of effort into strengthening his leadership over 

the ministries and the ruling party. Twisted parliament made it impossible to pass the 

Bill Establishing Political Leadership and Kan was not able to reform the National 

Strategy Unit into a powerful policy-making organ. Instead, he entrusted inter-

ministerial coordination to the CCS. To be able to perform Koizumi-style top-down 

leadership Kan needed solid support for his reform either in the DPJ or from the public. 

Due to the existence of a strong anti-mainstream camp led by Ozawa, Kan was not able 

to count for strong support from his own party. He still hoped to strengthen his position 

against his own party by gaining public support for his reforms. Unfortunately for Kan, 

his lack of clear policy agenda, support for consumption tax increase and the TPP were 

not welcomed by the public. His image as a leader was further weakened by his 

mishandling of the East China Sea crisis and over-management of the Great East Japan 

Earthquake crisis. While Kan had a reputation of a clean politician, he lost public trust 

after reports that he also, the same as Hatoyama and Ozawa, received illegal donations 

for his campaign (Zakowski 153-154). All these issues led to a fast decline in Kan’s 

approval ratings and made conducting of strong leadership impossible (Zakowski 2015, 

121). In consequence of Kan’s lack of public support, he became prone to criticism 

from Ozawa’s faction and opposition parties (Zakowski 2015, 153-154). Finally, the 

DPJ's poor performance during the local election in 2011 strengthened the party's 

support for Kan’s resignation (Zakowski 2015, 128). Left with no other choice, Kan 

promised to resign after achieving his goals of passing the Second Supplementary 

Budget, Law on the Promotion of Renewable Energy and Special Bond Issuance Law. 

He kept his word and stepped down (Zakowski 2015, 129, 133-134). 
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Figure 5. Policy-network under Kan. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

③ Policy-making under Noda 

Overambitious reform goals of Hatoyama followed by Kan’s also ineffective 

government caused the next DPJ leader to give up strong politician-leadership and opt 

for more consensus seeking patterns (Zakoweski 2015, 12).  In many ways Noda was a 

prime minister who was the most like Koizumi in many aspects. He stood by his beliefs 

and was willing to fight them. However, in contrast to Koizumi he was not able to 

communicate his policies with the media and public successfully (Kabashima and Steel 

2010, 17). During his time in office Noda Yoshihiko’s government, as Kan before him, 

had to face twisted parliament, intra-party frictions and a non-transparent decision-

making system (Zakowski 2015, 155). Noda clearly renounced the slogans of a 

politician-led government and top-down decision-making (Zakowski 2015, 164-165). 

He voiced the need for intra-party and inter-ministerial co-operation (Zakowski 2015, 

155). Noda’s attitude toward policy-making resulted in increased influence of the 

bureaucrats. He not only depended on their expertise but also facilitated for the 

bureaucrats the access to the politicians (Zakowski 2015, 164-165). What is more, Noda 

institutionalized the activity of the Inter-ministerial Liaison Council as a platform for 

discussing issues from all legislative fields and to facilitate the circulation of 

information between the ministries and between the ministries and the Kantei 

(Zakowski 2015, 158). Often cabinet reshuffles and loss of reform zeal by the three 
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political officials further weakened the power of politicians and resulted in ministries 

returning to the bottom-up decision-making patterns. Ministers became more and more 

prone to represent not the policy of the cabinet but of their respective ministries 

(Zakowski 2015, 156-157, 164-165). The meetings of three political officials lost in 

openness and importance due to bureaucrats’ participation allowed by Kan. In 

consequence, the decision-making moved to direct consultations between ministers and 

administrative vice-ministers or bureau chiefs. The institutionalization of the Inter-

ministerial Liaison Council caused the meetings of the cabinet committees to lose their 

role in inter-ministerial coordination. Noda also preferred convening councils of related 

ministers, which consisted of a bigger number of members, than the cabinet committees. 

In consequence the cabinet committees’ meetings became ritualized with politicians 

reading speeches prepared by their ministries (Zakowski 2017, 160). 

What is more, Noda also aimed at strengthening party unity. He promised not to make 

any decision without consent from the DPJ’s Policy Research Committee. The chair of 

the committee was not a member of the cabinet but of the newly created Government – 

DPJ Three Officials Council (Zakowski 2016, 156). This new council evolved from 

DPJ’s Summit Conference and included the prime minister, chief cabinet secretary, 

DPJ’s secretary general, DPJ’s Policy Research Committee chair, DPJ’s acting 

secretary general, and DPJ’s Diet Affairs Committee chair. The council gained the right 

of ultimate approval of all policy decisions. However, since it was not even mentioned 

in the party status, its decisions had to be further reported to the DPJ Board Meeting 

(Zakowski 2015, 166). Noda claimed that these changes in DPJ’s Policy Research 

Committee allowed it to transform it from a mere debate arena to factual policy-making 

body inclusive of backbenchers. It led to the appearance of parliamentary tribes 

representing various interest groups within the DPJ (Zakowski 2015, 156). The 

influence of these new interest-based tribes was limited by the prerogative of the chair 

of Policy Research Committee to approve policy proposals. Thanks to his membership 

in the Government – DPJ Three Officials Council the chairman was able with council’s 

support to overcome the pressure from the backbenchers, as in case of introduction of 

consumption tax hike. On the other hand, without council’s support chairman’s 

prerogatives were not always sufficient to control backbenchers’ influence and he had 

to adjust to their policy preferences, as in case of resumption of the Yanba Dam 

construction project (Zakowski 2015, 167, 175). 
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Moreover, while Noda represented a strong return to reliance on bureaucratic support, 

he also chose not to depend too strongly on the opinions from private advisors and 

reduced their number in the cabinet back to five from the maximum number of fourteen 

under Kan’s administration (Zakowski 2015, 161). Noda also abolished 18 advisory 

councils and replaced them with the Council on National Strategy and Policy. He hoped 

to create one powerful decision-making organ under his direct control that would allow 

for creating new initiatives and supervising important policies. However, due to 

bureaucrats’ influence many policies were removed from its agenda. Noda also 

searched for the party's support before bringing any issue to the council. What is more, 

since it was established only by a cabinet decision and lacked sufficient legal basis it 

remained as ineffective as the NSU (Zakowski 2015, 162). Regarding the NSU itself it 

was once again reformed to become a secretariat for Noda’s Council on National 

Strategy and Policy but due to the lack of sufficient staff it was even not able to serve 

as such. The importance of the GRU also decreased further (Zakowski 2015, 163). 

Despite creating the Council on National Strategy and Policy Noda never attempted to 

use it to strengthen his leadership and influence over other actors. He concentrated his 

energy on managing party and parliamentary affairs just like the prime ministers of the 

LDP used to do (Zakowski 2015, 164-165). Noda, the same as other DPJ’s prime 

ministers, never resumed the meetings of Koizumi’s CEFP (Zakowski 2015, 163). 

Noda hoped that by his passive leadership and by allowing the backbenchers to 

influence the policy-making he would be able to secure the party's stability (Zakowski 

2015, 165, see figure 6). Despite these adjustments by Noda, Ozawa’s ambitions and 

character once again led not only to a fall of yet another government, but to the fall of 

another party from power. Once again, the negotiations over consumption tax increase 

became a political tool in Ozawa’s hands. This time he decided to oppose the increase, 

despite being its supporter in the past. He left the DPJ together with his forty-nine 

supporters in a protest and established another party People’s Life First Party (PLFP) 

(Zakowski 2015, 172, 175). Lacking the support in his own party for consumption tax 

increase, Noda decided to impose his will on the DPJ in a similar way that Koizumi did 

with his postal reform. Since Noda did not have popular support to put pressure on the 

DPJ, he decided to rely on the LDP and Kōmeitō to pass the reform through the Diet. 

He promised to dissolve the Diet earlier in exchange for the support for consumption 

tax reform (Pekkanen and Reed 2013, 14; Zakowski 2015, 175). Even though the bill 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

100 
 

was successfully passed through the Diet with the support from the opposition in 

August 2012, Noda did not dissolve the Diet. After Abe Shinō, who once again was 

chosen as a new LDP’s leader, appealed to Noda to keep his promise the prime minister 

gave new conditions. It included successful passage of three bills: bill authorizing the 

issuance of deficit coercing bonds, bill establishing special council that would discuss 

the social security system reform, bill correcting the disparity in the value of one vote 

in different constituencies (Mark 2016, 19; Zakowski 2015, 175). 

 

Figure 6. Policy-network under Noda. 

Source: By the author. 

 
 

Finally, Noda’s premiership and his policies, especially the consumption tax increase, 

caused a drastic decrease in the support for the prime minister and his party, while 

significantly improving support for the LDP (Mark 2016, 20). While DPJ’s politicians 

realised that Noda’s government may not last till the end of its term they were against 

earlier election hoping that remaining in power even until 2013 could still positively 

influence the party's image and its electoral performance. While the ruling party’s low 

support rates and bad economic situation put the DPJ in a very difficult situation, the 

same reasons made the LDP eager to challenge it in the election as soon as possible. 

Opposition parties agreed to Noda’s conditions and passed the three bills (Mark 2016, 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

101 
 

19; Zakowski 2015, 175). The DPJ’s slim majority in the Lower House after Ozawa’s 

defection, lack of majority in the Upper House, and censure motion passed against Noda 

by the opposition parties in the Upper House, for not resolving the Lower House as he 

promised, resulted in LDP’s blocking of any further legislation attempts in the Upper 

House. It left Noda with little choice other than dissolving the Lower House as he 

promised. The election day was decided for December 6, 2012 (Mark 2016, 20; 

Zakowski 2015, 175). Noda still hoped that the DPJ electoral success could be built on 

a new election manifesto based on a strong commitment to gradually phasing out 

nuclear power by 2030 (Maek 2016, 20-23). However, the dissolution of the Diet led 

to dissatisfaction among DPJ’s Diet members and caused further defections from the 

party. Already before the 2012 election the party lost as much as about one-third of its 

308 Lower House seats and in reality, Noda’s government spent its last weeks as a 

minority government (Zakowski 2015,175). Despite Noda’s hopes the DPJ suffered a 

major defeat in the 2012 Lower House election gaining only 57 seats (Mark 2016, 19; 

Zakowski 2015, 175). Its defeat was caused by the loss of reformer image and various 

policy failures that led to loss of support for the politician-led government (Zakowski 

2015, 1). 

 

Evaluation of DPJ’s Policy-making Reforms 

After the 2009 election the DPJ’s coalition controlled most seats in both houses and 

enjoyed strong public support. Corruption and wasteful spending of the iron-triangle 

under the LDP’s governments led to support for new models of leadership in decision-

making and DPJ’s politician-led government seemed like an appealing alternative. 

Despite that, the DPJ’s rule turned out to bring little change to Japanese politics. 

Hatoyama’s strong rejection of the leadership model and policy-making patterns 

created by Koizumi made him unable to introduce ambitious reforms. The DPJ did not 

perceive structural reform as a gradual, time-consuming process that required taking 

advantage of the pre-existing tools (Zakowski 2015, 10). Its leaders rushed with the 

reforms of dismantling the old system, without even effectively securing their hold on 

power or support for their reforms and without presenting coherent plans for an 

alternative new system (Zakowski 2015, 12). 

Antagonizing the bureaucrats, excluding backbenchers from policy-making, 

overworking of three political officials, lack of the legal basis for hastily created new 
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bodies caused the new decision-making system to be dysfunctional and unproductive 

(Zakowski 2010, 10). In consequence, successive prime ministers spent a lot of their 

time and energy on further reforms of this new decision-making network without much 

success. The DPJ and the system it created during its rule turned out to suffer from 

many problems that were regarded as characteristic traits of the LDP’s rule. The DPJ, 

just like the LDP before it, was internally divided and troubled by internal fractions. It 

led to frequent cabinet reshuffles and seniority-based assignment of important 

government and Diet positions. DPJ’s politicians became strongly influenced by veto-

players and interest groups leading to increasing spending and return of pork-barrel 

politics. What is more, the DPJ’s leaders became almost as involved in scandals as their 

counterparts from the LDP which significantly weakened the party's credibility. On the 

other hand, DPJ’s bad performance as the ruling party was further strengthened by 

problems that were not characteristic for the LDP’s rule. The DPJ politicians lacked 

leadership skills and experience in leading the government or policy-making. Due to 

the novelty of many organisations created by the DPJ they lacked clear rules of 

decision-making. Finally, there were some factors that strongly influenced DPJ’s 

performance that would have also posed a challenge for experienced LDP’s politicians, 

such as: Futenma base’s relocation negotiations, the TPP accession negotiations, 

consumption tax increase, the East China Sea crisis, the Great East Japan Earthquake 

and nationalization of Senkaku islands (Mark 2016, 8; Pekkanen and Reed. 2013, 12; 

Zakowski 2015, 8, 10). 

We must conclude that the succeeding DPJ’s prime ministers, despite creating various 

new arenas of policy-deliberations, failed to implement important institutional changes 

that would have reshaped policy-making process by strengthening politicians’ position 

vis a vis other actors (Zakowski 2015, 1). The DPJ failed to adjust their zeal for reforms 

to the capacities of the existing system to sustain many institutional changes at one time 

(Pekkanen and Reed. 2013, 8; Zakowski 2015, 10). In consequence they failed to 

initiate a process of deep-rooted and long lasting gradual institutional change that could 

lead to consolidation of a new alternative decision-making process and successful 

introduction of a politician-led government model (Zakowski 2015, 206). 
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  3.2. Japanese Immigration Decision-Making 

Japan’s restrictive immigration policy made it a negative case of immigration and an 

outlier when compared to other countries. The Japanese have a long history of 

perceiving their culture and nation as unique. The myth of national homogeneity, 

including language, culture, race remains strong even today. It leads to a conviction that 

a person needs to be ethnically Japanese to be truly Japanese. For this reason, a strong 

distinction between „us” meaning Japanese and „them” referring to foreigners also 

dominates the immigration issue. 

Consequently, the strict immigration control is being said to be an aim to protect the 

national homogeneity. The focus on separation and exclusion prevails in Japanese 

immigration policy. For this reason, Japan's official „no-immigraiton” principle states 

that foreigners are coming to Japan only temporarily and are meant to go back home 

eventually. This means that they are not accepted to stay for a long term or settle 

permanently in Japan. 

Such official rhetoric causes us to observe various patterns of hidden migration existing 

in Japanese society and we can talk about the duality of Japanese immigration policy. 

Despite the official narratives by the Japanese government that it does not accept 

immigration, for decades due to economic reasons it has been introducing various 

programs and visas to allow different groups of foreigners to participate in the Japanese 

labour market (Burgess 2020). 

The following part will provide a detailed description of the labour immigration 

regulations introduced in Japan before 2018 with the aim of fighting against labour 

shortages. This knowledge will allow us for a better evaluation of the 2018 Immigration 

Law Amendment which will be debated in the further chapters of the thesis. 

 

  3.2.1. 1945- 1950 Strictly controlled immigration 

Before the end of WWII, the Home Ministry and the Police were in charge of 

controlling the foreign presence in the country. The local secretaries and governors, 

who were dispatched bureaucrats of the Home Ministry, were able to prohibit foreigners 

from entering the country. The police, for security reasons, oversaw registering the 

information of foreigners who stayed in the country for more than 90 days. What is 
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more, after the Japanese annexation of Korea the people of Korean origins who stayed 

in the country, despite being officially Japanese citizens, were under supervision of the 

Special Higher Police (SHP; Hirano 2020, 266) 

After the end of WWII Japan came under the control of the Supreme Commander of 

Allied Powers (SCAP). During the occupation that lasted between 1945 and 1952 the 

immigration policy was decided by the SCAP and remained extremely restrictive 

(Takenoshita 2016, 96). The current structure of strict control based on status of 

residence and extensive discretion by the government agency originates in the 

„Immigration Control Order” imposed by the SCAP (Hirano 2020, 266). 

Approximately 2 million ethnic Koreans and Taiwanese moved, or were forced to move, 

to Japan during its occupation of Formosa and Korean peninsula between1895 and the 

end of WWII (Takenoshita 2016, 96), They were the main group of non-Japanese in 

the country when the war ended. The Japanese government step by step deprived these 

Koreans and Taiwanese, who remained in Japan, from the rights they enjoyed as 

Japanese citizens. First in December 1945 they were stripped of their suffrage rights 

(Kondo 2015, 165). Next in 1947, despite still not being officially deprived of their 

Japanese citizenship, they became regarded as aliens and were required to carry their 

alien registration cards with them all the time (Nagayoshi 2020, 26; Tian and Chung 

2018; Wickstrum 2016, 45). Hirano (2020) emphasises that the Japanese government 

intentionally a day before the establishment of the new constitution introduced „the 

Alien Registration Law”. It became the last law established under the Meiji Constitution 

and encompassed the attitude toward foreigners that was characteristic for the pre-war 

period. It established a requirement for the foreigners to register at their local 

government within 60 days of their arrival. What is more, it also established the 

conditions for forced deportation of foreigners. Hirano (2020) believes that it was the 

first of the steps that led to exclusion of the Koreans and Taiwanese from Japanese 

society. What is more, he also points out that the Home Ministry was dissolved by the 

SCAP half a year later which was an attempt on the side of Americans to move the 

immigration control from the hands of the police to the civil administration (Hirano 

2020, 268). While the SCAP helped with repatriations, more than 600,000 of Koreans 

and fewer Taiwanese decided to remain in Japan (Hirano 2020, 267; Konto 2015, 157; 

Wickstrum 2016, 44). The Americans did not oppose discriminatory treatment of the 
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Koreans in Japan because, due to their support for the Japanese Communist Party (JCP), 

they were perceived by the Americans as a potential internal threat (Hirano 2020, 268). 

In August 19848 an office to undertake the task of registering foreigners was 

established in the Administration Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). 

Later it was transformed into the Immigration Control Agency, an external agency of 

the MOFA. Finally, it was moved to the Ministry of Justice (MOJ) as the Immigration 

Bureau. Hirano (2020) states that the task of separating the police from the immigration 

policies was not achieved because many of the old staff were employed in the new 

institutions. What is more, he emphasises that many of the characteristics of the current 

system, such as strict control over the foreigners with visa categories, limited permitted 

period of stay, arbitrariness of deportation decisions, long-term containment in 

governmental facilities originate from this period (Hirano 2020, 269). 

 

  3.2.2. the ‘52 regime (1951-1980) 

Another important change in the Japanese immigration policy took place with the 

passage of the 1951 Immigration Control Order (renamed as Immigration Control Act 

in 1952). It was prepared by the SCAP and encompassed the American cold war 

mentality granting to the government broad administrative control over foreign citizens 

(Kondo 2015, 165). This law remains the base for the modern immigration control 

structure and legislation up to this day (Hirano 2020, 269). 

The Koreans and Taiwanese were deprived of their Japanese nationality, just before the 

Treaty of San Francisco came into effect, by a simple notice issued by the Director of 

Civil Affairs Bureau in the MOJ (Hirano 2020, 270). These former citizens of the 

Japanese Empire were not offered the choice of retaining their Japanese citizenship 

(Kondo 2015, 165). In fact, they were not presented with any other alternative than 

returning to their respective places of origin or undergoing a restrictive process of 

naturalisation (Kondo 2015, 165-167). They were, not only treated as foreigners, but 

also as a threat to the national security and became victims of discrimination (Hirano 

2020, 267). In consequence they were deprived of various other rights and entitlements 

such as access to educational and occupational opportunities, health insurance, social 

security, licensing of certain businesses, political participation, and overseas travel. 
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They also fell under control of the Alien Registration Law and the Immigration Control 

Law (Hirano 2020, 270; Wickstrum 2016, 43-49). 

Only after the normalization of the Japan-South Korea relations in 1965 those ethnic 

Koreans remaining in Japan who chose South Korean nationality were offered a 

residential status. At the same time this status was refused to those Koreans who either 

identified themselves with North Korea or refused to declare any affiliation hoping for 

the reunification of the divided nation (Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen 

ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 111; Kondo 2015, 165). It should be emphasized that, 

although various changes in the legal status of these former imperial subjects were made 

through the years, they and their descendants are still regarded as foreigners in Japan 

and the only available measure for improving their legal status is to undergo 

naturalization. For this reason, Japan remains the only advanced industrial country with 

a fourth-generation immigrant problem. 

Another characteristic of the immigration regulations during the ‘52 system was the 

fact that, in contrast to other industrial democracies, Japan did not depend on foreign 

workers during its period of rapid economic growth between 1955 and 1980. Instead, 

Japan took advantage of massive migration from the countryside to the cities, labour 

market participation of housewives, students and elderly, automatisation, and long 

working hours of Japanese workers. These sources of additional workforce and 

measures for higher productivity allowed for protecting the homogenous people 

mentality (Konto 2015, 157). 

Finally, it was during this period of time that the first group of “new-comers” arrived 

in Japan after the end of WWII. These were Indo-Chinese refugees who first arrived in 

1975. They became a challenge for the Japanese government and its immigration 

policies. The government decided to officially resettle them in 1978 (Burgess 2020; 

Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 40). 

It should be emphasised that the 1951 Immigration Control Order, influenced by 

American immigration regulations, originally allowed for offering a permanent 

residence to a person who “intends to live permanently in Japan” at the moment of their 

arrival to Japan. Still now even a single visa like this was issued and this regulation was 

abolished as a part of the reform in 1989 (Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen 

ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 111). 
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  3.2.3. the ‘82 regime (1981-1988) 

In consequence of strict immigration controls, until the 1970s Koreans and Taiwanese 

constituted the majority of foreigners living in Japan. At the end of the ‘70s the 

international pressure forced Japan to improve its treatment of refugees and foreigners 

(Takenoshita 2016, 96).  In 1979 the Japanese government ratified the International 

Covenant on Economics, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). It was followed by 

1981 ratification of the United Nations Refugee Convention. These ratifications 

required the Japanese government to revise some of the existing laws (Kondo 2015, 

157; Takenoshita 2016, 96-97). As a result, the acceptance of refugees by the Japanese 

government slightly improved. Although the ratified conventions put more 

responsibility on Japan regarding the acceptance of refugees, the number of successful 

applications for this status remained extremely low through the years, especially when 

compared with other advanced countries (Takenoshita 2016, 96-97). 

In consequence of these changes, additional legislation in the form of the 1981 

Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act (ICRRA) was passed and entered 

into power in 1982 (Konto 2015, 157). Under the ‘82 regime the rights of foreigners 

living in Japan were improved. Since the ratified laws required Japan to treat foreigners 

and its own citizens equally, nationality clauses were removed from various laws 

(Takenoshita 2016, 96-97). Among laws that were revised were the National Pension 

Act or the Child Allowance Act allowing foreigners access to these systems (Kondo 

2002, 418). Also, the legal status of Koreans, not holing South Korean or Japanese 

nationality, was changed and all of them were offered permanent residency in 1982 

(Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 111; 

Wickstrum 2016, 43-49.) 

Japan started facing labour shortages in the late ‘80s due to various social changes. 

Declining fertility rate caused that there was not enough domestic workforce to answer 

the needs of the economy. Furthermore, higher education levels of Japanese youth made 

them not willing to undertake jobs regarded as dirty, dangerous, and low paid. In 

consequence, especially small firms, unable to provide workers with good working 

conditions, suffered from the labour force shortages (Takenoshita 2016, 97). As a result, 

Japan started to experience the first waves of labour migration. These first foreign 

workers in Japan included female “entertainers” (japayuki-san) from Asian countries 

that migrated to Japan between 1970 and 1986 (Burgess 2020; Iguchi, 2001, 24). Later 
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the undocumented migrant workers from Southeast Asia, China, Korea, Bangladesh, 

Pakistan and Iran entered the country from the mid- ‘80s due to Japan’s economic 

growth to answer to first labour shortages (Burgess 2020; Iguchi 2001, 23, 25; Sawada 

2020, 205). Their number was estimated at 50.000 in 1988 (Iguchi 2001, 25). Many of 

these illegal workers worked in the manufacturing industry and services, the two 

industries suffering from the most serious labour shortages at the time (Naitō 2019, 40-

41). 

This situation led to a debate regarding possible acceptance of foreign workers. In 

response in December 1987 the Ministry of Labour (in 2001 changed into the Ministry 

of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW)) established “Foreign Worker Problem Study 

Group”. In March 1988 the study group announced a report on the “Policy regarding 

the Foreign Workers” which became the base for the legislation established in the 

following years (Iguchi 2001, 27). It described the scope and system appropriate for 

acceptance of foreign workers. It emphasised the necessity for deciding the 

occupational fields in which the foreigners would be allowed to work. It called for 

defining in a comprehensive way the requirements such as qualifications and special 

abilities that should be required for a specific job. It also elaborated on the need for 

taking under consideration such factors as conditions of the domestic labor market, 

proof of worker’s vocational ability, wages, working conditions, eligibility of the 

employing company when deciding whether a person should be given a permission to 

enter Japan for the purpose of employment. Foreigners were deemed appropriate for 

jobs in professional, technical, administrative, or clerical occupations, especially those 

requiring foreign language skills or foreign expertise. At the same time the report 

rejected the acceptance of unskilled workers due to the impact it would have on Japan's 

employment and economic or social situation. It called for enforcing measures that 

would guarantee legal employment of foreigners and simultaneously prohibited illegal 

employment of foreign workers. The report suggested introducing penalties for both 

employees and brokers illegally employing foreigners. On the other hand, the labour 

laws were to apply to foreign workers and their rights were to be protected. The 

employees were to become responsible for appropriate treatment of foreign workers 

and for their welfare. The report suggested that the implementation of the proposal 

should be accompanied with an introduction of an "employment permit system" as a 

system that regulates the relationship between a specific business owner and a specific 
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foreign worker. It was supposed to be a system under which the Labour Ministry would 

issue additional “employment permits” to businesses employing or continuing 

employment of foreign workers who also possessed work permits (Iguchi 2001, 28-29). 

Such a proposed solution was strongly criticised by business circles as an unnecessary 

second requirement which would make the employment process too complicated. The 

MOJ was also against such a solution of building an additional system over the system 

of work visas that was managed by the ministry. What is more, the MOJ also stated that 

such an additional system would go against the International Bill of Human Rights and 

the Constitution of Japan by introducing distinction between Japanese and foreigners 

and taking away the freedom and equality of employment from the latter. It also 

emphasised that such a system would have a negative influence on the employment of 

permanent residence since the system would cause unnecessary doubts about the rules 

for their employment (Iguchi 2001, 30). The Ministry of Labour held another meeting 

of the study group in May 1988 to undertake preparation for the introduction of the 

necessary legislation and the “employment permits”. However, in the end the project 

of the “employment permits” was shelved for later and was not debated during the 

meeting. It was argued that, since unskilled workers were not allowed to work in Japan, 

there was no need for introducing the system of “employment permits” for 

professionals and technical workers (Iguchi 2001, 31). Finally, in1988 the Ministry of 

Labour confirmed in the “6th Basic Plan for Employment Measures” that Japan should 

actively accept workers who are highly skilled or possess technical knowledge, while 

cautiously examining the possible admission of low-skilled workers (Iguchi 2001, 32-

33; Kondo 2015, 158; Liu-Farrer 2020, 44). This policy was accepted as an official 

policy of the Japanese government by a cabinet decision in June 1988 and it influences 

immigration policy-making up to this day (Ibusuki 2020a, 46). As a result, for years 

Japan has been using various programs to introduce unskilled workers into the country 

without the necessity to officially recognise them as such (Ibusuki 2019b, 54; Iguchi 

2001, 26; Naitō 2019, 41-43). 

It needs to be emphasised that the duality of Japanese immigration policy started 

already in the ‘80s. While the Ministry of Labour rejected the acceptance of the 

unskilled workers in 1988, in the reality Japan has been accepting first unskilled foreign 

workers since the 1960s as part of a program that allowed Japanese companies having 

factories outside of the country to bring their foreign employees for training to Japan 
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(Jones and Seitani 2019, 43; Sawada 2020, 18). This program was officially recognized 

by the 1981 Amendment of the Immigration Act as a training program. A separate visa 

category (ryūgakusei no ikkeitai) was established that defined these workers as a type 

of foreign students who came to Japan to learn at a company for a year (Japan National 

Civil Service Labor Union Federation 2015; Sawada 2020, 18-19; Yasuda 2010 57-58). 

 

  3.2.4. the ‘90 regime (1989-1999) 

After the government's general approach toward the labour migration was defined in 

the “6th Basic Plan for Employment Measures” the MOJ and the Labour Ministry 

undertook efforts for yet another revision of the Immigration Act (Iguchi 2001, 27). As 

a result, the Immigration Act got revised in 1989 and it entered into life in 1990 (Imin 

seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 73; Kondo 

2015, 151). The amendment was the result of a compromise between several ministries 

and business interest groups (Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 375).  The MOJ wanted to 

introduce a new system to expand the scope of foreign workers’ acceptance. The 

revision established 14 employment visa categories out of which 13 were designated 

for highly skilled workers (Liu-Farrer 2020, 50). It was a significant increase compared 

to the previous system under which only 6 such visa categories were allowed to 

undertake working activities (Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 375). The penalties (up to 3 

years of prison time or up to 2 million yen penalty fee) for employers and brokers 

illegally employing or facilitating employment of foreigners were also implemented 

(Iguchi 2001, 27, 31; Mochiduki 2019, 146).  

While the amendment officially did not allow for acceptance of low-skilled workers, in 

reality loopholes allowing such migration were introduced (Kodo 2015, 158; 

Takenoshita 2016, 97).  Japanese ethnicity became an important factor when creating 

these new channels for introducing foreign workers to the country. For the Nikkeijins, 

second- and third-generation foreigners of Japanese origins mainly from South America, 

preferential long-term resident (teijūsha) visas were introduced (Burgess 2020; 

Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 383-384; Jones and Seitani 2019, 44; Kondo 215, 158; 

Takenoshita 2016, 97-98; Tian 2019, 1496-1497; Tian and Chung 2018). One of the 

reasons behind the relatively preferential treatment of Nikkeijin immigrants was the 

assumption that their Japanese ethnicity would make them a lesser threat to the public 

order and social stability (Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 386; Tian and Chung. 2018; 
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Vogt 2018, 78). While the official reasons for allowing their immigration to Japan 

presented the program as an opportunity for these foreigners to meet their relatives and 

learn their ancestors’ culture, in reality it mainly served as a source of cheap labour 

force (Takenoshita 2016, 98). The Nikkeijins were allowed to undertake employment 

freely and their visas were allowed unlimited renewals with a possibility of becoming 

permanent residents (Burgess 2020; Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 383-384; 

Takenoshita 2016, 98; Tian and Chung 2018). What is more, they also could bring 

family members with them (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44). However, despite the lack of 

restrictions on their employment most of Nikkeijins work through dispatch agencies in 

unskilled jobs in the manufacturing industry (Takenoshita 206, 101). As a result, 

Nikkeijin workers remain socially and economically marginalized, are vulnerable to 

economic fluctuations, and remain disadvantaged on the labour market (Takenoshita 

206, 102). What is more, due to discrimination and diminishing attitudes they faced in 

Japan most of Nikkeijins hardly assimilated and live in strong communities (Burgess 

2020; Liu-Farrer 2020, 123; Tian and Chung 2018; Vogt 2018, 78). Their low social 

position and discriminatory attitudes toward them resulted in Nikkeijins being one of 

the first to be fired during the 2008 Global Financial Crisis. The Japanese government 

paid for air-plane tickets for the Nikkeijins who lost their jobs and were willing to return 

to their countries of origin on condition that they should not return to Japan under the 

same visa status for a certain period of time (Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 787; Liu-

Farrer 2020, 123; Tian and Chung 2018). Many Nikkeijins also decided to leave Japan 

due to economic difficulties after the 2011 Great East Japan Earthquake (Vogt 20018, 

79).  

The ‘89 Amendment created one more loophole for introducing unskilled-workers by 

introducing a revision to the trainee program, which was used by Japanese companies 

that had branches or factories abroad to bring foreigners for training to Japan. A new 

trainee (kenshū) visa status was established which allowed the SMEs, that did not have 

such a presence abroad, to hire foreign trainees in 17 occupations  for a year  (Hatate 

2019, 85; Ibusuki 2019b, 52-53; Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū 

kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 71; Kondo 2015, 158; Mochiduki 2019, 130-131; Sawada 2020, 

19; Takenoshita 2016, 98; Yasuda 2010, 57-58). Still, only the SMEs with more than 

20 workers were able to use this program to employ foreigners and as a result smaller 

SMEs continued their pressure on the government to open the program also to them. 
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As a result, in 1991 the MOJ allowed the smaller SMEs to organize themselves in 

groups and as such employ foreign workers (Hatate 2019, 85; Ibusuki 2019b, 52-53; 

Iguchi 2001, 34; Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai 

eds. 2018, 71; Mochiduki 2019, 130-131; Sawada 2020, 19; Takenoshita 2016, 98; 

Yasuda 2010, 57-58). Due to further pressure from the SMEs that wanted to employ 

workers for longer periods of time, not just train them for a year, an official training 

program was established in 1993 with a maximum length of two years. The participants 

were placed under “trainee” (kenshū visa) visa status for the first part of their stay, and 

in the second part their status was changed into “technical intern” (tokutei katsudō visa; 

Hatate 2019, 85; Jones and Seitani 2019, 43; Iguchi 2001, 32; Mochiduki 2019, 130-

131; Suzuki 2019, 30; Takenoshita 2016, 97-98; Tian 2019, 1496-1497; Tian and 

Chung 2018; Yasuda 2010, 59). It was an important distinction because trainees, despite 

engaging in work activities similarly to technical interns, were not regarded as workers 

and labour legislation, such as the Labour Standards Act and the Industrial Safety and 

Health Act, did not apply to them, making them even more vulnerable. Their 

reimbursement was also not official recognised as salary but a training allowance 

(Iguchi 2001, 35; Takenoshita 2016, 103) The participants of the program were not 

allowed to extend their stay in Japan over three years or to return to the country with 

the same visa status (Takenoshita 2016, 103). However, in 1997 the maximum possible 

period of participation was further extended from two years to up to three years, with 

second and third year being regarded as labour activities under the special activities 

visa (Hatate 2019, 85; Ibusuki 2019b, 52-53; Jones and Seitani 2019, 43; Sawada 2020, 

19; Yasuda 2010, 59). What is more, since 1999 the participants were allowed to work 

in 55 occupations (Mochiduki 2019, 130-131). It should be emphasised that the system 

was originally financed as part of Japan’s Official Development Assistance (ODA; 

Vogt 2018, 78). Its main official aim was not to provide Japan with cheap low-skilled 

workers, but to share Japanese knowledge and technology with foreigners from less 

developed Asian countries (Jones and Seitani 2019, 43; Sawada 2020 19; Yasuda 2010, 

58). The position of the trainees was quite different from the Nikkeijins because their 

employment possibilities were limited to assigned employers and their period of stay 

could not be freely extended (Burgess 2020; Tian and Chung). 

What is more, the revision of the Immigration Act in ‘89 established several additional 

residence statuses that provided many South Koreans, Chinese and Filipinos with a 
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possibility to come and work in Japan (Kondo 2015, 158-159). Moreover, the legal 

situation of ethnic Koreans and Taiwanese remaining in Japan since the end of WWII, 

was also improved in the ‘90s. In 1991 all non-naturalised Koreans, regardless of their 

political affiliation, were granted the status of special permanent resident. Still, even 

though many of the special permanent residents were born and raised in Japan and their 

native language was Japanese, they were required to register as foreigners in their place 

of residence, just like any other foreign resident (Kondo 2002, 419; Wickstrum 2016, 

43-49). What is more, the same status was given to their children and grandchildren 

(Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 111). It 

also offered more security and rights, such as access to national health insurance and 

pension systems (Kondo 2002, 418; Wickstrum 2016, 43-49). In 1993 the national 

government allowed for exclusion of special permanent residents from the obligation 

to provide their fingerprints to the authorities, which was later extended to all foreign 

residents in 2000 (Kondo 2002, 419). 

What is more, in 1998 regulations regarding granting permanent residency were revised. 

The requirement of continuous 20-year long residency was shortened to 10-years or 

even shorter in case of Nikkeijins, refugees, and wives or children of Japanese nationals. 

In consequence the number of foreigners granted permanent resident status increased 

significantly (Kondo 2002, 420). 

Iguchi (2001) emphasises that the ‘90s were a very important moment in the history of 

Japan’s immigration policies. The government for many years was unable to decide 

whether to accept unskilled workers. However, in the late ‘90s it started to create 

various programs for accepting additional foregin workers (Iguchi 2001, 22, 44). Still, 

for the Japanese government,  immigration remained a tool for controlling the 

foreigners and assuring public order. To some extent it is a consequence of the original 

American legislation, aimed at containing possible ro-communist activities of ethnic 

Koreans. While economic factors led to creation of various visa categories, the security 

goals remained more important than the economic needs or the human rights issues 

(Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 383). 

 

  3.2.5. Further reforms between 2000-2018 

In 2000, as a response to population and working force decline, the Population Division 

of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) released a report entitled 
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“Replacement Migration: Is it a Solution to Declining and Ageing Populations?”. The 

report estimated that in order to keep the size of the working age population at the level 

from 1995 (87.2 million) Japan would need to accept 33.5 million of immigrants until 

2050. It meant that 609.000 migrants per year were needed to prevent population 

decline and ageing (Kondo 2002, 432). Under such difficult circumstances the MOJ 

published its “Second Basic Plan for Immigration Control”. While the plan once again 

emphasised cautious approach toward potential acceptance of low-skilled labour, it 

positively supported the improvements of acceptance of foreigners who could 

contribute to globalization and respond to the needs of Japanese society (Kondo 2002, 

427, 430). Special attention was paid to bringing to Japan engineers and nursing care 

workers. On the other hand, the plans were made to extend the trainees program by 

opening it to a larger number of occupations (Kondo 2002, 430-31). 

In the following years significant changes were made regarding easing the access of 

foreign workers to the Japanese labour market. In 2006 for the first time relatively 

comprehensive “Guidelines about permanent residence” were published by the MOJ 

(Akashi 2014, 176). Also, in 2006 the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication 

(MIC) created a “Model Plan for the Promotion of Intercultural Coexistence” (tabunka 

kyosei; Kondo 2015, 159). In 2007 the Ministry of Health Labour and Welfare (MHLW) 

introduced the obligation for the employers to report the status of their foreign workers 

to the ministry (Akashi 2014, 181). After the Japanese population started to decrease in 

2008 the debate about opening the doors to foreign workers intensified (Kondo 2015, 

159). The Council on Economic and Fiscal Policy (CEFP), government’s advisory body, 

emphasised the necessity for opening the country to foreign talents as a measure for 

economic development and called for the government to prepare necessary legislation 

and programs (Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 389). As a result of all these initiatives and 

calls for larger acceptance of foreign workers, due to the difficult demographic situation, 

since 2008 we observed many different legislative initiatives aiming at opening the 

Japanese labour market to a bigger number of foreign workers.  

In 2008 the first Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) for employment of foreign 

care workers and nurses from Indonesia was ratified. Later the Philippines (2009) and 

Vietnam (2014) signed similar agreements (Nikkei Asia. 2017a; Vogt 2018, 46). Each 

of these EPAs has its own characteristics regarding the details of participation, but in 

general foreigners who were trained in their respective countries to become nurses or 
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caregivers and have work experience are allowed to participate in the program (Vogt 

2018, 46). On their fourth year of working as an assistant in Japan the foreigners are 

required to pass the national board examination which would make them eligible to 

work in Japan without any time restrictions. If they do not pass the exam during the 

required time frame, they will be forced to leave the country (Hirano 2017; Vogt 2018, 

47). The EPA nursing programs remain highly unpopular. For each country a fixed 

quota of 1000 care migrants per year was established, but till 2018 it has not been met 

even once (Vogt 2018, 46, 48). Until 2018, a total number of 5.602 nurses and care 

workers from these 3 countries worked in Japan under EPAs (Oki 2019, 5). The number 

of nurses and care workers who successfully passed the exam and remained in Japan 

was very low. In response, the Japanese government introduced an adjustment aiming 

at increasing the passing rate and the maximum time frame to pass the exam was 

extended up to five years after arrival in Japan (Vogt 2018, 52-54). In 2018 the total 

number of foreigners who participated in the EPA program and passed the national 

exam reached 757 people (MHLW n.d.a). 

Also, in 2008 the Japanese government established its goal of attracting 300.000 foreign 

students by 2020 (Akashi 2014; Sawa 2018). Foreigners studying in Japan, after 

receiving special permission, are allowed to work up to 28 hours a week while in class, 

and 40 hours during holidays (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44; Murakam 2018; Serizawa 

2018). As a result, they became another important source of irregular labour force (Liu-

Farrer 2020, 44). Since 2009 foreign students who did not find employment within 180 

days of their graduation from a Japanese institution can extend their visa and continue 

their job-hunting activities for up to a year (Kondo 2015, 164). Since the students may 

change their visas to working visas once they find professional employment, they 

became another channel for both unskilled labour as students, and skilled workers 

thereafter making it a side door for labour import (Liu-Farrer 2020, 47). 

The Trainee program established under the ‘90 regime became an object of strong 

criticism due to various human rights and labour rights violations that the participants 

suffered from. In 2010 the UN criticised the program in its report calling it a system of 

human trafficcking and modern slavery (Sawada, 2020, 24). Also, many actors in the 

country called for a reform. The MHLW or the CEFP emphasised that the foreigners 

should be recognised as workers from the first year in Japan to strengthen the legal 

protection over them (Hamaguchi 2019, 2). As a response to criticism the system was 
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revised once again (Hatate 2019, 85; Jones and Seitani. 2019, 43; Imin seisaku gakkai 

setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 59). In 2009 the Immigration 

Act was revised and a new status of residence of Technical Intern was created 

(Hamaguchi 2019, 2; Hatate 2019, 85; Jones and Seitani. 2019, 43; Imin seisaku gakkai 

setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 59). The first year of the 

program was held under technical intern1 (ginōjishū1), while for the remaining two 

years the visa status was changed to technical intern2 (ginōjishū2) (Mochiduki 2019, 

132). It stabilized the legal status of the trainees and ensured that the labour laws would 

apply to them upon finishing the required classes (Ibusuki 2020b, 41-42; Jones and 

Seitani 2019, 43; Mochiduki 2019, 132; Nagayoshi 2020, 57). Requiring the participant 

to pay deposit and penalties for violating the contract was forbidden by law but it did 

not put an end to the practice itself (Ibusuki 2020b, 35). 

Another important reform took place in 2012 when the Alien Registration Act was 

abolished, and a new registration database system was introduced. New residence cards 

for those staying in Japan for longer than three months, and new special permanent 

resident certificates for ethnic Koreans and Taiwanese were issued (Kondo 2015, 159). 

Furthermore, in 2012 a point-based system for highly skilled foreign professionals was 

introduced (Akashi 2014, 177; Kondo 2015, 155). Highly skilled foreigners receive 

preferential treatments, such as faster access to permanent residency (Kondo 2015, 164). 

New visa categories, “Highly Skilled Professional (i)” and “Highly-Skilled 

Professional (ii)”, were established in 2014 for such foreigners of exceptional skills and 

professional experience.  Among preferential treatments for the holders of these new 

visas, possibility to obtain full-time work permission for the visa holder’s spouse, 

possibility to bring parents or maid, and availability of expedited track to permanent 

residency are included (Green 2014, 15). Furthermore, in 2014 to support preparations 

for 2020 Summer Olympics in Tokyo trainees working in construction and shipbuilding 

were allowed to extend their stays for additional two years under a separate visa 

designation (Milly 2020). 

In 2015 laws regulating The National Strategic Special Zone System were amended to 

facilitate foreign activities in these zones established by the national government. 

Originally foreigners’ business activities were facilitated, as well as acceptance of 

foreign house workers was allowed. Further amendments in 2017 allowed for foreign 
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professional participation in the agriculture industry in specific zones (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2018s, 34-35, 38-38). 

In 2016 due to various problems regarding language schools in Japan, reforms 

strengthening control over these institutions and securing their proper functioning were 

introduced (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 37). What is more, in November 

2016 a new „Nursing Care” visa was established (Hirano 2017). This visa category 

allows for undertaking employment in the nursing care industry in Japan and is granted 

to foreigners who successfully passed national examinations and obtained Certified 

Care Worker qualification. Since September 2017 students who graduated from a 

certified care worker training school in Japan are eligible for this new visa (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2019a, 2; Vogt 2018, 54). Recipients are allowed to bring in their 

family members, to renew their visa unlimited number of times and apply for permanent 

residency (Milly 2020). Furthermore, in 2016 the TITP program was once again 

significantly reformed to fight against misuse of the program and the violations of 

trainees’ rights (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 2; Imin seisaku gakkai 

setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 59; JITCO n.d.b; Milly 2020, 

Sawada 2020, 21). The changes were introduced to the The Act on Proper Technical 

Intern Training and Protection of Technical Intern Trainees (“Technical Intern Training 

Act”) which was promulgated on the 28th of November 2016 and came into effect on 

1st of November 2017 (Hatate 2019, 85; Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 49; 

JITCO n.d.b) The program was restructured, expanded in its duration, number of 

participants and approved occupations. The maximum possible time of the program 

participation was extended to five years. It was additionally divided into three parts. 

Technical Intern Training (i) of one-year, Technical Intern Training (ii) of two years 

and Technical Intern Training (iii) of two years (Asakawa 2019, 81; Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2020a, 44; Sawada 2020, 21). What is more excellent, 

supervising and implementing organizations are allowed to accept twice as many 

trainees as the organisations which are not enjoying this status. Regarding the expansion 

of approved occupations, not only such occupations became accessible to the trainees 

as nursing care, but also regionally limited occupations or company unique occupations 

were also introduced. In 2020 as many as 146 occupations were open for the trainees 

(JITCO n.d.b).  
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In 2017 To further attract highly skilled workers the so called “Japanese Green Card” 

was introduced which is a short-track access route for permanent residency (Liu-Farrer 

2020, 65). What is more, the government also decided to allow new Nikkeijins to come 

to Japan. In 2017 there were around 250.000 Nikkeijins in Japan. In July 2018 to further 

increase the number of Nikkeijins working in Japan, the Japanese government extended 

the program up to the 4th generation of people of Japanese descent, who would however 

receive only “special activities” visas that can be extended to a total maximum period 

of five years. Moreover, while they can seek employment freely, their yearly visa 

renewals will be based on such factors as their Japanese language ability, engagement 

with Japanese culture, participation in local communities etc (Jones and Seitani. 2019, 

44; Tian, and   Chung 2018). 

 

3.2.6. Summary 

The duality between the government's official approach of not accepting unskilled 

workers and introduced reforms can be easily observed. Due to decline in the labour 

population and economic difficulties faced by various companies and industries, 

different programs were established or reformed to secure increased access to foreign 

workers especially including the unskilled workers. Using various loopholes for 

introducing the unskilled workers was a necessary measure that allowed the Japanese 

government to continue its official „non-imigration” policy while protecting the 

interests of Japanese employers. Still, this duality puts foreign workers at disadvantage 

and makes them easy victims of discrimination and violance. Foreigners being 

perceived by the Japanese government as only temporary members of Japanese society 

are often put at disadvantage and their rights are violated. The government’s stand was 

easy to observe during the ongoing crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Foreign 

residents’ right to enter Japan was halted for many months regardless of the fact that 

Japanese nationals could leave and enter Japan freely during this period (Okutsu and 

Regalado 2020; Osumi 2020a). What is more, the law allowing the revocation of the 

right of residence for all foreigners who violate quarantine regulations was introduced, 

proving that foreign residents are expendable members of society and cannot without 

worry build their lives in Japan (Osumi 2021). 
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3.3. Conclusions 

The above extensive literature review presented the policy-making in Japan under 

different prime ministers. We believe this will allow for contextualisation and better 

understanding of the policy-network patterns that existed under Abe’s second 

premiership (2012-2020) that will be presented in the further part of this thesis. What 

is more, the history of the labour related immigration legislation introduced before 2018 

was crucial for the analysis and evaluation of the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment 

as an example of decision-making under Abe. 
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Chapter 4. Abe's Policy-Network and the Decision-

Making Behind the 2018 Immigration Law 

Amendment 

The following chapter presents extensive research on the original patterns of the policy-

making patterns under Abe Shinzō’s second premiership (2012-2020). It provides a 

detailed description of the characteristics that allowed Abe and his closest entourage, 

Kantei, to remain the policy-making leader for such a long time. Following, the 

circumstances of the Japanese labour market with the special attention to the presence 

of foreign workers were described in detail. This background was an important factor 

in deciding the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment and for this reason is a necessary 

part before discussing the reform in detail. After discussing various backgrounds behind 

the amendment, the details of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment were described 

with special attention to the issues related to the program being an extension of the 

TITP program. What is more, a comparison with the similar reforms introduced in 

South Korea was conducted and discussed. After a comprehensive presentation of both 

Abe’s policy-making characteristics and the details of the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment an in-depth analysis of the policy-network behind the reform was analysed. 

Such analysis allowed us to observe Abe’s policy-network and deepened our 

knowledge of this process under Abe’s Kantei. It also allowed us to evaluate whether 

the Immigration Amendment Act established through strong top-down policy-making 

led to actual change in Japanese innigration policy or whether it was not able to produce 

an innovative result. 

 

  4.1. Policy-making under Abe`s second premiership (2012-

2020) 

The position of prime ministers in Japanese policy-making has been an interest of vast 

research. Zakowski comprehensively concludes that the position of prime ministers vis-

a-vis the bureaucrats changed due to the reforms introduced in the 1990s, meaning the 

1994 electoral reform and the administrative reforms that entered into force in 2001 

(Zakowski 2021, 11; Zakowski et al. 2018, 238). Before these reforms the Cabinet Law 

forbade the prime ministers and the Cabinet Secretariat to initiate policies within the 
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domains that fell under the jurisdiction of separate ministries. The position of the prime 

minister was ritualistic, and he was mainly responsible for balancing interests of 

different policy actors and negotiating with the (Tanaka 2019a, 57; Zakowski et al. 2018, 

16-17). As a result, until 2012 prime ministers were described as lacking visible 

presence (Abiru 2018, 145). 

The administrative reforms that came into effect in 2001 included reforming the 

previous Prime Minister’s Office and several other agencies into the Cabinet Office, 

which was staffed with many bureaucrats who were meant to support the prime minister. 

Moreover, the prime minister was vested with the right to propose new policies during 

the cabinet meetings, while the chief cabinet secretary (CCS) and Cabinet Secretariat 

(CS) were vested with the role of preparing and coordinating important policies. 

Consequently, the Cabinet Office became superior vis-a-vis all the ministries allowing 

for exercising control over the ministries and policy initiative. What is more, the 

number of staff in the CS was also increased to facilitate its policy drafting role. In 

order to undertake these new responsibilities by both the Cabinet Office and Cabinet 

Secretariat additional positions and offices were established in both of them. The prime 

minister was allowed to hire more than five secretaries, establish ad hoc offices in 

charge of specific policy areas, and employ as many as five special advisors (Zakowski 

et al. 2018, 19). What is more, the new posts of ministers of state for special missions 

were established in the Cabinet Office to increase the efficiency of policy 

implementation and to facilitate inter-ministerial coordination. Additionally, in the 

Cabinet Secretariat the new posts of Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary were created to 

facilitate the cooperation of various offices. Finally, the prime minister became able to 

create under his direct jurisdiction various advisory councils to help him to prepare 

crucial policies without excessive bureaucratic influence and to facilitate top-down 

leadership (Zakowski et al. 2018, 20). 

As a result of these reforms the policy-making became centralized in the hands of the 

prime minister and his closest staff (so called Kantei) not in the Cabinet itself (Zakowski 

2021, 11). The position of Kantei vis-a-vis such veto players as the bureaucracy and the 

ruling party backbenchers was also further strengthened (Zakowski et al. 2018, 233). 

Prime ministers concentrated on cooperation with their closest co-workers, leaving 

other actors more on the periphery of policy-making decisions. Furthermore, changes 

in media interest and intensified coverage of Japanese prime ministers led to 
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‘presidentialization’ of this position. Due to the strengthening of the prime minister’s 

position in policy-making imitative and an increase in the influence their performance 

had on election results, the bureaucrats, at the expense of the LDP interests, started to 

pay more attention to prime ministers policy agenda (Zakowski 2021, 11; Zakowski et 

al. 2018,  238). 

Still, the reforms strengthening the prime minister’s position against other actors 

involved in the policy-making process could not guarantee a strong prime minister’s 

leadership. Such factors as lack of full cabinet control over the legislative process, 

shortness of parliamentary sessions, relative ease of taking control over the Upper 

House by the opposition parties, high frequency of the LDP presidential election, 

fluidity in public support for the government, and political culture based on the 

bureaucrats’ and ruling party backbenchers’ influence on the decision-making process 

could strongly constrain a top-down policy-making patterns (Zakowski 2021, 11; 

Zakowski et al. 2018, 30, 233, 238). What is more, also since the majority of increased 

staff of the Cabinet Office and the Cabinet Secretariat was recruited from separate 

ministries their loyalties could still negatively influence the efficiency of both offices. 

In addition, bureaucrats from the Cabinet Legislation Bureau, responsible for 

constitution interpretations and screening of bill proposals, could also exercise 

significant autonomy and make Kantei’s initiatives more difficult (Zakowski et al. 2018, 

21). 

Consequently, while Koizumi Jun’ichirō became a symbol of using the tools provided 

by these reforms to his advantage in leading the country, none of the prime minister 

that followed him, including Abe during his first premiership, were able to become a 

strong leader and to undertake policy-making initiative as efficiently as Koizumi. The 

efficiency with which prime ministers were able to take advantage of the available 

institutions and tools to create strong premiership and become leaders in the policy-

making process seemed to strongly depend on various other factors such as traits of 

character, bold policy agenda, dependency on the party support, election results, public 

support, media coverage and so on (Zakowski 2021, 51-52; Zakowski et al. 2018, 238).  

It seems that personnel choices also could strongly influence the success or failure of a 

prime minister’s leadership. Since the administrative reforms significantly strengthened 

the position of not only the prime minister himself, but also of Cabinet Secretariat, 

Cabinet Office, individual ministers of state for special missions, prime minister’s 
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special advisers, or prime minister’s senior secretaries, choosing same-minded staff that 

supported prime minister’s policy agenda became extremely important task for securing 

Kantei’s stability and efficiency (Zakowski et al. 2018, 235). Finally, because the 

decision-making process remains extremely time consuming, the length of premiership 

was another factor that strongly influenced the prime minister’s position in the policy-

making process. Prolonged term in office, not only straightened prime minister’s 

position against other policy-making actors, but also allowed for better use of available 

institutions and for long-term promotion of their policy agenda which allowed for its 

successful implementation (Zakowski 2021, 51-52; Zakowski et al. 2018, 238). 

 

  4.1.1. Abe’s first term as prime minister 

Abe came to power for the first time in September 2006 as a presumed heir of extremely 

successful Koizumi Jun’ichirō (Burrett 2017, 402). Abe’s ambition was to follow in 

Koizumi’s steps. He wanted to strengthen the prime minister’s policy-making authority 

through available tools. There was a lot of hope that he would continue Koizumi’s 

reforms, however he was unsuccessful in repeating Koizumi’s efficiency and his 

premiership ended as a great failure just a year later (Carpenter 2008, 28). 

Abe wanted to continue Koizumi’s strong leadership on the international scene. He 

voiced the concept of proactive foreign policy. He worked to advance Japan’s ties with 

NATO, the EU, India and Australia. What is more, he advanced Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue with Japan, India, Australia, and the United States (Tatsumi, 2015). His 

meetings with leaders from China and South Korea initially gave hope for improvement 

in the relationships between these countries and Japan. However, Abe’s nationalistic 

and revisionist stand together with his visits to Yasukuni shrine led to deterioration in 

these relations (Mark 2016, 7). 

In contrast to Koizumi, who put a lot of effort into getting public support for his reforms 

and to read public preferences, Abe’s government should be characterized as not 

understanding public interest and being unresponsive to public needs. His hawkish 

nationalistic stand made him to concentrate on policies that the society in general little 

cared about (Kabashima and Steel, 2010, 120-122). Such policy initiatives as 

introducing patriotic education, creating the Ministry of Defence, establishing rules of 

constitutional revision were of little interest for the public and were not backed by 

public support (Burrett 2017, 402; Carpenter 2008, 28-29). 
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What is more, Abe’s first time in office was characterized by lack of efficient policy-

making. He antagonized bureaucrats by excluding them from the policy-making 

process and by trying to introduce anti-Amakudari legislation. Moreover, he made 

Kantei dysfunctional by over-depending on his friends employed as his advisors who, 

not only did not cooperate with each other, but also lacked necessary skills and 

experience. Many of his ministers became quickly involved in various scandals, 

including the missing pension records issue, leading to further drop of the support 

(Burrett 2017, 402; Zakowski 2021, 51-52). While one of Koizumi’s strengths was his 

talent for choosing loyal, professional and a well working team, Abe caused a 

breakdown of the internal administrative structure within his office and did not create 

a coherent and efficient team under his leadership (Zakowski 2015, 44-45). 

However, it is worth to emphasise that this first premiership by Abe would not have 

been possible if it was not for Suga Yoshihide, who became the Chief Cabinet Secretary 

under Abe’s second attempt as a prime minister. Both politicians met and cooperated 

with each other during Koizumi’s premiership. Their path crossed on committees 

related to textbook reform or issues related to North Korea such as the abductions or 

missile tests (Abiru 2020, 24; Ishibashi 2020, 54). It was Suga who helped accumulate 

sufficient support for Abe in 2006 so that he could be chosen as LDP’s leader which 

allowed Abe to realise Suga’s true potential. It was under Abe’s first premiership when 

Suga became a cabinet member for the first time in his career. He served as the Minister 

of Internal Affairs and Communications in Abe’s first Cabinet (Ishibashi 2020, 55). 

Abe’s first cabinet came to a fall together with LDP’s loss in the 2007 Upper House 

election, after which he resigned citing bad health as the main reason for his resignation 

(Burrett 2017, 42). 

 

  4.1.2. Return to power in 2012 

After stepping down from the position of prime minister, Abe remained in the Diet as 

a LDP politician. Still, his short-lasted premiership was perceived as a failure and his 

further career prospects seemed rather bleak (Mark 2016, 14). Since Abe’s fall was 

shortly followed by LDP’s historical fall out of power, Abe set as his new goal restoring 

LDP’s dominance. He learnt from his failed premiership and put a lot of energy into 

building his factional influence. He also put a lot of effort into changing his image of a 

privileged “aristocratic” politician whose lack of leadership skills and poor policy 
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choices led to the fast fall of his government. He reinvented himself as a confident 

economy-oriented leader. Finally, in 2012 Abe was given a unique opportunity to 

become LDP’s leader once again (Mark 2016, 15-16). While he still wanted to build up 

on Koizumi’s legacy, he also tried to distinguish himself by aiming to go further with 

his future reforms than Koizumi was able to. He hoped that his reform would be able 

to make a long-lasting change by gradual reforms (Abiru 2018, 141-142). 

Still, during the 2012 LDP presidential election, despite of strong support from 

nationalistic LDP members, Abe did not seem to be a potential winner of the race. The 

memory of his failed premiership was still fresh, and his candidacy did not meet with 

strong support at first. Before the election, to strengthen his image as an economic 

reformer and to attract LDP politicians supporting policies of monetary easing and 

overcoming deflation, Abe established the New Economic Growth Strategy Workshop. 

Still, the initiative did not attract wild interest and support. Tanigaki Sadakazu, the 

leader of the opposition during the DPJ administration, seemed to be the strongest 

candidate for the new party’s president. Still, he resigned from the race due to intra-

party power-struggles. It caused some faction leaders, including Asō Tarō, to change 

their support to Abe. After Ishihara Nobuteru, LDP Secretary-General, also lost support 

of party members former defence minister Ishiba Shigeru became the most promising 

candidate for the post. In fact, Ishiba won the first vote by receiving 199 votes, due to 

the support of rank-and-file party members, and Abe came second with 141 votes and 

none of them won the majority vote necessary for the victory. Because Ishiba was one 

of party defectors from the 1990s he did not enjoy a lot of trust among party Diet 

members. During the second vote, that did not include rank-and-file party members 

anymore, Abe won over Ishiba by 108 to 89 votes and became the new party president 

for the second time (Zakowski 2021, 72-73). After becoming the new LDP leader Abe 

started to put pressure on prime minister Noda to keep his promise to dissolve the Diet 

and to hold an early Lower House election (Mark 2016, 14-15). Noda finally dissolved 

the Diet on November 15, and the election date was set for December 16, 2012 (Mark 

2016, 19). 

While nationalist policies and constitutional revision remained important goals for Abe, 

he used his economic agenda to appeal to the public and gain their support (Mark 2016, 

15-16). He based his electoral campaign on a new strategy of overcoming economic 

stagnation, labour shortages, regional economic inequality and so on. He stressed the 
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need for economic growth by „strengthening policy coordination with the Bank of 

Japan (BOJ), promoting innovative technology, participating in free trade agreements, 

and launching new public works projects in the countryside”. His electoral slogan of 

„Bringing Japan back” referred to both revitalizing the Japanese economy as well as 

freeing Japan from the limitation of the so-called post-war regime (Zakowski 2021, 58). 

In the 2012 Lower House election Abe led his party to a victory. LDP gained 294 seats, 

175 more than in 2009. Kōmeitō, LDP’s coalition partner, gained 31 seats, 10 more 

than in 2009 (Zakowski 2021, 80). Their combined seats allowed the coalition to control 

two-thirds of the Lower House and to potentially overthrow any vetoes from the Upper 

House where they lacked majority (Reed et al. 2013, 34). 

It should be emphasized that such results were not a sign of support for the LDP, Abe 

and his policies. It was more a sign of disappointment in the DPJ’s rule due to chronic 

leadership instability, poor economic performance deflation, and mishandling of 2011 

Tohoku disaster (Mark 2016, 20-23). The DPJ and Noda tried to gain public support by 

proposing an agenda that included a commitment to gradually phasing out nuclear 

power by 2030 (Mark 2016, 21). Still, his party was strongly weakened not only by its 

poor performance between 2009 and 2012, but also due to Ozawa’s defection in July 

2012 when he left the party together with thirty-seven other DPJ’s Lower House 

members and twelve Upper House DPJ politicians. Ozawa left the DPJ and its coalition 

partner the People’s New Party (PNP) with only a slim majority in the Lower House. 

He formed another new party, People’s Life First Party (PLFP), which became the third 

largest party in the Diet (Mark 2018, 20). Together with the approaching election DPJ 

suffered further losses in its Lower House members whose number fell to 230 on the 

last day before the election (Pekkanen and Reed 2013, 16-17). Therefore, the DPJ 

suffered a crushing defeat, with its Lower House seats decreasing from 308 to only 57 

(Zakowski 2021, 80). Dissatisfaction with the politics among the public was clearly 

shown in low turnout, which was only 59 percent, 10 percent less than when DPJ came 

to power in 2009 (Mark 2016, 20-23). 

The LDP’s victory in the 2012 election was also caused by fragmentation of the 

opposition. While the DPJ remained divided internally and was not able to present a 

comprehensive policy alternative to Abenomics, many small parties with nationalistic 

policy agendas, including revision of Japanese constitution, also appeared on the 

political scene, and led to further division of votes. The most successful was the Japan 
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Renewal Party (JRP) which gained as many as 54 seats and became the third largest 

party in the Diet. It was established only one month before the election by Osaka Mayor 

Hashimoto Tōru, leader of the Osaka Restoration Association, and former Tokyo 

Governor Ishihara Shintarō, leader of the Sunrise Party (Mark 2016, 21; Zakowski 2021, 

80). Ishihara hoped that nationalistic parties could form a grand coalition and become 

the third power in the Diet (Mark 2018, 21). Finally, three weeks before the election 

Ozawa initiated a merger of his party with the Tax Cut Party, the Green Wind Party 

(GWP), and several anti-TPP politicians. The new party was named Tomorrow Party 

of Japan (TPJ) and Ozawa chose Kada Yukiko, the governor of Shiga Prefecture, as its 

leader. The party suffered extreme loss during the election, since the number of seats 

held by its politicians in the Lower House fell from 61 to 9 (Pekkanen and Reed. 2013, 

16; Reed 2013, 78-79). After the election Abe became only the second Japanese 

politician, after Yoshida Shigeru in 1948, who received a chance of becoming the prime 

minister for the second time (Mark 2016, 20-23). 

 

  4.1.3. Characteristics of Kantei-leadership under Abe 

The second premiership of Abe was for sure characterized by a strong ideological 

agenda. He was determined to promote his various initiatives in the economy, security 

or foreign relations domain. His goal-oriented administration used available 

administrative tools or created new patterns of policy-making to push its agenda 

(Mulgan 2018, 63). Abe introduced policies aiming at reforming Japan’s stagnating 

economy, work on establishing Japan as a new powerful player on changing 

international scene by creating new alliances and participating in various Free Trade 

Agreements (FTA), he also strongly expanded JSDF participation in various PKOs, 

finally he dominated national political scene by winning six consecutive election facing 

little challenge from both the LDP and opposition parties (Harris 2020, 4-5; Zakowski 

2021, 66). The longevity of Abe's leadership, winning of consecutive elections and 

seldom reshuffling of his cabinet were the reasons behind the strength of Abe’s Kantei 

(Ishibashi 2020, 22; Tanaka 2019a, 57). 

There is no doubt that Abe’s second premiership can be characterized as pragmatic and 

realistic. Despite being strongly opinionated regarding his policy goals, Abe proceeded 

strategically and cautiously to increase his chances of successful policy implementation. 

Learning from his previous premiership he concentrated on remaining in power, 
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without rushing his ambitious plans (Zakowski 2021, 10. 57). In contrast to his first 

administration and the DPJ government, Abe adjusted the pace of his reforms to the 

capacities of the political system, just like Koizumi did before (Zakowski 2021, 15, 57). 

His policy-making process was characterized by a pattern of setting policy agenda, 

defining, and articulating goals, choosing the appropriate political strategies and driving 

the policy-making process in the desired direction. This process was additionally 

supported by using catchy slogans, applying political marketing, and securing party and 

electorate’s support in promoting Abe’s policy agenda (Mulgan 2018, 63). Compared 

to his first premiership, Abe put more effort into engaging with the media to promote 

his ideas. Still, his media participation remained strongly selective to assure positive 

promotion of his agenda (Zakowski 2021, 62). 

Abe’s second premiership presents a unique case of unprecedentedly strong Kantei-led 

policy-making (Mulgan 2018., 2). He took advantage of all the pre-existing institutional 

tools, by often redefining their roles or even bypassing them, to strengthen his position 

vis-a-vis other actors (Zakowski 2021, 15-16). This time he did not fight the veto 

players directly but strengthened his control over them via available tools or played one 

group against another (Zakowski 2021, 10). It was also the length of his premiership 

that allowed for introducing such gradual changes without a comprehensive 

administrative reform (Zakowski 2021, 12, 15).  By introducing gradual small changes 

Abe was able to significantly re-define policy-making patterns (Zakowski 2021, 12, 16). 

Finally, while not all of Abe’s policies were popular, Kantei put a lot of effort to either 

gain public support or at least to avoid public criticism. The polls proved that the 

support for Abe was based, not on his personal popularity, but on his policy agenda 

(Zakowski 2021, 59, 66). 

Still, Abe’s second premiership remained strongly troubled by cronyism and corruption 

scandals. He was very hostile toward opposition parties and used snap elections to 

control his own party (Shimada 2018). He often showed impatience with the political 

process, which he seemed to regard only as a necessary tool for rubber-stamping his 

policy decisions, not as a process guaranteeing democratic decision-making (Mulgan 

2018, 64). He even happened to become verbally aggressive during question time in the 

budget committee or Diet discussion. He seemed to have little understanding for 

opposition to his political agenda and tended to fight such opposition by using the tools 

and power available to him. His policy-making approach was far from the traditional 
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LDP consensus building pattern and was much closer to an authoritarian policy style 

(Mulgan 2018, 65). During Abe’s second premiership we observed different 

controversial legislation being passed through the Diet. It included the establishment of 

the National Security Council (NSC) that is supposed to help coordinate responses to 

potential security crises. Another controversial bill was the Specially Designated 

Secrets Law which put harsh penalties on public servants leaking information or 

journalists publishing it. Revising the Article 9 of Japanese constitution to allow for 

collective self-defence (CSD) was also met with strong criticism from the public and 

opposition, despite changing little in JSDF capabilities (Mark 2016, 23-24). 

Abe’s position in the party was especially strong due to his consecutive electoral 

victories. Additionally, weakening of factions and relying on politicians sharing his 

ideological stance while strategically nominating his potential rivals to high positions 

ensured his re-election as LDP president. Abe’s strong position within his own party 

led to extension of having the maximum number of president’s terms to three three-

year long tenures (Zakowski 2021, 21, 84). Abe was able to stabilize the coalition with 

Kōmeitō thanks to his political flexibility, and fragmentation of opposition parties made 

the opposition unable to oppose Abe’s ruling style. What is more, the memory of 

unsuccessful DPJ rule became another factor helping Abe in securing his continued 

hold on power (zakowski 2021, 84). Despite causing unprecedented protests with some 

of his policies, Abe was a master of boosting his public approval by emphasizing in the 

media his policies that were difficult to disagree with, such as Abenomics, 

postponement of a VAT hike, women’s empowerment, and regional revitalization 

(Zakowski 2021, 58). 

 

Institutional change 

Abe’s second premiership was an example of unprecedented prime ministerial 

leadership (Zakowski 2020, 175) It was shaped to imitate Koizumi’s Kantei-leadership 

which was characterised by policies being released based on independent Kantei’s 

decision-making (Mulgan 2018, 33). Still, Abe was able to achieve even greater 

concentration of political power in Kantei and stronger influence on the policy-making 

process than Koizumi did. Abe’s Kantei, including both the Cabinet Secretariat and the 

Cabinet Office, became the main source of support for his policy initiatives and 

remained the central player in the policy-making process (Mulgan 2018, 34). 
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As it was mentioned above, Abe did not conduct drastic changes in policy-making 

structures, as the DPJ tried to do during its rule. The changes introduced by Abe, who 

clearly learnt from both his first premiership and the DPJ’s failure, were more gradual. 

What is more, the reforms themselves were also introduced incrementally, considering 

the limitations of the Japanese legislative process (Zakowski 2021, 89). 

 

Closest entourage 

One of the biggest strengths of Abe’s second premiership were people who worked in 

his closest entourage. It means the staff working and cooperating with each other in his 

office, the Cabinet Secretariat, the Cabinet Office, especially CCS, special advisors, 

deputy chief cabinet secretaries, assistant chief cabinet secretaries, prime minister’s 

executive secretaries and special advisors to the cabinet (Mulgan 2018, 2; Zakowski 

2021, 20). He made much better choices than during his first administration, when 

choosing people to work with (Zakowski 2021, 89). People who became part of the 

leadership in Kantei and Cabinet Secretariat, and who took control of the decision-

making process, were another source of Abe’s power. The uniqueness of Abe’s Kantei-

leadership lay in the fact that his advisers, not the ministries or the government 

backbenchers, were behind his policy initiatives and important decisions (Harris 2020, 

189). 

Abe’s most trusted co-workers included Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga Yoshihide, 

prime minister’s Chief Executive Secretary and Special Advisor to the Prime Minister 

(since September 2019) Imai Takaya, Deputy Prime Minister Asō Tarō, Amari Akira 

Minister in Charge of Economic Revitalization and Minister of State for Economic and 

Fiscal Policy (until January 2016), Special National Security Advisor Yachi Shotarō. 

Suga was the public face of the administration and was responsible for bureaucrats’ 

appointments. Imai controlled information related to cabinet reshuffles and was 

responsible for dealing with political tasks such as political situation, managing the Diet 

and the PM’s schedule (Mulgan 2018, 40). 

Imai was responsible for coordinating Kantei’s policy implementation. He was also in 

charge of Abe’s schedule, policy proposals and was supporting Abe’s closest relatives 

(Koga 2021, 27). Each day he had meetings with all of Abe’s administrative secretaries 

where he coordinated current issues with them and sometimes transmitted to the staff 

decisions made during the prime minister’s closest entourage’s meetings. It should be 
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emphasized that Imai remained a trusted advisor to the prime minister who influenced 

personnel matters, economic policy and foreign policy (Koga 2021, 26; Zakowski 2021, 

95). The line between supporting Abe’s policies and promoting his own agenda remains 

difficult to draw in the case of Imai (Koga 2021, 101). 

He was highly interested in taking an active part in implementation of Abenomics and 

postponement of consumption tax increase. What is more, he established his own 

informal diplomatic channels with Chinese and Russian officials (Koga 2021, 26; 

Zakowski 2021, 95). He was behind the initiative to solve the impasse with Russia 

regarding the Northern territories by dividing the disputed island between the two 

nations (Koga 2021, 101-102). He was also one of the authors of Abe’s address to the 

US Congress in April 2015 and his statement issued in mid-August 2015 to 

commemorate the 70th anniversary of the end of WWII, he also changed in May 2017 

the contents of a letter from Abe to President Xi Jinping that was entrusted to LDP 

Secretary-General Nikai Toshihiro to express interest in cooperation with the Chinese 

Belt and Road Initiative (Koga 2021, 101-102; Zakowski 2021, 95). Finally, it was Imai 

who suggested suden schools closure during the COVID pandemic in 2020 (Koga 2021, 

101-102). 

 

Kantei’s top daily unofficial meetings 

Efficient work and coherence of Kantei was obtained by daily unofficial meetings of 

its key members, including prime minister Abe, CCS Suga Yoshihide, his three deputy 

chief cabinet secretaries, and the prime minister’s Chief Executive Secretary Imai 

Takaya. These most important Kantei meetings lasted around 10 to 15 minutes and they 

became an arena of deciding the direction of most important Kantei’s policies and 

measures to realise them (Harris 2020, 189; Zakowski 2020, 174; Zakowski 2021, 93). 

The records of these supreme decision-making body’s proceedings were not publicised 

(Mulgan 2018, 39). The decisions made during these meetings were channelled in a 

top-down fashion by deputy chief cabinet secretary in charge of administration to the 

assistant chief cabinet secretaries in charge of domestic or international affairs 

respectively and further to the Office of Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary (Mulgan 108, 

40). 

When compared with Koizumi, Abe’s leadership was not based solely on the person of 

the prime minister. Instead, Abe, Suga and Imai were the three most important actors 
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behind many policy decisions and the core of Kantei-leadership (Tanaka 2019a, 63). 

They hold control over policy-making channels and other actors. As a result, they were 

able to push many unpopular reforms without or despite the opposition. Such legislation 

included collective self-defence (CSD), the Bill on Protection of Specially Designated 

Secrets and others (Koga 2021, 67-68). Additionally, while Imai was the person behind 

the economic agenda the deputy CCS Sugita Kazuhirō is regarded as another key player 

who had strong influence on shaping the security agenda (Koga 2021, 88). 

 

Advisors 

To straighten Kantei’s leadership Abe relied on the expertise of his advisors. Abe’s 

position vis-a-vis other policy-making actors was strengthened thanks to his Special 

Advisors to the Prime Minister, Special Advisors to the Cabinet, new minister’s 

assistants in the Cabinet Office and minister’s assistant for each ministry. After 

returning to the post of prime minister in 2012 Abe named five Special Advisors to the 

Prime Minister: Kimura Tarō (in charge for countryside), Isozaki Yōsuke (in charge of 

security policy and the electoral system), Etō Seiichi (in charge of important matters of 

national administration), Hasegawa Eiichi (in charge of policy planning) and Izumi 

Hiroto (in charge of regional reconstruction and revival as well as development strategy 

regarding health matters). Later during his term in office Abe named another 8 such 

special advisors (Koga 2021, 29: Zakowski 2021, 104-105). It should be emphasized 

that in 2014 National Public Service Law revision empowered Special Advisors to the 

Prime Minister. Their responsibilities were increased including assisting the prime 

minister in planning basic strategic policies and other selected important policies, as 

instructed by the prime minister to whom directly they were responsible to (Zakowski 

2021, 103-104). Additionally, to his Special Advisors to the Prime Minister Abe also 

named 11 Special Advisors to the Cabinet. They included former Foreign 

Administrative Vice-Minister (later National Security Adviser) Yachi Shōtarō, former 

Finance Administrative Vice-Minister Tango Yasutake, economists’ professors 

Hamada Kōichi and Honda Etsurō, Koizumi’s former Executive Secretary Iijima Isao, 

and the author of Abe’s foreign policy speeches Taniguki Tomohiko (Mulgan 2018, 40; 

Zakowski 2021, 122-123). What is more, the 2014 revision of the National Public 

Service Law created posts of up to six minister’s assistants in the Cabinet Office and 

one minister’s assistant for each ministry. They answered directly to Abe and were 
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responsible for helping the prime minister in planning specific policies according to his 

instructions (Zakowski 2021, 2015). 

 

Cabinet Secretariat 

Important part of Abe’s strong hold on the policy-making process was his dependence 

on strengthened Cabinet Secretariat (CS; Zakowski 2021, 89). As a body under Knatei’s 

direct control it became an important tool in supporting various Abe’s policy initiatives 

(Mulgan 2018, 35). It was strengthened by significant increase in the number of its staff 

(from approximately 800 in 20212, to up to more than 1000 in 2015) and establishment 

of numerous new offices and secretariats (Zakowski 2021, 175; Zakowski 2021, 89). 

Many new offices were formulated, such as cabinet councillor’s offices on external and 

internal affairs, cabinet security affairs office and cabinet intelligence and research 

office (Mulgan 20218, 10). At the beginning of 2020 there were 39 offices or 

secretariats existing under the assistant CCSs for domestic and international affairs. As 

many as 32 of them were established during the second Abe administration itself. The 

most important offices placed under the Cabinet Secretariat were National Security 

Secretariat (NSS) and the Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs (CBPA), which served 

as main coordinating bodies of the executive branch, and to which many new 

bureaucratic staff was dispatched (Zakowski 2021, 97). As a body under the Kantei’s 

direct control it became the command centre for supporting Abe’s policies including 

economy, foreign affairs and security. It undertook such tasks as gathering information, 

policy analysis, clerical and administrative support to both prime minister and CCS 

(Mulgan 2018, 35). 

 

CCS Suga’s role in Abe’s Kantei 

The most important person in Abe’s second premiership was his CCS Suga, who served 

in this position longer than anyone before him (Koga 2021, 166; Liff 2018c, 13).  Abe 

was quick to choose Suga to this position due to his recognition of Suga’s abilities 

(Burrett 2016, 47). However, it was also the trust that Suga gained from Abe between 

2007-2012 that allowed the prime minister to trust him with such extensive 

coordination for Kantei’s initiatives. Suga was one of the few politicians who remained 

close to Abe after his first unsuccessful premiership (Zakowski 2021, 93). What is more 
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it was Suga who not only convinced Abe to run for the post of the LDP’s president, but 

also stood behind his electoral campaign (Zakowski 2021, 94). 

It was Suga’s character that made him the ideal candidate for CCS. Suga, who was born 

in a farmer family in northern Akita prefecture, thanks to his hard work became a 

university graduate and a secretary to a lawmaker. Later he became Yokohama City 

councillor and in 1996 was elected to the Lower House. During his time in the Diet 

Suga behaved very independently from party line and faction politics. Probably thanks 

to his dense network of political and economic connections in his constituency Suga 

did not attach much importance to factional ties nor did he place loyalty in one person. 

What is more, he exhibited extensive skills in policy coordination and interpersonal 

communication. While he happened to go against bureaucrats or the party in some 

situations, usually he valued cooperation with administrative staff and taking advantage 

of their knowledge. Suga believed that the role of a politician is to motivate the 

bureaucratic staff to overcome sectionalism and work for the national interest 

(Zakowski 2021, 96). On the other hand, Suga was also both respected and feared 

among the bureaucrats. They saw him as quite different from other politicians. Suga 

was perceived as strong willed, hardworking and responsible. While his authority to 

influence bureaucratic nominations made the bureaucrats fear him, some of them 

perceived him as capable of choosing gifted staff and just when rewarding hard work 

(Matsuda 2020, 304; Murayama 2020, 68). 

During his term as the CCS Suga is said to wake up each day at 4AM to read newspapers 

and be well informed and prepared for his work. While his daily schedule was packed 

with meetings and appointments, he conducted press conferences daily (Zakowski 2021, 

97). Suga became the main policy coordinator of Abe’s administration from his return 

to power in 2012 (Abiru 2018, 173; Zakowski 2021, 96). His connections within the 

LDP, the opposition parties, the business circles, and the bureaucrats that he built since 

becoming a member of the Diet, helped him to create an extensive network for policy 

coordination as the CCS (Mori 2020, 280-281). His influence as Kantei’s coordinator 

exceeds any of his predecessors. He served as main coordinator between various 

ministries, the government, LDP, Kantei and Kōmeitō. He also oversaw the screening 

of nominations for the highest bureaucratic positions (Mulgan 2018, 44; Zakowski 2021, 

77, 96). Suga was extremely well informed regarding the skills of bureaucrats and was 

able to use their skills to his advantage (Ishibashi 2020, 50). While Abe’s government 
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was often nicknamed as „Economic Government” his strong economic stand was built 

on Suga’s good relationship with the bureaucrats from the Ministry of Economy, Trade 

and Industry (METI; Mori 2020, 282). Under Suga the Cabinet Secretariat became an 

extremely efficient arena for responsive top-down policy facilitation and solving policy 

issues (Mulgan 2018, 48). 

In general, the Cabinet Secretariat became a much busier place, with secretaries and 

assistants constantly entering or leaving the building. Under Suga’s instructions the 

staff established numerous small teams to deal with distinct problems. Also, the inter-

ministerial policy coordination was taken from bureaucrats’ hands and was dealt with 

by secretariat staff. The coherent team working under Suga’s command, and his 

coordination skills led to change the decision-making process Zakowski 2021, 99). 

Suga’s effective coordination and management of all the actors participating in the 

policy-making process allowed Kantei to impose the direction for policy on ministry’s 

employees and made it possible for Abe to concentrate on establishing a broader 

direction of national policies (Abiru 2018, 183; Mulgan 2018, 43; Zakowski 2021, 95). 

It needs to be pointed out that under Abe’s second premiership deputy chief cabinet 

secretaries were positioned at the top of the bureaucratic hierarchy and became policy 

coordinators between the ministries, and between the Kantei and bureaucrats (Koga 

2021, 31-32; Zakowski 2021, 91). While politicians on posts of two political deputy 

CCS changed few times during Abe’s second premiership, the post of administrative 

deputy CCS was entrusted to Sugita Kazuhirō, who later also served as the Head of 

Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs (CBPA; Koga 2021 33, 35-56; Zakowski 2021, 

94). Once a week Suga held morning meetings with his political deputy CCSs where 

they analysed public opinion polls and often discussed current issues with media 

specialists. The decisions made during daily unofficial meetings of Abe and his closest 

staff were effectively transferred by Sugita to a wider group of Kantei bureaucrats via 

his two assistant CCSs, in charge of domestic and international affairs. It was Sugita 

and Kitamura Shigeru, Director of Cabinet Intelligence, who persuaded the prime 

minister of the necessity to pass the Bill on Protection of Specially Designated Secrets 

together with the establishment of the National Security Council (NSC), which was a 

long-cherished goal of the bureaucrats originating from the National Police Agency 

(NPA; Zakowski 2021, 94). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

136 
 

There is little doubt that Abe’s second premiership would not be so strong or long-

lasting without Suga acting as the CCS. The two politicians were able to divide between 

themselves various responsibilities (Matsuda 2020, 305). While Abe was mostly 

concerned with such issues as foreign affairs and the economic policies of the alliance 

with the US, Suga undertook policies related to everyday lives of Japanese citizens 

including the coverage of infertility treatment by the National Insurance System, price 

reduction for telecommunications services and so on (Ishibashi 2021, 51). Abe himself 

admitted that he respected Suga because he had many traits that Abe himself was 

missing. What's more, Abe trusted Suga which resulted in the Prime Minister giving 

his CCS almost complete freedom in undertaking activities related to his office 

particularly in personnel matters (Matsuda 2020, 304). Suga served as an important 

balance against nationalistic tendencies represented by many politicians in Abe’s 

closest circles (Matsuda 2020, 307; Mori 2020, 314). Although Suga was not able to 

stop Abe’s visit to Yasukuni in 2013 he expressed his protest when the decision was 

debated. His pragmatic attitude helped to control Abe’s radical tendencies and secured 

the longitude of Abe’s leadership (Mori 2020, 314). Suga himself used his position to 

support the policy initiatives that he believed in. These included support for the regional 

revitalisation and decentralisation, together with Kōmeitō he supported exclusion of 

some of the essential from tax increase in 2019, the creation of Integrated Resort with 

casinos (Mori 2020, 16, 278, 308). CCS Suga together with Kōmeitō opposed Asō 

Tarō’s suggestion to hold a double election if they were not able to pass through the 

Diet the consumption tax increase to 10 percent for April 2017 (Mori 2020, 18). 

Suga's political views and stances are significantly different from those of Abe's typical 

confidants and political allies. He is a tough-minded pragmatist who was a key factor 

behind Abe's shift from focusing on changing Japan's pacifist constitution to jump-

starting the nation's economy (Muratani 2018). 

 

Advisory councils and headquarters 

What is more, Abe’s administration strongly depended on pre-existing and new formal 

institutions to support and push its political agenda (Mulgan 2018, 35; Zakowski 2021, 

15). In just 3 months after Abe’s inauguration as many as 15 new councils and 

headquarters were established by either prime ministerial or cabinet decision (Mulgan 

2018, 35). These numbers increased even further and by 2016 Abe by himself 
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established 14 councils, 16 were established by the cabinet, 22 were created as a 

decision made by other councils, headquarters or CCS, while 15 were set up on ad hoc 

basis (Mulgan 2018, 36). Newly established Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs 

(CBPA) allowed for controlling the bureaucracy, NSC supported the prime minister’s 

initiative in foreign policy-making, prepared various changes regarding JSDF and 

PKOs (Mulgan 2018, 35; Zakowski 2021, 89). Another newly established organs of 

policy-making included Council on National Strategic Special Zones, Administrative 

Reform Promotion Headquarters, Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalisation, 

Headquarters for the Promotion of Revision of the Constitution, Headquarters for the 

Revitalization of Education, Headquarters for North Korean Abductions and so on 

(Mulgan 2018, 38). These new organs were used to either bypass the pre-existing 

organs or change the balance of power between the prime minister and the bureaucrats 

(Mulgan 2018, 35; Zakowski 2021, 89). In general, these councils strengthened 

Kantei’s ability of gathering information and political expertise without depending on 

bureaucracy. What is more, they also provided Kantei with venues to give instructions 

to ministries to facilitate implementation of executive decisions made by it (Mulgan 

2018, 36).  In consequence they allowed for gradual reinterpreting and changing of 

traditional rules of policy-making by controlling policy-making venues by Kantei 

(Zakowski 2021, 15). There was a trend of increasing the number of politicians and 

private-sector experts on these councils over bureaucrats. However, the closeness to 

Abe’s policy vision remained a very important factor (Zakowski 2021, 121-123). 

Still, such a multitude of councils and headquarters also had its shortcomings and 

caused problems for the Kantei administration. It overcomplicated the structure of the 

Cabinet Secretariat and the Cabinet Office. Each of these councils received 

administrative support from separate secretaries, established under either assistant CCS 

in charge of domestic affairs or assistant CCS in charge of foreign affairs. At the 

beginning of 2020 there were 39 such secretaries. Together with the increase in the 

number of councils and headquarters under Cabinet’s control the number of policy 

fields administered by the Cabinet Office increased from 63 in 2001 to 112 in 2015 

(Zakowski 2021, 21). Because of these changes the responsibilities of separate councils 

often overlapped, the chain of command became unclear, and it became difficult to 

divide jurisdiction areas of the Cabinet Secretariat and the Cabinet Office. To solve 

these difficulties the Cabinet Office undertook efforts to simplify the organizational 
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structure of advisory councils. As a result, some of the councils were abolished, others 

were moved to the Cabinet Office, while others were integrated or moved back to the 

ministries or agencies. Zakowski (2021) suggests that creating such a chaotic structure 

of too many advisory bodies could have been Abe’s tactic to become the ultimate 

decision-maker (Zakowski 2021, 121-122). 

In general, these councils were regarded as often lacking sufficient legal standing 

(Tanaka 2019a, 58, 63). What is more, it is difficult to perceive them as an arena of 

policy debate. Their goal, policy direction and deadline for deliberations was often 

established by Abe during the first meeting. What is more, in some cases Kantei made 

policy decisions without waiting for the council's report, and in the end the report only 

confirmed the decisions made by Kantei. Eventually, Abe started to avoid holding too 

many council meetings and many of the decisions were made behind closed doors by 

him and his most trusted staff. Still, the existence of these councils allowed Abe to 

circumvent the bureaucrats and traditional policy-making patterns without introducing 

complicated reforms (Zakowski 2021, 122-123). 

 

Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs (CBPA) 

The CBPA was established in 2014 and became responsible for changing the 

nomination patterns for high-ranking bureaucrats from section heads and above (Harris 

2020, 212; Zakowski 20202, 174). Before the reform all nominations for the posts 

bureau director-general and above required authorization from the cabinet. However, 

in general, ministerial recommendations were just adopted during administrative vice-

ministers’ meetings and automatically submitted for the cabinet’s approval (Zakowski 

2021, 7). It was CCS Suga who made CBPA into an extremely successful Kantei’s 

organ. Suga not only is extremely gifted when it comes to making personnel decisions, 

but he believes that putting the right people in important positions was a key element 

to Kantei’s power. Even before the bureau was established, he ordered all highest 

ranking officials to consult with him on each senior administrative personnel's decisions. 

What is more, he created networks of connections in ministries and agencies to collect 

information about gifted bureaucrats to be able to evaluate appointment proposals 

presented to him (Harris 2020, 213). After the bureau was established CCS Suga 

selected Katō Katsunobu, one of his political deputies, for bureau director-general. Katō 

was later replaced by another political deputy CCS Hagiuda Kōichi, and administrative 
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deputy CCS Sugita Kazuhirō in August 2017 (Koga 2021, 33, 35-36; Zakowski 2021, 

108). Under the new bureau each minister and their administrative staff drafted the 

initial personnel assessment of candidates just as before but each of these 

recommendations was thoroughly screened by the CCS who prepared a list of 

candidates based on the consistency of their qualifications with the government’s 

overall policy (Tanaka 2018b; Zakowski 2021, 108). Such control over bureaucratic 

nominations resulted in stronger loyalty from bureaucrats towards Kantei. It should be 

emphasized that according to the Japanese media prime minister Abe has been involved 

in these nominations more than any other prime minister before him. Such 

involvements resulted in regular promotions of bureaucrats who are regarded as close 

to the prime minister (Harris 2020, 212, 214: Zakowski 2020, 174). 

 

Cabinet Legislation Bureau 

Cabinet Legislation Bureau is responsible for interpreting constitution and rule on the 

constitutionality of the legislation. Traditionally its directors were named among 

bureaucrats with extensive expertise in legal issues and with experience in the 

Legislation Bureau. However, to secure support for legislation related to security, the 

CSD or the Bill on Protection of Specially Designated Secrets, in August 2013 Abe’s 

Kantei overturned the conventional practice and instead of nominating Deputy Director 

to replace leaving Yamamoto Tsuneyuki they named Komatsu Ichirō, a bureaucrat from 

the MOFA and an ambassador to France, as the new director (Tanaka 2019a, 65). 

 

CEFP 

After returning to power Abe easily abolished most of the policy-making bodies 

established by the DPJ, such as the Three Political Officials’ Councils, cabinet 

committees, the National Strategy Unit, the Government Revitalization Unit, and so on. 

The inter-ministerial liaison council, which permanently overtook the responsibilities 

of administrative vice-minister’s council, was the only the DPJ institution that survived 

the party's fall (Zakowski 2015, 205). Abe revived the CEFP, which was not used by 

the DPJ but which the DPJ was not able to abolish completely (Harris 2020, 190; 

Mulgan 2018, 35). Still, under Abe’s second premiership the CEFP never became as 

central and as strong as it was during Koizumi’s administration. The weakening of the 

CEFP position was caused by a different approach toward the MOF of the two prime 
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ministers. While Koizumi’s policies were in accord with the MOF’s interests, Abe 

aimed at counterbalancing the MOF with the METI to reduce taxes and conduct an 

expansive fiscal policy. The METI’s policy interests were shared by the Headquarters 

for Japan’s Economic Revitalization and this body, under coordination with the CEFP, 

became the centre in deciding the direction of economic policies. The membership of 

the headquarters included: Abe as the chief, Deputy Prime Minister Asō as the acting 

chief, Minister in charge of Economic Revitalization and Economic and Fiscal Policy 

Amari, and CCS Suga as vice-chiefs, as well as all ministers (Zakowski 2021, 117-118). 

Together with the Industrial Competitiveness Council and the Regulatory Reform 

Council (later Regulatory Reform Promotion Council) these were the institutions where 

the main Abenomics policies were decided and worked on by political leaders, 

bureaucrats, academics, and business leaders (Harris 2020, 190; Mulgan 2018, 35). 

Initial policy proposals by the CEFP proved to be unable to present revolutionary 

initiatives. To improve its performance and innovation a new Private-Sector Members 

Unit, including three representatives from the private sector and another three from the 

Cabinet, was created within the CEFP (Zakowski 2021, 119). Finally, the CEFP became 

an organ closely following Kantei’s policy agenda. While the meetings of both the 

CEFP and the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization were held regularly at 

the beginning of Abe’s second premiership their number decreased together with time. 

While the decrease started already in 2014 further significant decrease followed 

Amari’s resignation from the office in 2016 and gradual decrease of Abenomics as an 

electoral tool. What is more, particularly the role of the Headquarters for Japan’s 

Economic Revitalization lost on its significance and its meetings became ritualized 

confirmations of economic decisions made by the Kantei. Finally, the Industrial 

Competitiveness Council was dissolved in 2016 and replaced with the Future 

Investment Council, which included a smaller number of private-sector representatives 

(Zakowski 2021, 120-121). 

 

National Security Council (NSC) 

Establishment of the NSC was not originally Abe’s idea. The calls for establishing a 

Japanese version of the American NSC were heard both in Japan and the US (Liff 2018a, 

259). It was argued that such an institution would provide a venue for more flexible, 

effective, and proactive responses to complex post-Cold War foreign-policy challenges. 
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Together with American calls for increased JSDF support in military operations, 

increase in threats from North Korea, and China’s military expansion created an 

environment where acceptance for creating Japanese NSC was raised (Liff 2018a, 260). 

The idea of establishing the NSC became important to Abe when, as CCS under the 

Koizumi cabinet, he communicated with the US regarding the reaction to the North 

Korean missile tests and was impressed by the coordination abilities of the Assistant to 

the US President for National Security Affairs. 

He tried to establish the NSC during his first premiership when he named one of his 

special advisers Koike Yuriko as the deputy chair of the Council on Strengthening the 

Functions of the Kantei Regarding National Security and put her in charge of this task. 

The council concluded that the Security Council (SC)’s meetings had become largely 

ritualized and it was not suitable for drafting long-term national strategies. The council 

prepared a bill project on establishing the NSC that was submitted to the Diet but was 

never passed due to Abe’s resignation (Zakowski 2021, 112-113). 

When Abe returned to power SC was perceived as inflexible, large in terms of its core 

members, unable to hold regular meetings, supported by a small and weak secretariat 

and unable to handle increasingly severe and diverse security challenges. There is no 

doubt that the Tohoku earthquake from 2011, 2012 the East China Sea crisis and 2013 

hostage crisis involving Japanese citizens in Algeria proved SC unable to to gather, 

process, and share information and face challenges in an emergency. Such realisation 

allowed for preparations to create the NSC (Liff 2018a, 262; Liff 2018b) Japanese 

politicians hoped that NSC would allow for strengthening political leadership over 

national security decision-making, improve Japan’s ability to independently create 

security strategies, strengthening the US–Japan alliance, preparing better for possible 

crises, improving intelligence gathering, increasing the speed at which political leaders 

can make decisions, improving inter-ministerial coordination (Liff 2018a, 263). 

Abe entrusted the post of minister for strengthening national security to CCS Suga, and 

charged Isozaki Yōsuke, a special adviser to the prime minister, with preparation of the 

NSC’s legal framework (Zakowski 112-113). In February 2013 the Experts’ Council 

for Establishment of the NSC, chaired by Abe and composed of scholars and officials 

from the MOFA and the MOD, was created in Kantei. This council instead of issuing a 

report entrusted the final decision to the prime minister (Nakanishi 2015, 411; 

Zakowski 2021, 112-113). 
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As a result the bill was prepared by a special unit in the Cabinet Secretariat and was 

passed in November 2013. The structure of the new NSC allowed for more flexibility 

since various issues could be debated in different groups of officials. The main core of 

the Council included the prime minister as chairperson, the CCS, and ministers of 

foreign affairs and defence as its members who were to discuss and decide basic policies 

and important issues regarding foreign affairs and security matters. While this core of 

NSC was to decide the most important issues, the meeting of the nine-members Security 

Council continued with a goal of discussing various issues related to national defence, 

national security, possible reactions to an armed attack on Japan and securing civilian 

control over JSDF. What is more, in case of a crisis additional members, such as related 

ministers or advisors, could be asked by the prime minister or CCS to participate in an 

emergency conference (Liff 2015, 84; Liff 2018a, 264, 267; Zakowski 2021, 113-114). 

Additionally, the Situation Management Specialist Committee was established to serve 

as a source of expertise for members of NSC. It was chaired by CCS and included high-

ranking bureaucrats (Zakowski 2021, 113-114) 

Abe held the core four members meetings, averagely once a week, for discussion on 

national strategy, particular legislation or policies, and crisis management. They were 

characterised by flexibility in tackling a wide range of issues often in response to a 

crisis, urgent policy matter and so on (Liff 2018a, 267). To better prepare for these 

meetings working level meetings were held between the secretary general, two National 

Security Secretariat (NSS) deputies, directors-general from MOFA’s Foreign Policy 

Bureau, MOD’s Defense Policy Bureau, and the JSDF Joint Staff Defence Plans and 

Policy Department (Liff 2018a, 269). Meetings are usually coordinated by the NSS 

secretary general, or CCS if he is in unique possession of important information. 

Usually, the NSS secretary general invites responsible bureau chiefs to present the issue 

which is later debated by meeting members after which the prime minister makes the 

final decision (Liff 2018a, 268). 

Moreover, the NSS was introduced into the institutional structure of the Cabinet 

Secretariat (Liff 2018a, 265; Zakowski 2021, 113-114) Abe’s special advisor to the 

cabinet in charge of national security Yachi Shōtarō became first NSS’s secretary 

general. He was later replaced in September 2019 by former Director of Cabinet 

Intelligence, Kitamura Shigeru (Koga 2021, 33, 36, 42; Zakowski 2021, 113-11).  

Yachi stood at the centre of compilation of Abe’s foreign policy. Since Abe distrusted 
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the MOFA, he was responsible for not only channeling the prime minister’s strategy to 

the ministry but also to conduct back-channel diplomacy to reduce Kantei’s dependency 

on the MOFA and its bureaucrat (Harris 2020, 190-191). The secretary-general of the 

NSS represents the NSC externally and became a counterpart to the officials 

responsible for security issues in other countries, such as the assistant to the US 

president for national security affairs (Nakanishi 2015, 411; Sakaki 2015, 12; Zakowski 

2021, 114). After assuming the post of secretary general of the NSS Yachi travelled to 

the US where he held talks with National Security Adviser Susan Rice, Secretary of 

State John Kerry and Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel. What is more, the US and the 

UK agreed to establish a security hotline between Yachi and his counterparts in the two 

countries to facilitate undisturbed and secure exchange of confidential information (Liff 

2018c, 13). 

The secretariat was originally staffed with about 70 members dispatched from the MOD, 

the MOFA, the NPA and the JSDF. It was divided into six divisions: general 

coordination, strategic planning, information, America and Europe, Northeast Asia and 

Russia, and Middle East and Africa (Harris 2020, 217; Liff 2018c, 20; Liff 2018a, 265; 

Nakanishi 2015, 411; Sakaki 2015, 12; Zakowski 20221, 114). The NSS’s primary 

responsibilities were basic planning of foreign and defence policies, inter-ministerial 

coordination, requesting information from relevant ministries and agencies, and sharing 

intelligence with them (Harris, 2020, 217, Lidd 2018a, 266, 269). The secretariat was 

also in charge of handling and sharing secret intelligence with the United States and 

other friendly powers (Harris 2020, 217; Nakanishi 2015, 411). 

It is interesting that the establishment of the NSC influenced other security regulations. 

Two of four members of the top-level NSC meeting must always remain in Tokyo. 

What is more, half of the Cabinet members, excluding the prime minister, must remain 

in Japan all the time (Liff 2018a, 268). Moreover, a secure communication system was 

introduced to facilitate contact with NSC members even when they are abroad. The 

staffers of NSS are said to be required to remain all the time within 30 minutes of the 

office and always carry a suit (Liff 2018a, 269). 

In general, the NSC and the NSS strengthened Abe’s control over foreign and security 

policy-making (Zakowski 2020, 174; Zakowski 2021, 111). Abe’s goal was to lead and 

decide Japan’s foreign policy himself, without the MOFA’s interference (Harris 2020, 

190-191; Liff 2018a, 263). The NSC by being responsible for formulating long-term 
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defence guidelines, enhancing Japan’s abilities in response to threats to national 

security in crisis situations, and facilitating inter-ministerial coordination significantly 

strengthened Abe’s position in these domains (Liff 2018b; Zakowski 2021, 115). Such 

constructed NSC led to centralization of political leadership on security (Liff 2018c, 20) 

It allowed for facilitating politically-led deliberations and top-down decision-making 

on national security issues, better inter-agency coordination, more efficient crisis 

management, and a more effective intelligence cycle (Liff 2018a, 164). 

 

  4.1.4. Other actors in Kantei-led policy-making 

To comprehend the influence that the Kantei exercised on policy-making during Abe’s 

second premiership it is important to describe the position that other traditional actors 

of Japanese policy-making found themselves in under Abe’s strong Kantei leadership. 

During Abe’s second premiership Kantei took strong control over both policy-making 

initiative and the process itself. The new institutions created by Abe and his secretariat 

led, not only to domination over policy-making by Kantei, but also to decrease the 

influence of other actors. CCS Suga and his control over the CBPA drastically increased 

bureaucracy’s dependency on Kantei causing further changes in traditional models of 

policy-making. The LDP politicians were controlled by Kantei mostly thanks to skilful 

political appointments and bypassing LDP’s transitional policy-making arenas. Finally, 

skilful use of unofficial venues of policy-making and overpassing its traditional 

channels enabled Abe to change Japanese policy-making on an unprecedented scale. 

 

The Cabinet 

Abe was the leader of the cabinet which comprised up to 19 Ministers of State, 

including those without portfolios, and the CCS (Zakowski 2021, 30). Due to the 

expansion and strengthening of prime ministerial powers under Abe’s second 

premiership the powers and position of the cabinet changed. Political executive was 

replaced by the executive of the prime minister who set policy direction to the cabinet 

members. As a consequence, the cabinet became a residual organization, and the 

ministers became agents of the prime minister’s policy agenda. Ministers were no more 

spokespersons protecting the interests of bureaucrats and the cabinet stopped being an 

arena where such interests were represented, negotiated, and balanced. Just the opposite, 
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ministers turned into Abe’s agents in imposing his will and policy vision on every 

ministry and coordinators of its implementation. The cabinet lost its role of collective 

policy deliberation and negotiations, instead it became a body for ratifying prime 

minister’s decisions (Mulgan 2018, 65; Zakowski 99-100). 

Before Abe’s Kantei-leadership ministers often represented the interests of their 

ministries in the cabinet and vis-a-vis the ruling party. During Abe’s second 

administration their loyalties changed drastically since their careers depended solely on 

their execution of Abe’s policy agenda (Zakowski 2021, 101). The new power balance 

between the prime minister and other members of his cabinet caused a situation where 

ministers served as agents of the prime minister’s interests in their respective miniseries 

(Mulgan 2018, 65). What is more, Abe strengthened his influence over the ministries 

with seemingly minor institutional changes. To secure long-term policy orientation and 

gain extensive influence over the ministries Abe initially refrained from often cabinet 

reshuffles. His first cabinet reshuffle took place in September 2014, which was almost 

two years after his return to power, and it made it the longest-serving cabinet in post-

war Japan. What is more, against the tradition, he also nominated the same person for 

several terms in the same position, including CCS Suga, or Deputy Prime Minister and 

Minister of Finance Asō (Zakowski 2021, 101). 

Abe nominated the maximum number of ministers, including the ministers of state for 

special missions without portfolios, increasing their number along his second 

premiership in a response to new challenges faced by Kantei. After the maximum 

number of ministers was increased from 17 to 18 by DPJ in 2012, with the establishment 

of the Reconstruction Agency, Abe increased this number further in 2015 by creating a 

Minister for the Tokyo Olympic and Paralympic Games. One characteristics of 

ministers of state for special missions without portfolio, such as Minister in charge of 

Support for Women's Empowerment and Child-rearing, Minister of State for Okinawa 

and Northern Territories Affairs, Minister in charge of Economic Revitalization, 

Minister in charge of Administrative Reform and so on, was that, since they did not 

have their own ministry to rely on, they were extremely dependant on the Cabinet 

Office staff and their loyalty was solely to the prime minister (Mulgan 2018, 68; 

Zakowski 2020, 175; Zakowski 2021, 101). 

In addition, Abe entrusted supplementary special tasks to almost all his cabinet 

members. In Abe’s last fourth cabinet only the ministers of justice, foreign affairs, 
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agriculture, and defence were not handling any additional tasks assigned by the prime 

minister. By assigning various tasks to his ministers Abe weakened their ministerial 

loyalties and strengthened their relationship with Kantei. What is more, by making them 

responsible for implementation of these additional tasks they stopped being 

representatives of the interests of their ministries but of Kantei. Moreover, because 

many of these tasks were administered by the CS and allowed CCS Suga to have 

leverage over ministers (Mulgan 2018, 68; Zakowski 2020, 175; Zakowski 2021, 101-

102) 

Finally, during his second premiership Abe not only did not nominate his ministers 

based on factional affiliations, but along with time and strengthening of his position, he 

also less and less paid attention to inter-factional balance when nominating posts of 

vice-ministers and parliamentary vice-ministers. What is more, since October 2015 the 

coordination of sub-ministerial nominations was passed from the LDP secretary-

general to the CCS Suga which showed further the increase of Kantei’s power over the 

ruling party (Zakowski 2021, 74). 

 

LDP 

Kantei-leadership under Abe’s second premiership influenced LDP’s organisation and 

policy-making influence (Mulgan 2018, 66). Once again, without conducting 

significant reforms of LDP’s decision-making process, Abe was able to exert 

unprecedented control over his party (Zakowski 2021, 129, 133, 137-138). The 

traditional procedures and practices of balancing and cooperation between Kantei or 

cabinet and the LDP, that regulated the party and the policy-making process before the 

party's return to power in 2012, were bypassed or alternated by Kantei’s strong position 

(Mulgan 2018, 67-70). As in the case of the Cabinet, the strengthening of Kantei’s 

position vis-a-vis LDP when it came to policy-making decisions led to a trend where 

lobbyists limited their relations with respective tribes and turned to Kantei in search of 

support for their interests (Zakowski 2021, 140-141). 

The Party's role in policy-making decreased together with the ongoing strengthening of 

Abe’s Kantei position. While Abe usually respected the unwritten principle of 

unanimity, both in the Policy Affairs Research Council (PARC) and General Council, 

he took advantage of party rules, and established new intra-party councils and 

headquarters under his direct control which weakened traditional party organs. As in 
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the case of controlling his cabinet, Abe tended to play different members of his party 

against one another, including various tribes, or used young backbenchers against 

senior LDP members (Zakowski 2021, 129, 133, 145). As a result, the position of 

LDP’s General Council, PARC, party factions and political tribes decreased in their 

influence on the policy-making process. The prime minister became responsible for 

directly sponsoring and initiating top-down policy deliberations within the party 

(Mulgan 2018, 38, 67). 

Despite significantly weakening the LDP’s influence on policy-making and alternating 

its traditional institutions and procedures Abe remained its unchallenged leader and 

became the longest serving prime minister in the history. His strong position within the 

party was most importantly the result of relatively high popular support for the cabinet. 

He was first re-elected as LDP’s president in September 2015, without voting since no 

other candidate accumulated the required support from 20 LDP’s lawmakers and 

challenged him in the election. Still, this easy victory was strongly criticised by Abe’s 

opponents within the party who accused him of betraying rank-and-file party members 

and actively discouraging the LDP’s Diet members from supporting other potential 

candidates (Zakowski 2021, 73). While the original party rules allowed only for a party 

president to stay in the office for two consecutive two yearlong terms, these rules were 

changed during LDP’s national convention in March 2017 to allow Abe to seek a third 

term (Harris 2020, 284).  It should be emphasised that the change was initiated by Abe’s 

closest entourage to fulfil his wish of serving in the office until the 2020 Tokyo Olympic 

Games. What is more, it was also Kantei’s strong position in the party that was the main 

factor behind smooth change in the party’s regulations (Zakowski 2021, 142-4143). In 

September 2018 Abe was once again challenged by Ishiba, who was his biggest rival 

in the 2012 election. During this election Abe gained many votes from both Diet and 

rank-and-file party members. Still, Ishiba gained support from some Takeshita faction 

members and the son of former prime minister Koizumi, Koizumi Shinjirō (Zakowski 

2021, 73). Before Abe resigned during his third term there was a debate in the party 

about changing the rules once again, allowing him to run one more time in the LDP 

presidential election, and seek the fourth term in office (Harris 2020, 327). 

Another factor that allowed Abe to strengthen his position within the party, apart from 

public support for the government, was his skilful appointments of other most 

influential party figures. After becoming the party's president in 2012 he named his 
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main election rival Ishiba as LDP’s secretary-general. Tanigaki, who was LDP’s leader 

during the DPJ’s rule, was named minister of justice. After the government’s reshuffle 

in 2014 Ishiba became the minister for overcoming population decline and vitalizing 

local economies, while Tanigaki was named LDP’s secretary-general. Also, faction 

leaders were often offered important positions. Asō, one of Abe’s most trusted co-

workers, remained in the position of Deputy Prime Minister and minister of finance 

through Abe’s second premiership. Kishida Fumio, whose faction was the potential 

opposition faction to Abe’s leadership, was a minister of foreign affairs between 2012 

and 2017 (Mulgan 2018, 57; Zakowski 2021, 73). 

These skilful political appointments led to another result which was weakening the 

importance of factional connections. Abe himself had relatively weak factional 

connections. While he nominally belonged to the Hosoda faction, he did not own his 

position as party president to his faction support. What is more, he suspended his 

factional membership after becoming the prime minister in 2012. Also, Suga and Amari 

followed his lead on leaving their factions. As a result, Abe was able to decide his 

cabinet’s members and make following reshuffles quite freely (Mulgan 2018, 57). It is 

this freedom from factional connections that further weakened factions' influence on 

Kantei and policy-making. Traditionally faction participation was a strong factor 

influencing one’s chances of receiving important government or party positions and 

party faction leaders still lobbied with Abe on behalf of their followers (Mulgan 2018, 

56-57; Zakowski 2021, 74). Still, Abe chose, seemingly to Koizumi, to respect these 

recommendations and balance fractional powers when choosing candidates for lower 

party and government positions. However, together with the growth of Kantei’s power 

and increase of the CS capabilities, after cabinet reshuffle in October 2015 sub-

ministerial nominations were coordinated by not the LDP secretary-general, but by 

CCS Suga (Zakowski 2021, 74). Still, LDP secretary-general retained the influence 

over the distribution of portfolios in parliamentary committees and factional 

recommendations were respected for such positions as deputy secretary-general, PARC 

vice-chair, or Diet Affairs Committee vice-chair (Zakowski 2021, 75). 

When making ministerial and senior party appointments Abe disregarded factional 

affiliations and chose people who shared his ideological opinions, were his long-term 

allies or close associates, and possessed necessary skills and experience. This way 

dependency and loyalty of LDP’s politicians to their factions, which were not able any 
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more to guarantee top party and governmental positions, had been weakened (Mulgan, 

56-57; Zakowski 2021, 74). As a result, those politicians who were offered high 

positions, both in the party and the government, switched their loyalties to Abe from 

their factions because he was the sole guarantor for further development of their careers. 

Another of Abe’s leverages over the party and its factions came from his powers as 

LDP president. He and the secretary general decided the electoral endorsements for 

LDP candidates (Mulgan 2018, 56). 

In conclusion, thanks to Abe’s appointment tactics factions, which traditionally 

undermined loyalties toward prime ministers and acted as strong counterweight to 

prime minister’s power, became significantly weakened and no faction was strong 

enough to challenge his leadership or policies (Mulgan 2018, 56). At the same time 

strengthening the position of Kantei led to a rebalancing of the party's power structure. 

Party’s executives were nominated by Abe and dependent on his support for 

maintaining their position and influence. This led to a situation where they chose to 

support Abe’s policy agenda instead of trying to challenge it with their own initiatives 

(Zakowski 2021, 144-145). What is more, changes in the competences of these 

executives led to a situation where interest-seeking actors chose to turn themselves to 

CCS Suga, or Deputy Prime Minister Asō rather than to party executive officials 

(Zakowski 2021, 143-144). 

While the PARC was traditionally an arena for political tribes and bureaucrats to 

negotiate and protect their interests, its successful penetration with Abe’s supporters 

weakened PARC’s position in the intra-party policy-making process (Muglan 2018, 38, 

69). However, this does not mean that Abe was able to eliminate the tribe's influence 

and interference with his policy agenda. While Abe was able to weaken the tribe's 

influence on policy-making, he still was careful not to make too many enemies among 

LDP’s backbenchers. He remained flexible with his own agenda, so as not to 

completely alienate his own party members. The tribes themselves, in face of united 

Kantei leadership, also became more accommodating to Abe’s policy agenda which 

became for them a way to exercise some limited level of influence and protect their 

interests. They often choose to accept politicians from Abe’s close entourage as 

members of specific party organs as a way of gaining access to Kantei and potentially 

influencing it. These tribes that openly challenged Abe’s plans, such as agriculture or 

the tax tribe, were often pacified with either nominations of politicians from outside of 
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their inner circle as a member of their important committee, or with a promotion of tribe 

politicians who opposed Abe’s agenda to another position. Abe also often weakened 

the tribe's solidarity by playing one politician against its own zoku, or one politician 

against another (Zakowski 2021, 137-138, 141). As a result of such strong influence by 

Kantei and skilful personal games Abe was often able to force even influential 

backbenchers into submission (Zakowski 2021, 135). Abe’s approach towards his own 

party paid off for example in case of VAT hike postponement and pacifying the 

agricultural tribe regarding TPP accession (Zakowski 2021, 137-141). On the other 

hand, backbenchers did not refrain from criticizing Kantei from time to time, especially 

when its public support was decreasing. Kantei was often criticized for not consulting 

sufficiently with the party regarding its policy initiatives (Zakowski 2021, 135-136). 

Still, Abe is said to have neglected the LDP's policy-making process to a lesser extent 

than Koizumi did. The prime minister could not completely impose his policy agenda 

on the LDP and the party was able to discuss policy proposals from Kantei and 

exercised its limited influence as a policy-making actor separate from the prime 

minister. All bill projects still required authorization from the party organs. However, 

is it true that the party organs became less powerful when it came to their ability to 

block Kantei’s initiative. It means that LDP under Abe’s second premiership did not 

uphold its position as a veto player. Its position vis-a-vis Kantei was more based on 

coordination, negotiations and bargaining (Mulgan 2018, 67). 

Weakening of the PARC and other important party organs was caused by Abe’s tactics 

of maintaining discussions in various policy divisions of PARC while simultaneously 

shifting decision-making responsibility to new bodies under Abe’s direct control 

created within the party (Zakowski 2021, 150). While the policy decisions made by 

these new special headquarters and committees required authorization from PARC’s 

Policy Deliberation Commision and General Council, just like other bill projects, it still 

allowed for partial circumvention of these organs and changed Kantei’s position in the 

screening process. To further strengthen the position of these new venues Abe named 

as their chairs politicians more experienced than the PARC’s head (Zakowski 2021, 

145-146). What is more, the intra-party authorization process was further simplified 

after LDP ‘sGeneral Council Chairperson, Noda Seiko agreed that there was no 

necessity for authorizing bills proposals twice both in the Policy Deliberation 

Commision and the General Council. It led to further decrease of importance of 
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discussions held in the General Council (Zakowski 2021, 148). Advanced screening 

became formalized, stopped serving as a forum for shaping intra-party consensus, and 

became a venue for legitimizing Kantei’s decisions (Zakowski 2021, 146). These new 

special headquarters and committees, mostly under Abe’s direct control, covered all the 

crucial tasks of the Abe administration. The LDP Headquarters for Reconstruction of 

the Legal Basis for Security took over decision-making in the ruling party on the 

security bills. The LDP Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization became the 

party's arena for supporting major policies of Abenomics. In total, there were as many 

as 24 such headquarters or councils devoted to important policies of Kantei’s agenda, 

such as electoral, administrative or education reforms, constitutional revision, foreign 

policy and so on (Zakowski 2021, 147). 

The shock of losing the 2009 election and power in the Diet led to self-restraint among 

LDP’s politicians when it came to criticising or opposing Abe’s strong leadership. It 

was feared that intra-party struggles could lead to another electoral disaster and Abe’s 

strong public support rates made strong criticism of his leadership too risky for many 

LDP’s members. Still, Kantei-led policy-making and treating lightly party decision-

making structures led to satisfaction within the party (Zakowski 2021, 147-149). Kantei 

was criticized for not providing the party organs with sufficient time schedule for 

discussion with backbenchers, conducting intra-party consensus-seeking negotiations 

and making significant amendments to proposed bills (Zakowski 2021, 146, 148-149). 

What is more, it was also criticized for lack of transparency in decision-making and too 

often entrusting decisions to chairs of respective headquarters or commissions, 

especially in cases when consensus was not met by the members. Kantei was accused 

of using a hasty decision-making process to formulate policy proposals consistent with 

Kantei’s interests. Moreover, Kantei came under criticism from backbenchers for 

simplifying intra-party procedures which led to a situation when decisions were made 

by chairpersons after only one and a half hours long deliberations. Such an approach 

on the side of Kantei led to opposition from LDP’s politicians. In 2014 the General 

Council refused to authorize Kantei’s schedule for implementation of the economic 

growth strategy prepared by the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization that 

required the passage of as many as 30 bills. Consequently, to secure the passage of the 

necessary legislation, Kantei was forced to promise to improve its policy coordination 

with LDP (Zakowski 2021, 150). 
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While Abe's strategy allowed Kantei to render traditional LDP’s bodies devoid of 

meaning and facilitated promoting its own agenda, it also led to an increase in 

dissatisfaction among the backbenchers (Zakowski 2021, 150). After Kishida Fumio 

became PARC’s chair in September 2017 he undertook efforts for reorganizing party 

structures and strengthening them vis-a-vis Kantei. In 2018 he decided that, in order to 

strengthen their position against headquarters and councils’ chairpersons, the posts of 

PARC’s policy division chairs should be entrusted to four- or five-termers. What is 

more, in the same year he announced simplification of the structure of 130 research 

commissions and special committees in the PARC. Kishida also convinced Abe to 

reduce the number of councils and headquarters under the LDP president’s direct 

control from 24 to 19. Such important for Abe’s agenda councils as the Headquarters 

for Japan’s Economic Revitalization and the Strategic Council on Diplomacy, were 

abolished and their total number decreased to only 16 in January 2020. Furthermore, it 

was also decided that no additional such bodies should be established in the future 

(Zakowski 2021, 148-149). Still, these changes did not alter the general trend of 

decrease in influence of LDP decision-making bodies (Zakowski 2021, 150). 

 

Kōmeitō 

Kōmeitō originated in 1964 as the political branch of the largest new religion in Japan, 

Sōka Gakkai. Its political program was based on pacifism, opposition to nationalism, 

advocating human rights, decentralization of government’s power, protection of the 

interests of low-income households and of small businesses, and environmental 

protection (Klein 2013, 84, 90; Zakowski 2021, 75). 

LDP’s coalition with Kōmeitō started in 1999 when LDP was not able to regain its 

control over the Upper House on its own due to its poor performance in the 1998 

election (Liff 2019, 59-60). Prime minister Obuchi invited Ozawa’s LP to a new 

coalition, which further introduced Kōmeitō to it. Although Ozawa left this coalition in 

2000, the LDP-Kōmeitō alliance continued until 2009 and was re-established in 2012 

(Zakowski 2021, 76).  Choosing Kōmeitō as its coalition partner was not an easy 

decision for the LDP, which perceived it more as its natural nemesis due to strong policy 

differences. The ideological differences between the two parties were so strong that 

even after the coalition was established many LDP’s members opposed it and some of 

them even signed a declaration stating their opposition (Liff 2019, 59). 
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One of the most important factors behind the long-lasting LDP-Kōmeitō alliance is 

parties’ electoral cooperation. The electoral system introduced in 1994 made it difficult 

for small parties like Kōmeitō to successfully compete under it (Liff 2019, 56, 60-61). 

Eight elections were held under the new electoral system since it was introduced (1996, 

2000, 2003, 2005, 2009, 2012, 2014 and 2017; Liff 2019, 60). After forming the 

coalition in 1999 LDP and Kōmeitō developed a pattern of regular electoral cooperation. 

They coordinated their candidates lists so as not to compete with each other on SMD 

lists and to strengthen their performance on PR lists (Liff 2019, 56, 60-61). Often, Sōka 

Gakkai asked its followers to vote for LDP’s politicians in single-seat districts, the LDP 

asked some of its electorate to support Kōmeitō in the proportional representation lists. 

Such an arrangement was possible not only thanks to the strong discipline among the 

supporters of both parties, but also due to the complementary nature of their electorates. 

While Kōmeitō was supported mainly by low- and middle-income families from the 

cities, LDP’s traditional support base was from the countryside (Liff 2019, 60; 

Zakowski 2021, 76). 

By being in coalition with the LDP, the Kōmeitō faced the risk of antagonizing its 

pacifistic supporters. While electoral reform for sure put smaller parties like Kōmeitō 

in a difficult situation and the party depends on electoral coordination with the LDP, 

this election alliance is far from being one-sided. The LDP remains a well organised 

party, with extensive koenkai based support networks and strong discipline among its 

electorate. Still, since 1993 party identification has been weakening drastically in Japan 

and we have been observing a significant increase in the number of voters without 

strong party-affiliation whose vote has been fluctuant. While the LDP has been 

suffering from big changes in their support groups depending on its performance 

Kōmeitō remained a party with one of the most reliable and loyal supporters, who also 

became an important factor in LDP’s electoral performance (Liff 2019, 61-62). Still, 

through the years, also due to Kōmeitō’s support of LPD’s policy agenda, new 

generations of Sōka Gakkai followers have become less and less willing to connect their 

religious practice with their political support which may lead to changes in LDP-

Kōmeitō balanced coalition in the future (Klein 2018, 74). 

Kōmeitō’s party manifesto in 2012 included a policy agenda strongly based on criticism 

of DPJ’s rule. It often mentioned rebuilding of Japan which precisely meant rebuilding 

it after the chaos of 2009-2012. It emphasized disaster prevention and increasing 
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dependency on new energy sources which were a consequence of the 2011 Great East 

Japan Earthquake. It also suggested achieving sustainable growth by creating demand 

and increasing money supply. Moreover, it also called for various reforms including 

Lower House electoral system, administrative structure, and decentralization of state 

power. It included Kōmeitō's usual policies for underprivileged members of the society 

and for its strong supporters, professional housewives. Finally, Kōmeitō also paid 

special attention to rebuilding Japan’s foreign policy by promotion of nuclear 

disarmament, human security, reconstruction of US-Japan relations, multilateral 

cooperation in Asia, economic initiatives, and protection of Japan’s territories (Klein 

2013, 90-91). 

When after three years in opposition Kōmeitō came back to power through coalition 

with LDP the party called election results a success (Klein 20013, 95). After creating a 

coalition in 2012 the two parties signed a coalition agreement in December 2012. It 

included eight main points: recovery from the destruction caused by the Great East 

Japan Earthquake and introducing preventive measures against future disasters, 

economic stimulation, social security and tax reforms, nuclear and energy policy, 

revitalizing of education, foreign and security policy, deliberations on constitutional 

revision, and reforms of political and administrative system. The two parties agreed on 

budget increase for public works projects, setting 2 percent inflation target, introducing 

large-scale monetary easing, promoting growth through relaxing regulations in energy, 

environment, and medical services, protecting interest of low-income taxpayers, 

decreasing dependence on nuclear energy, promotion of renewable energy resources, 

guaranteeing the safety of nuclear power plants before their opening, revision of the 

system of Education Boards, search for funds for free infant education, strengthening 

the alliance with the US, building trust relations with Japan’s neighbours, ensuring 

sufficient defence budget to protect country’s territory, promotion of trade liberalization, 

discussions on the constitutional revision, reduction of number of seats in the Lower 

House, lowering expenses and personnel cost of lawmakers and public employees, and 

introduction of a new administrative system based on big provinces (Klein 2013, 95-

95; Zakowski 2021, 77). 

Through the years the focus of following Kōmeitō’s manifestos changed according to 

the changing circumstances. In 2014 the focus was put on welfare, peace, human rights 

and the introduction of a reduced consumption tax for daily necessities (Klein 206, 72). 
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In 2017 manifesto emphasised preserving its excellent qualities by adding to it, without 

commitment to changing Article 9. Instead, it concentrated mostly on helping low- and 

middle-income families by introducing policies to ameliorate everyday life concerns, 

support for SMEs, and support for education with special attention to financing access 

to education and kindergartens, including free childcare for all pre-school children (up 

to five years old) to be implemented by 2019 (Klein 2018, 66). 

Kōmeitō was able to participate in policy-making as LDP’s coalition partner via its 

participation in two councils. The Ruling Parties' Policy Makers' Council, which is 

composed of nine high party officials, five from LDP and four from Kōmeitō, gathered 

twice a week to summarize the outcomes of advanced screening of bill projects. 

Another of these councils was the Government-Ruling Parties Liaison Council, 

composed of prime ministers, major cabinet members, and the highest officials of both 

parties, it met once a month to exchange opinions on crucial policies and parliamentary 

strategies. It was participation in these two councils that allowed Kōmeitō to promote 

their welfare agenda (Zakowski 2021, 76). Additional access of Kōmeitō to power was 

related to the party's one former leader being named Minister of Land, Infrastructure, 

Transport and Tourism. The party members also hold the position of three senior vice 

ministers and three parliamentary secretaries or vice ministers (Klein 2013, 96). 

The most significant difference between LDP and Kōmeitō regarding their policy 

agenda is the issue of constitutional revision and potential re-militarization. While these 

policies were of extreme importance for Abe and his administration, Kōmeitō always 

supported pacifism and agreed only to small changes in Article 9 (Zakowski 2021, 77). 

On the other hand, Kōmeitō’s main policy of protecting the interests of low-income 

families often conflicted with Abe’s agenda (Zakowski 2021, 76). Prime minister used 

Kōmeitō’s welfare policy priorities to gain concessions in more right-wing initiatives. 

Kōmeitō concentrated on protecting low-income Japanese, families with children and 

promotion of renewable energy sources. LDP promoted increasing defence 

expenditures, trade liberalization and reopening nuclear power plants (Zakowski 2021, 

76-78). 

It should be emphasized that the much smaller Kōmeitō was able to significantly water 

down some of Abe’s most important policy initiatives (Liff 2019, 54). Such flexibility 

led to divisions in the ruling party and was a challenge for Abe’s control over it 

(Zakowski 2021, 76, 78). What is more, it also caused criticism from Abe’s most 
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conservative support groups (Liff 2019, 64). Still, while Abe was able to control his 

own party quite strongly, his control over Kōmeitō remained limited (Zakowski 2021, 

75) The policy cooperation between the two parties can be characterised as a mix of co-

operation and opposition on the side of Kōmeitō (Klein 2016, 73). As it can be easily 

observed both parties made costly concessions on their important policy goals to 

continue their coalition agreement (Liff 2019, 54). Abenomics was one of Abe’s main 

policies that was largely consistent with Kōmeitō’s agenda (Zakowski 2021, 77). Still, 

many of its aspects were harmful for Kōmeitō’s core electorate. The protections for 

irregular workers were reduced further, it became easier for companies to lay off 

employees, and the consumption tax was raised. Because low-income families were 

hardly seeing any positive effect of Abenomics and economic recovery on their daily 

lives, it became difficult for Kōmeitō to defend its support for Abe’s economic policies 

which were mainly profitable for big businesses (Klein 2016, 78). The consumption tax 

raise once again became a difficult political battle for both parties. As a member of the 

ruling coalition Kōmeitō was not able to reject the raise, instead it concentrated its 

efforts on using as much of tax revenue for low-income households and the social 

security system. The party strongly advocated simultaneous introduction of reduced 

consumption tax (RCT). LDP and MOF actively postponed the introduction of RCT 

and it was not introduced when the consumption tax was raised from 5 to 8 percent in 

April 2014. Kōmeitō still pushed for RCT introduction together with the next raise to 

10 percent. Ironically, since the next tax hike was delayed twice from its original date 

of October 2015 to April 2017 and then once again to October 2019 it gave Kōmeitō 

more time to negotiate with LDP and MOF. Kōmeitō was also able to obtain from LDP 

cash allowance for low-income households to take effect shortly after the first CT hike 

(Klein 2016, 73-74; Klein 2018, 57). When the consumption tax was raised to 10 

percent in October 2019 some articles, such as food and drink (excluding alcoholic 

drink and dining out), subscription-based newspapers issued more than twice a week 

were covered by RCT of 8 percent (Karube 2020). 

After 2012 Kōmeitō was able to build on its welfare agenda by pushing child-rearing 

as a comprehensive social policy field. It was possible mostly thanks to expected new 

income from consumption tax increase and LDP’s political interest in making it easier 

for mothers to enter the labour market by extending childcare facilities. However, other 

Kōmeitō’s welfare achievements looked poorly compared with DPJ’s policy initiatives. 
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While LDP agreed to waive kindergarten fees for three- to six-year-old children and 

high school tuition fees for low-income families, DPJ decided in 2010 to waive these 

fees for all families. After the coalition drastically cut benefits for single mothers it was 

difficult for Kōmeitō to justify these decisions. 

However, it was the security agenda that was the most difficult for two coalition 

partners to cooperate on and Abe made significant concessions towards his coalition 

partner (Burrett 2017, 412; Zakowski 2021, 78). Transforming the abilities of the JSDF 

to exercise collective self-defence (CSD) became a subject of difficult negotiations and 

it led to Abe betraying his original objectives and accommodating to Kōmeitō policy 

agenda significantly. A cabinet decision in 2014 which re-interpreted the meaning of 

the Article 9, so that it was understood that it allowed JSDF to exercise the UN Charter-

sanctioned right to the CSD, ended up being restrained with severely limiting conditions 

on the CSD that were pushed by Kōmeitō and which made the CSD extremely difficult 

to be exercised. Even Abe, realising the limitations of passed law, called for formal 

constitutional revision that would allow for unlimited the CSD participation (Klein 

2016, 75; Liff 2019, 65-67). It should be mentioned that Abe once again showed 

flexibility or rule-bending tendency in his policy-making and not long after the cabinet 

decision was passed he voiced a different way of interpreting it in which he pushed for 

the JSDF’s participation in CSD on economic grounds against Kōmeitō’s objections 

(Klein 2016, 76-77). When in 2015 Kōmeitō together with the LDP passed through the 

Diet 11 national security laws, deliberations on which caused unprecedented protests 

in the whole country, LDP’s coalition partner came under strong criticism from its own 

support base for abandoning its pacifist commitments (Klein 2018, 55). It is worth 

mentioning that one month after these bills were passed CCS Suga announced that 

during the income tax rise, which at the time was planned for October 2015, RCT would 

apply to selected products to reduce the burden on low-income households (Klein 2018, 

56). In 2017 Abe’s agenda of revising Article 9 of the Japanese constitution came under 

negotiations with Kōmeitō. As a result of these negotiations Abe’s original proposal 

was watered down to unrecognizable form and in reality, he ended up accepting 

Kōmeitō agenda on the issue (Liff 2019, 65). As a result, the two existing clauses of 

Article 9 remained untouched and only a new clause stipulating the constitutionality of 

the JSDF’s existence was added (Liff 2019, 67-68). This concession on behalf of 

Kōmeitō was even more significant since it seemed it was made without previous intra-
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party consultations (Liff 2019, 69). Finally, while Kōmeitō does not take particular 

interest in foreign policy, its long history of good relations with China was welcomed 

by Abe who used party’s support as intermediary between himself and president Xi 

Jinping (Klein 2016, Liff 2019, 65). 

This difficult coalition came to existence due to LDP’s need for assistance not only with 

electoral support but also with controlling the Upper House after 2012 (Zakowski 2021, 

75). It is true that Abe searched for an easier partner that would support his right-wing 

policies and in 2013 reached out to some smaller rightist parties, such as Japan 

Restoration Association (JRA) and Your Party (YP), to negotiate their support on bills 

establishing NSC and State Secrecy Law. However, since the support for these parties 

decreased from 2015 Abe returned to his dependency on Kōmeitō (Zakowski 2021, 77-

78) Eve after LDP’s consecutive electoral victories, which allowed for regaining the 

coalition’s control over the Upper House in 2013, and for LDP’s control over more than 

half of its seats by itself in 2016, the coalition remained unchanged (Liff 2019, 54, 65; 

Zakowski 2021, 78) 

The LDP–Kōmeitō coalition was able to negotiate most of the policy issues without 

open disagreement. The two parties managed to come to a compromise regarding 

pension reform, legislation on temporary workers, legislation on lower corporate taxes, 

lowering the voting age from 20 to 18, the Trans-Pacific Partnership and so on (Klein 

2018, 54-55). To sell their policy concessions both parties often labelled them 

differently. For example, when it came to rebuilding the Tohoku region, destroyed by 

2011 earthquake and tsunami, LDP used it as part of its pork barrel politics, while 

Kōmeitō framed it as restoration of lifelines. While the extension of childcare facilities 

was promoted by Abe as part of his policy to empower women and ease the country's 

labour shortages, Kōmeitō presented it as part of its support for families with children 

policy agenda. Still, some policies were way too controversial to be sold to Kōmeitō’s 

support base as part of its agenda. When it comes to supporting such Abe’s policies as 

consumption tax raise or CSD Kōmeitō tried to present itself as a defender of its 

supporters against the much more powerful LDP and the only power that can constrain 

and water down LDP’s controversial agenda. Still, such explanation was not always 

sufficient to calm down the disappointment among Kōmeitō’s electorate and the party 

often found itself under strong criticism from them (Klein 2016, 83). 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

159 
 

Opposition parties 

LDP has dominated the Diet since 2012 thanks to the high support rates for Abe’s 

leadership, ongoing electoral victories and strong coalition with Kōmeitō. While such 

return to one party dominance may seem as nothing more than a return to the ‘55 system, 

more detailed analysis of power balance in the Diet after 2012 allows us to understand 

that the circumstances were significantly different from the ones under ‘55 system. 

There is no doubt that the chaos of three yearlong DPJ rule was one of the reasons 

behind strong support for Abe and lack of willingness on the side of Japanese voters to 

once again risk giving power to another party than LDP. The situation became even 

more difficult due to the weakness and lack of policy alternatives on the side of 

opposition parties since 2012. DPJ itself remained internally divided since its defeat in 

2012 and was unable to present itself as a trustworthy alternative with coherent policy 

agenda. All other opposition parties remained strongly divided between themselves and 

were unable to create a united front against Abe, such as the one orchestrated by Ozawa 

and Hosokawa in 1993. What is more, none of the opposition parties, except for DPJ, 

was able to gather more than 10 percent of support. Moreover, often changes in 

opposition parties' composition presented Abe’s LDP as the only stable political option. 

It needs to be emphasized that the situation, where Abe did not face any real challenge 

from any opposition party, was unprecedented in the history of the Japanese Diet. 

During the ‘55 system the leftist parties continued to control about 30 percent of 

parliamentary seats. They also represented a clear policy alternative to the LDP. Today 

the parties from the left of the Japanese political scene control only around 5 percent of 

the parliamentary seats. As a consequence, there is no doubt that under the ‘55 system 

the opposition parties represented a much stronger position vis-a-vis the LDP than 

during Abe’s second premiership (Burret 2017, 411-412). 

Additional factor that allowed Abe to control the opposition was his ability to dissolve 

the Lower House of the Diet without worrying about the election result. The perspective 

of an early election was an unwelcome perspective for both the opposition parties and 

the LDP which made them more willing to cooperate with Abe’s agenda (Ishibashi 

2020, 75). 
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The Diet 

During his second premiership Abe exercised strong top-down control over the Diet 

through establishment of special parliamentary committees, strict party discipline, and 

flexibility in scheduling Diet sessions. 

To protect himself from the disadvantages of short parliamentary sessions and limited 

legislation capabilities of Japanese Diet, which were a problem for Abe during his first 

premiership, Abe streamed deliberations over his most important bills from the 

permanent Diet committees, which were extremely inflexible and limited due to many 

institutional restrictions, to special committees created especially for every such policy. 

Some of these Abe’s committees lasted for no longer than one parliamentary session, 

others were extended with each new parliamentary session. They were established to 

deal with such matters as rebuilding after the Great East Japan Earthquake, 

establishment of NSC, legalization of CSD, TPP and regional revitalization (Zakowski 

2021, 150). 

What is more, Abe was able to exercise strong party discipline during Diet deliberations 

and voting. Many backbenchers were dissatisfied with lack of deliberations, or extreme 

speed of bill passage through the Diet, but the memory of being in opposition between 

2009 and 2012 discouraged most of open criticism of Abe’s policies and his leadership 

style (Zakowski 2021, 150-151, 413). What is more, since expressing any opposition 

to Kantei’s bills during deliberations in the Diet could negatively impact political 

careers of LDP’s backbenchers they turned into loyal executioners of Abe’s policy 

agenda during the legislative process (Zakowski 2021, 151-152). 

Finally, Abe actively limited the opposition's capabilities to negatively influence his 

control over Diet proceedings. To avoid difficult deliberations, he neglected customs 

related to calling extraordinary Diet sessions every autumn regardless of a motion 

submitted by the opposition. Abe also attempted to reduce the ratio of question time in 

the Diet available to the opposition parties and ruling coalition parties. While he aimed 

to reduce it to 5:5 ratio from 8:2, due to strong protest from the opposition, he agreed 

to change the ratio to 7:3. Abe also decreased the frequency of party leaders’ policy 

debates, with none such debate was held in 2017. These measures were meant to 

decrease the opportunities of opposition parties to directly criticise Abe, his policies 

and his leadership style (Zakowski 2021, 151). 
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Bureaucracy 

As it was explained before in 2014 Abe’s administration established the CBPA which 

became responsible for changing the nomination patterns for high-ranking bureaucrats 

from section heads and above (Harris 2020, 212; Zakowski 2020, 174) Before this 

change, in general, ministerial recommendations were just adopted during 

administrative vice-ministers’ meetings and automatically submitted for the cabinet’s 

approval (Zakowski 2021, 107). The CBPA became an extremely successful Kantei’s 

organ thanks to Suga’s effectiveness (Harris 2020, 213). Under the new bureau each 

minister and their administrative staff drafted the initial personnel assessment of 

candidates just as before but each of these recommendations was thoroughly screened 

by the CCS who prepared a list of candidates based on the consistency of their 

qualifications with the government’s overall policy (Tanaka, 2018; Zakowski 2021, 

108). Such control over bureaucratic nominations resulted in stronger loyalty from 

bureaucrats towards Kantei (Harris 2020, 212, 214; Zakowski 2020, 174). It should be 

emphasized that according to the Japanese media Prime Minister Abe had been 

involved in these nominations more than any other prime minister before him. Such 

involvement resulted in regular promotions of bureaucrats who were regarded as close 

to the prime minister. Still, once again, Abe seemed to be balancing his influence on 

the bureaucrats and limiting his interference with their traditional models of 

nominations so as not to antagonize them and instead make them more willing to 

cooperate with Kantei (Tanaka 2018b). What is more, absence of clear criteria for each 

position or demotion allowed Kantei to freely appoint or remove senior bureaucrats in 

the name of „strategic placement of personnel''. Which, in consequence, led to the 

bureaucrats becoming extremely sensitive to Kantei’s preferences and interests. Such 

dependency of the bureaucrats on Abe lead to a shift in the politicization of the 

bureaucracy, from being strongly influenced by interests of LDP tribes’ politicians and 

powerful lobbying groups, to becoming executors of Kantei’s policy agenda and 

protectors of its interests. While it cannot be claimed that 2014 reforms were the first 

reason causing flaws in bureaucracy participation in the policy-making process, it 

changed the nature of the problem (Tanaka 2019b). 

The position of bureaucracy vis-a-vis Abe’s Kantei was further weakened by weakness 

of the Administrative Vice-Ministers’ Liaison Council (Zakowski 2021, 101). This, 

originating from Administrative Vice-Ministers’ Council, was established by the DPJ 
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government under the name of Inter-Ministerial Liaison Council. Abe first considered 

abolishing this now sole remaining memory of DPJ rule. But to avoid criticism of 

reviving the bureaucratic power he decided to only rename the council created by DPJ. 

The Administrative Vice-Ministers’ Liaison Council gathered once a week after cabinet 

meetings to discuss how to implement cabinet decisions in the related ministries and 

coordinate the process in detail. It is a significant change from the traditional role of its 

predecessor, Administrative Vice-Ministers’ Council, which gathered before the 

cabinet meetings to make decisions on policy authorization for the cabinet’s approval. 

This change symbolized a shift from down-up policy-making to top-down decision-

making by Kantei. What is more, the council was further weakened by appointment to 

the position of its chair bureaucrats without experience as administrative-vice ministers 

(Zakowski 2021, 99). 

Under Abe’s second premiership the balance of power between the ministers and 

ministries changed. Members of Abe’s cabinets did not serve as representatives on the 

behalf of the interests of their respective ministries. Instead, they became executors of 

Kantei’s agenda in the ministries. Their position vis-a-vis bureaucrats was further 

strengthened by deliberate small number of cabinet reshuffles and continuous 

appointments of key cabinet members for several terms (Zakowski 2021, 101). 

The political control over the ministries was further strengthened by amendment of the 

National Public Service Law in 2014 and establishment of additional political presence 

in the ministries with the creation of a new post of minister’s assistant. The new 

regulations allowed for naming of 1 such additional assistant in each ministry and the 

Reconstruction Agency and as many as six in the Cabinet Office. They were directly 

responsible to their respective minister and their role was to support the minister in 

planning specific policies based on their instructions. They proved to reduce the 

workload of the ministers and strengthened the control over the bureaucrats. Still, 

despite this change which was useful for Abe’s administration, the prime minister did 

not intend to empower the three political officials (ministers, vice-ministers, and 

parliamentary vice-ministers), as DPJ had tried to do, but he transmitted his orders to 

high-ranking bureaucrats in respective ministries, omitting the political appointees. 

This led to lack of transparency in decision-making and was regarded as one of the 

factors behind the documents’ forgery scandal by the bureaucrats of the MOF without 

the knowledge of Minister of Finance Asō (Zakowski 2021, 105-106). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

163 
 

Finally, the influence of the bureaucracy on politicians and the policy-making process 

was further decreased when the Diet passed the Bill on Protection of Specially 

Designated Secrets related to the establishment of the NSC. The bill, which is a base 

for intelligence cooperation between Japan, US and UK, strongly penalized any 

confidential information leakage by the bureaucrats. It introduced a punishment of ten 

years of imprisonment for public officials and five years for other persons for 

intentionally disclosing any information designated as “special secret.” Even in case of 

an unintentional disclosure by negligence the bureaucrats could face a punishment of 

two years in prison (or a fine of up to 500,000 yen) while others could be sentenced to 

one year (or fine of up to 300,000 yen; Sakaki 2015, 14; Zakowski 2021, 116). 

As a result of all these changes, the Abe-Suga duet achieved unprecedented control over 

the public servants (Mulgan 2018, 45). The position of bureaucrats’ vis-a-vis Kantei 

was drastically changed. They became strongly dependent on Kantei and its influence 

caused weakening of their neutrality. Still, while the ministries became unable to 

oppose Kantei initiative, Abe was careful not to antagonize them too much, which could 

still lead to obstruction of his leadership and policy-making process (Mulgan 2018, 45). 

Bureaucrats became actively managed by Kantei and engaged in implementing the 

agenda decided by it (Burrett 2017, 417; Mulgan 2018, 43). 

 

Media 

During his second premiership, to create a positive image of his government, Abe 

gradually strengthened his control over the state media (Zakowski 2021, 62). In 2013 

he replaced 4 out of 12 members in the NHK governing board. The new appointees 

included his close confidants, with similar right-wing ideological approach (Mulgan 

2018, 64; Zakowski et al. 2018, 20). Many of them belonged to Shiki no Kai, which is 

an organisation of businesspeople and scholars sympathizing with Abe (Zakowski 2021, 

62-53). He further influenced the coverage of NHK by appointing in 2014 as its 

chairman Momii Katsuto, who openly claimed that he intended for NHK not to 

challenge the government's position (Zakowski et al. 2018, 20). Momii was said to 

instruct his reporters covering the deadly Kumamoto earthquake in 2016, which raised 

concerns about possible damage at a nearby nuclear plant, to base their coverage solely 

on official government announcements, not independent reporting (Flacker 2020). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

164 
 

Moreover, the ruling party started to exercise unprecedented pressure on media 

corporations. In 2014 their representatives were summoned by LDP authorities and 

instructed about the necessity to maintain impartiality while covering the campaign for 

the Upper House election. Fearing repercussions, mainstream television channels 

drastically reduced the time devoted to information on the election. In April 2015 

executives of NHK and TV Asahi were required to explain to the LDP Research 

Commission on Information and Communications Technology why they showed 

programs critical of the government. In 2016 Minister of Internal Affairs and 

Communications, Takaichi Sanae, expressed her opinion that broadcasters presenting 

biased political reports should be shut down. The pressure, applied by Abe’s closest 

entourage and cabinet members, on public and private media, led to dismissal or forced 

resignation of journalists who were the most vocal critics of Abe’s agenda and his 

government. The harassment of reporters caused many media outlets and journalists to 

self-censor themselves (Flacker 2020; Zakowski 20201, 62-63). 

What is more, Abe decided to promote his policy agenda via selected media. He 

increased the number of his TV appearances, compared to his first premiership, and 

actively used social media to control narrative and bypass critical comments of some 

mainstream media. What is more, knowing his character limitations, he strictly 

controlled his interactions with journalists. He displeased situations in which he had to 

answer unexpected difficult questions from journalists and preferred choreographed 

appearances. He offered interviews only to chosen television channels and preferred 

live interviews from fear of having his words distorted. He also limited his availability 

to executive officers of friendly media corporations, including Yomiuri Shimbun, Fuji 

TV, Sankei Shimbun or Nippon TV, with whom he dined often (Mulgan 2018, 64; 

Zakowski 2021, 62). The Kantei’s will was said to be passed to these media executives 

and it influenced the attitudes in the media outlet leading to self-censorship and 

restrained coverage. Avoiding potential confrontation with the administration seemed 

to be a factor strongly influencing media behaviour in Japan. 
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Figure 7. Policy-network under Abe’s second administration. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

 

Furthermore, since it was not possible to control the private broadcasters by appointing 

its board members, Abe once again decided to play one policy-making actor against 

another to weaken their unity and potential cooperation. One of the characteristics of 

Japanese media is a limited access to information which is shared with media outlets 

via so called press clubs. Abe limited this constrained access even further by decreasing 

the number of prime minister's press conferences and other traditional press interactions. 

In exchange he shared information with the media via exclusive interviews usually 

allowed only to cooperative reporters, who could also hope for additional advanced 

leaks about future actions by the Kantei. Since incomes of media outlets and journalists’ 
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carriers strongly depend on their access to the information it caused intense rivalry 

between them. This strategy was also composed of exclusion from the flow of 

information of media and journalists regarded as critical toward Abe and his Kantei 

(Flacker 2020). Asahi Shimbun found itself in the situation where it became the aim of 

strong criticism, not from Kantei politicians themselves, but from all the other major 

media outlets in the country that wanted to maintain good concretions with Abe 

(Flacker 2020, Zakowski 2021, 62). Such, not only rivalry, but also hostility between 

media outlets prevented them from uniting themselves against Kantei’s pressure. 

Finally, while some journalists explained the self-censorship tendencies as a part of 

Japanese homogenous society and culture which values conformity over conflict, 

opposing Kantei’s narratives bears serious risks for media representatives (Flacker 

2020). Based on the Bill on Protection of Specially Designated Secrets the journalists, 

just the same as the bureaucrats, could face jail time if they leaked secrets to the public 

(Harris 2020, 214). The most widely debated result of this changing power balance 

between the media and Kantei was Japan’s drop in the Reporters Without Borders’ 

global press freedom ranking from 11th place in 2010 to 61st place, among 180 

countries, in 2015 (Flacker 2020). 

 

 4.1.5. Abenomics as an example of Kante-led policy-making 

The most famous of Abe’s policies was his economic agenda known as Abenomics. 

Differently from his first premiership, economic policies became an important part of 

Abe’s policy package. The core of Abenomics was based on the policies supporting 

interests of METI bureaucrats and LDP commerce and industry parliamentary tribes. 

METI used connections with Imai to promote their policies as part of future Abe’s 

agenda (Zakowski 2021, 157-158). These METI policies were introduced as three 

arrows of Abenomics which included monetary easing, fiscal stimulation, and private 

investment-based growth policy (Le Chevalier and Monfort. 2018, 282; Zakowski 2021, 

158). Even during his first premiership Abe’s economic beliefs had been closer to 

METI’s policies than MOF’s and BOJ’s. He also supported the policy-line of the 

commerce and industry parliamentary tribe. He was convinced that deregulation and 

creation of a favourable environment for private business was the key for Japan’s 

growth, balancing the budget and financing social security system Before his return to 

power Abe actively soke advice from Hamada Kōichi and Honda Etsurō who remained 
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his economic advisers after the won 2012 election. Their economic ideas and MEITI 

influence strongly shaped Abe’s economic agenda for his second premiership 

(Zakowski 2021, 158-159). 

It should be mentioned that such a policy approach was against the interests of MOF 

bureaucrats, LDP financial tribe and BOJ. MOF's main goal was to restore a balanced 

budget by cutting expenses or by increasing taxes, just as it was attempted under prime 

minister Koizumi. While, despite their efforts, they were not able to actively change 

Abe’s economic agenda and protect their interests, they remained the main opponents 

of Abenomics (Zakowski 2021, 158). 

The original version of Abenomics, included in 2012 LDP’s manifesto, consisted of 

three arrows. It was meant to concentrate on monetary easing, expansive fiscal policy, 

and structural reforms to encourage private sector investments. As LDP’s electoral 

slogan called for „restoring Japan back”, restoring the economy was perceived as the 

first step for achieving this goal (Le Chevalier and Monfort. 2018, 282; Zakowski 2021, 

159; Zakowski et al. 2018, 286). 

At first, Abenomics was welcomed with strong popular support. According to an Asahi 

Shimbun opinion poll from December 2012 35 percent of respondents had high hopes 

for economic recovery and employment policies. In the same month Yomiuri Shimbun 

conducted a poll according to which 95 percent of the respondents wanted Abe to 

prioritize economic policy and recovery after the Great East Japan Earthquake. 48 

percent of them believed in the possibility of Abe achieving economic recovery (Burrett 

2017, 419; Zakowski 2018, 159-160). Abe’s economic agenda had extremely strong 

appeal to Japan’s population due to more than two decades of economic stagnation. The 

details of this agenda were of little importance for the voters, they wanted to believe 

that Abe had a plan to save the Japanese economy and was able to do it (Burrett 2017, 

419). There is no doubt that Abe chose his economy policies as the core of his political 

agenda due to the failure of his first premiership, when he pushed his more nationalistic 

agenda that was of little interest and appeal to the public. The original support for the 

Abenomics and the first signs of economic recovery showed that such an agenda 

approach was successful and influenced further decision-making process and policy 

implementation schedule (Zakowski 2021, 160). 

The Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization, established by Abe after he 

returned to the post of LDP president, became the “control tower” for Abenomics (Le 
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Chevalier and Monfort. 2018, 282; Zakowski 2021, 159-160). It was chaired by Abe, 

LDP PARC’s Chair Amari served as deputy chair and Motegi Toshimitsu as secretary-

general. The headquarters were also used by METI bureaucrats to influence Abe’s 

policy agenda. Another important body which was used by Abe to channel his decisions 

on Abenomics was CEFP, which remained under the influence of MOF bureaucrats. 

These two organisations concentrated on different aspects of the Japanese economy, 

with Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization undertaking microeconomic 

policy agenda, while CEFP specialized in macroeconomic one. Headquarters for 

Japan’s Economic Revitalization recommended establishment of another important 

organ of Industrial Competitiveness Council, which included representatives of the 

private sector, to promote the strengthening of the Japanese industrial sector’s 

competitiveness and expansion capabilities into international markets. It was abolished 

in 2016 and replaced by the Future Investment Council whose agenda was gradually 

extended to include the social security system and VAT hike issues. Since Abenomics 

quickly became an extremely broad agenda, including various policies, many separate 

decision-making bodies, many of them under Kantei’s direct control, were established 

or abolished to circumvent the decision-making process and strengthen Kantei’s policy-

making abilities. These often reshuffles in the existing councils and their 

responsibilities was also a result of frequent refurnishing of Abe’s economic policy 

according to current economic issues and public mood. These changes often became 

electoral tools to provide Kantei with new catchy slogans to gain public support. During 

Abe’s second premiership these councils and headquarters included: Council for 

Regulatory Reform, Regulatory Reform Promotion Council, Council for Science and 

Technology, the Council for Science, Technology and Innovation, Council for 

Regulatory Reform, Council in Support of Women who Shine, People’s Council for 

Dynamic Engagement of All Citizens, Council for the Realization of Work Style 

Reform and so on. Despite such a big number of councils and headquarters, by highly 

efficient coordination of the council proceedings, Kantei was able to maintain the 

control over content of their decisions and achieved a higher level of coherency than it 

was under Koizumi’s premiership. It was thanks to the efforts on the behalf of the 

Minister of State for Economic and Fiscal Policy, Amari, who coordinated the work of 

the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization and CEFP. After his resignation 

in January 2016 due to a corruption scandal, this role was undertaken by Ishihara 

Nobuteru (2016–2017), Motegi Toshimitsu (2017–2019), and Nishimura Yasutoshi 
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(since 2019). The documents prepared annually by CEFP (Basic Policies for Economic 

and Fiscal Management and Reform), Headquarters for Japan’s Economic 

Revitalization and the Industrial Competitiveness Council (Japan Revitalization 

Strategy) and Council for Regulatory Reform (Regulatory Reform Implementation 

Schedule) served as core-stones of Abenomics and were adopted as cabinet decisions 

(Mulgan 2018, 37; Zakowski 2021, 160-162). 

As it was mentioned before, to circumvent policy-making restrictions within LDP, Abe 

tended to establish within the party new councils and headquarters which reflected these 

under Kantei’s direct control, and which were chaired by politicians supporting Abe’s 

agenda. While the party's Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization undertook 

the task of debating the details of Abenomics, other bodies were established to 

undertake deliberations on specific policies. They included: Headquarters for 

Promoting the Establishment of a Disaster Resilient Japan, Headquarters for Promoting 

Women’s Active Participation, Headquarters for Overcoming Population Decline and 

Regional Revitalization, Headquarters for Promoting Dynamic Engagement of All 

Citizens, and Headquarters on Creation of Regional Vitality in Agriculture, Forestry, 

and Fisheries and so on (Zakowski 2021, 162-163). 

Implementing each of the three arrows of Abenomics required a unique approach and 

negotiating with different actors of policy-making (Zakowski 2021, 163). Introduction 

of the first arrow of monetary easing required Kantei to exercise pressure on BOJ which, 

while being independent from Kantei, was the body responsible for such policy change. 

Kantei to influence the BOJ could either apply pressure on its Policy Board, replace it 

with a new one or revise the BOJ Act. Abe wanted BOJ to introduce a 2 percent inflation 

target to be attained in a two-year period and purchasing government bonds to cover 

infrastructural projects. Its governor Shirakawa Masaaki was not a supporter of Abe’s 

approach. The BOJ claimed that inflation was not fully under its control and that it 

required structural reforms. In January 2013 Kantei and the BOJ issued a Joint 

Statement on Overcoming Deflation and Achieving Sustainable Economic Growth, 

where they agreed to cooperate on introducing monetary easing to achieve 2 percent 

inflation as early as possible. In exchange for the BOJ’s concession the government 

committed to flexibly manage the microeconomic policies and to implement measures 

for straightening the economy's growth potential and competitiveness under 

Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization’s leadership. Since MOF served as 
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a mediator between Kantei and the BOJ it is not a surprise that both sides agreed for 

CEFP to review the progress of macroeconomic policies, monetary policies, 

employment conditions, and prospects for achieving 2 percent inflation target and so 

on. Although the consensus, according to which the BOJ agreed to share with Kantei 

the responsibility for effects of monetary easing and for achieving the goal of 2 percent 

inflation, was important part of achieved compromise, on the day when compromise 

was met Abe stated during a CEFP meeting that he would like BOJ to take the 

responsibility for realising the inflation goal. Although such bending of achieved 

agreements was part of Abe’s policy-making patterns during his second premiership 

this time it resulted in governor Shirakawa and his two deputies announcing their 

intention to resign before the end of their term in office, scheduled for April. While lack 

of LDP majority in the Upper House could lead to difficulties in nominating Abe’s 

candidates as new board members, he was able to secure support from JRA and YP for 

his candidates of former Finance Administrative Vice-Minister, Asian Development 

Bank President Kuroda Haruhiko, as a new BOJ governor, and Gakushūin University 

Professor, Iwata Kikuo, as deputy governor. These nominations were approved by the 

Diet in March 2013 and Kuroda turned out to be very cooperative with Kantei’s agenda. 

BOJ introduced various policies to achieve the goal of 2 percent inflation rate within 

two years. Still, none of the measures implemented led to boosting of inflation and the 

BOJ blamed this failure on both consumption tax raise and drop in oil prices in 2014 

(Le Chevalier and Monfort. 2018, 283; Wakatabe 2015, 287; Zakowski 2021, 164-165). 

In contrast to the first arrow, Kantei was hardly challenged when it came to the 

implementation of the second arrow, which meant expansive fiscal policy. Since vast 

public work spendings were part of LDP’s pork-barrel policy it was welcomed by the 

party, especially by the construction tribe. What is more, Minister of Finance Asō was 

also a strong supporter of fiscal spending and was known from introducing as a prime 

minister one of the biggest budgets in Japan’s history during the Lehman Brothers 

economic crisis. MOF, the only actor who traditionally was supporting strict fiscal 

policies, was lacking supporters to be able to influence Kantei’s plans. The MOF 

bureaucrats are said to have started discussing possible changes in FY2012 just after 

Abe won the election. They actively researched in each ministry possible projects, 

which would help support local businesses and economies, and that could be realized 

immediately. Such cooperativeness on the side of MOF bureaucrats was possibly 
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caused by their interest in implementing the consumption tax raise in 2014, for which 

they needed to remain on good terms with the new ruling party. Abe’s second 

premiership started with the introduction of a supplementary budget of 13.1 trillion yen 

for FY2012. More than 10 trillion yen of this sum was meant for “emergency economic 

measures for the revitalization of the Japanese economy,”, such as: infrastructure 

projects for acceleration of reconstruction from the Great East Japan Earthquake 

disaster, construction projects for advance disaster prevention, constructions for 

regional economy activation reflecting local features including strengthening of the 

constitution of agriculture and acceleration of building areas comfortable for living, 

growth potential strengthening through stimulating private investment, measures for 

SMEs, small-scale business operators, agriculture, forestry and fishery, human resource 

development and employment measures, and establishment of a temporary grant for 

regional economic vitalization and job creation (Wakatabe 2015, 289; Zakowski 2021, 

165-167). Despite these extremely high spendings the budget on public works even 

increased in following years of Abe’s second premiership and these funds were used, 

not only for disaster reconstruction projects, but also for the preparations for the Tokyo 

Olympic Games in 2020. What is more, Abe also did not refrain from using 

supplementary budgets, which big parts were used once again for further public work 

projects. In 2014 such a budget was issued due to economic stagnation to promote 

economic stimulation. In 2016 the stimulus package was devoted to reconstruction from 

the Kumamoto Earthquake and the Great East Japan Earthquake, building school 

facilities, and development of 21st-century-type infrastructure. Still, the new record of 

fiscal policy was reached after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. The 

record-high funds were used for tax breaks, zero-interest loans, rent subsidies, benefits 

for business owners and people who lost their incomes, and additional salaries for 

medical staff (Zakowski 2021, 166). 

The last of the third arrow was meant to strengthen Japanese companies and make them 

more competitive on the international arena by diverse reforms (Wakatabe 2015, 292; 

Zakowski 2021, 166). It was also meant to increase the trend of potential growth to 

mitigate the impact of demographic decline (Wakatabe 2015, 287). This goal was to be 

achieved by ensuring a stable economic environment, international economic 

cooperation, vast deregulation, and facilitating investment initiatives. These various 

reforms were in opposition to the interest of various LDP tribes, however they turned 
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out not only to challenge bureaucracy interests but also provided bureaucrats with new 

tools of strengthening their influence either by bureaucratic guidance or access to new 

Amakudari institutions. The third arrow in general was a mix of incentives for 

entrepreneurs, and measures to exercise pressure for reforms in business circles. The 

reforms included corporate tax reduction, establishment of special economic zones, 

promotion of women’s empowerment, liberalization of the electricity retail market, 

liberalizing the agricultural sector, TPP participation, legalization of gambling resorts 

and many others (Harris 2020, 205-206; Wakatabe 2015, 287; Zakowski 2021, 166-

168). The reason why the third arrow seems relatively chaotic is because many of its 

policies were based on METI agenda and were often adjusted as Kantei promotion tools 

before the upcoming election. Therefore, many of these reforms were not implemented 

thoughtfully or were abandoned half-way (Zakowski 2021, 169-170). Despite many 

policies which were introduced as a part of the three arrows it is difficult to see any 

positive influence it had on the Japanese economy, and they mostly seem to have been 

nothing more than mere slogans to boost Kantei’s image (Tanaka 2019a, 58). 

It should be emphasized that Abenomics became an important part of Abe’s electoral 

agenda and were often changed or influenced by social moods and elections. The first 

change to Abenomics agenda was introduced in 2015 under the catch name of 

Abenomics 2.0. This change in the policy was caused by lack of visible results of two 

years of Abenomics and signs of public dissatisfaction with it that could have been 

noticed in 2014. Consumption tax hike to 8 percent became a burden for lower and 

middle-income families. A 2014 BOJ survey showed that as many as 51.1 percent of 

households were worse off than a year before, compared to only 3.9 percent claiming 

their financial situation had improved (Burrett 2017, 419-420; Karube 2020). 

Abe decided to call for a snap Lower House election in 2014. Officially, he presented 

this decision as a referendum on Abenomics and a necessary move to gain support for 

postponement in the final consumption tax raise to 10 percent which was originally 

planned for 2015 (Burrett 2017, 420; Wakatabe 114, 291). However, among increasing 

distrust in Abenomics, snap election was also a tactic to challenge the opposition parties 

before they manage to unite themselves against Kantei, and while the public still had 

some remaining trust in Abe’s economic agenda (Zakowski 2021, 176). While during 

the election campaign the opposition parties blamed Abenomics for falling incomes and 

increase in inequality, Abe presented his three arrows as the only choice for further 
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development of the Japanese economy (Noble 2018, 155). The election results showed 

once again more lack of trust for opposition parties than support for LDP and Abe’s 

Kantei. The turnout was extremely low and only a lack of a convincing alternative on 

the side of the opposition led to a landslide victory by the ruling coalition. Despite these 

results the surveys that followed the election showed that more than half of the 

respondents were anxious, not hopeful, about Abe’s policy agenda (Burrett 2017, 420). 

Only 7 percent of the respondents to a poll by Yomiuri Shimbun believed that 

Abenomics worked so far (Wakatabe 2015, 114). 

Still Abe did not ignore such a negative perception of his policies (Zakowski 2021, 

1717-172). Because of such public mood, after being re-elected as LDP president in 

September 2015, Abe together with METI and Imai took an attempt to refurbish his 

Abenomics as Abenomics 2.0, which focused more on social issues. The main slogan 

of the new Abenomics was „dynamic engagement of all citizens'' which was supposed 

to be achieved by new three arrows that included expending GDP, raising the birth rate 

from 1.4 children to 1.8 children per women, which was still below the replacement 

rate of 2.1 but aimed at to stabilizing the population at 100 million people, and 

supporting work participation of women by eliminating the need for them to resign 

from active employment to provide care for their children or elderly members of the 

family (Harris 2020, 263; Katada 2018, 248; Karube 2020; Zakowski 2021, 59, 171). 

As it was one of patterns of Abe’s policy-making, another council was established to 

help to fulfil the new agenda goals. The People's Council for Dynamic Engagement of 

All Citizens Realization was established by a Diet decision that made its standing equal 

to CEFP. It was another council chaired by Abe himself and it was composed of all 

ministers and private-sector specialists. “Japan’s Plan for Dynamic Engagement of All 

Citizens' ' prepared by the council was established as official policy by cabinet decision 

in June 2016. It was a vast program of policies including: improvement of the working 

conditions for non-regular workers; limiting long working hours; promote employment 

of the elderly; expand childcare and nursing care systems; creating a support system for 

young Japanese, families with many children, single-parent families, three-generation 

families, and marriages, secure educational opportunities for schoolchildren with 

special needs, expand the scholarship system, extend healthy life expectancy, support 

active livelihood of people with disabilities or fighting intractable diseases or cancer, 

actively support innovations in robotics and artificial intelligence, promote renewable 
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energy sources, transform sports into a growth industry, improve productivity in the 

service sector, enhance tourism (Katada 2018, 271; Zakowski 2021, 171-172). 

The second large-scale change in Abenomics was introduced because of another 2017 

snap Lower House election (Wakatabe 2015, 292). Once again Abenomics became the 

object of harsh criticism from the opposition, especially due to significant increase in 

both social and regional inequality. Even though Abe’s economic agenda was clearly 

not fulfilling its promise of shared growth, the opposition was not able to come with a 

meaningful policy alternative (Chiavacci 2018, 237). Abe this time used his decision 

on the second income tax postponement as an electoral tool and he first called the 

upcoming 2016 Upper House election as a referendum on his decision. However, his 

decision to announce this postponement was widely criticized to improve the coalition's 

performance in the election (Zakowski 2021, 176). Later Abe once again used issues 

related to the tax as an electoral tool when he called on Japanese people to express their 

opinion regarding his changes in policy regarding the use of the income provided by 

the next consumption tax hike during the snap Lower House election in 2017 (Wakatabe 

2015, 292). The announcement of the snap election happened on the same day as the 

announcement by Tokyo Governor Koike Yuriko of an establishment of a new 

conservative reformist party the Party of Hope. Since this new party seemed as a viable 

alternative to the ruling coalition, Abe was once again suspected of using a snap election 

to secure LDP’s victory before opposition parties became strong enough to challenge 

his hold on power (Kanamaru 2019, 147-150). Abe and LDP prepared a manifesto in 

which they presented Abenomics to fight the effects of ageing of Japanese society by 

revolutionizing productivity and human resources, which meant further expansion of 

policies related to the second set of three arrows presented in 2015. It also emphasized 

another face of Abenomics that was already under implementation, which was its role 

in revitalizing regions across the country and fighting against regional inequality. To 

address the concerns of Japanese citizens regarding their economic situation and 

government’s ability to improve their living standards, Abe and the LDP clearly tried 

to emphasize the broad welfare-related appeal of Abenomics. This approach also 

included promoting the upcoming consumption tax hike as just another measure to 

increase welfare policies for both the young and the elderly (Katada 2018, 247-248). 

As a result, the LDP-Kōmeitō coalition once again won the electoral race (Chiavacci 

2018, 237). Still, it was a bittersweet victory because this election was not only 
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characterized by low turnout, but LDP received less PR votes than in the 2009 election 

when it lost power and became a minority party for the first time in history (Chiavacci 

2018, 239). Post-election polls showed that only 20 percent of respondents felt some 

level of effect of recent economic expansion. After the election Abe undertook efforts 

to actively influence a raise in salaries in the private sector. In October 2017 he openly 

stated that he expected from employers a 3percent salary rise in 2018. Later in the same 

year Kantei outlined a revision of the tax system in which tax rates for companies that 

increased salaries for its employees would be reduced, while it would be increased for 

companies which did not (Chiavacci 2018, 238). 

Abe decision-making on major policies of Abenomics remained consistent with the 

general trends during his second premiership. His policy-making patterns were based 

not on institutional changes but on changes in informal decision-making mechanisms 

(Zakowski 2021, 157). The most important decisions were often made by Abe and his 

closest entourage, with often deliberate exclusion of other interested actors. Abe also 

decided to play some of the actors against the others. It was the case with the decisions 

on the postponement of the consumption tax hike, or COVID-19 response (Karube 

2020). To weaken the MOF position, he cooperated closely with METI officials to 

prepare his economic policies. METI bureaucrats took an active part in shaping the core 

of Abenomics, supporting TPP and the postponement of the consumption tax increase 

(Zakowski 2021, 157). Some of Abe’s policy decisions were shaped by the strong 

influence of LDP’s coalition partner. Kōmeitō demanded the introduction of a reduced 

tax rate for certain items to protect low-income families and Abe adjusted his policy to 

their interests (Karube 2020). 

When evaluating the influence of Abenomics the contradictory nature of two first 

arrows and the third arrow is pointed out as one of the weaknesses of the agenda. 

Abenomics policies fell short from being an innovative agenda that could lead to an 

alternative growth model that the Japanese economy needs so badly and proved to be 

mostly re-packaging of old policies (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306; Shibata 

2017, 412, 414). What is more, while the first two arrows did not bring the expected 

results and they served mostly the expansion of corporate profit, the third arrow, despite 

officially including many pro-workers initiatives, proved to negatively influence the 

living standards of middle- and low-income families (Shibata 2017, 400, 411). 
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With detailed analysis of Abenomics and its various policies it is easy to notice that this 

agenda was really aimed at changing just the surface of the problems that Japanese 

economy and society has been facing (Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018, 293) Japan 

never reached its 2 percent inflation target or achieved the 2 percent growth (Le 

Chevalier and Monfort 2018, 289). However, perceiving potential for economic growth 

only through these targets was one of Abenomics’ shortcomings. Monetary policy 

cannot solve all of Japan’s economic problems (Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018, 298). 

To promote growth more attention should have been paid to environmental 

sustainability and inequality caused by unequal wealth distribution. Not only the wages 

remained stagnant, despite pressure exercised on Japanese companies by the prime 

minister himself, but also the gap between the incomes of full-time and non-regular 

employees widened even further (Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018, 296; Shibata 2017, 

406). Even though the unemployment remained low as a result of Japanese demography 

(Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306; Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018, 296; Mark 

2016, 48). Abenomics did not lead to an increase in secure and long-term jobs. The 

number of non-regular workers expanded under Abenomics causing an increasing 

number of workers to engage in unstable employment with little chance of wage 

increases (Mark 2016, 48; Shibata 2017, 406). Without a new wage–labour nexus and 

social stability it is impossible to raise household consumption (Chiavacci and Le 

Chevalier 2017, 306; Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 296; Shibata 2017, 406). In 

contrast to common belief, deterioration of labour conditions and lack of sufficient 

social protection led to a rise in poverty and negatively influence social inequalities (Le 

Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 297). Since the companies can no longer serve as 

guarantors of workers’ protection and social stability, the principles of social protection 

need to be reformulated and undertaken by the state. Vast inclusive structural reforms 

and fiscal reforms, much more elaborate than simple introduction of consumption tax, 

remain crucial (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306; Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 

298). 

There was inconsistency between the first two and the third arrow. The first and second 

arrows contributed to expansion of corporate profit while the various policies of the 

third arrow disadvantaged the most vulnerable members of Japanese society leading to 

further increase in inequality (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 102). Such 

achievements as wage increase or low unemployment reported by the Cabinet Office 
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when analysed in detail show the increase in irregular employment and decrease of 

salaries of the irregular workers. Abenomics also failed to benefit SMEs due to increase 

in energy costs, imported product costs caused by depreciation of the yen (Chiavacci 

and Le Chevalier 2017, 113). Abenomics led to decrease in salaries, increase in 

household debt and employment insecurity (Akashi 2019, 209; Koga 2021, 93). While 

the emancipation of Japanese women is one of key factors necessary for Japan’s 

revitalization, Abenomics did not try to solve the core of the problem and womenomics 

ended up as a mere slogan. To enhance women’s professional participation in-depth 

cultural reforms, work-culture reforms, education programs, promotion campaigns and 

tax system reforms are necessary (Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 294). Abenomics 

was far from being different from such prime ministers with a mix of Kenneysian and 

neo-liberal economic agenda as Hashimoto or Koizumi (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 

2017, 102, 133). 

What is more, instead of emphasising the negative influence of ageing society on the 

economy, Abenomics should have faced such challenges as low productivity of 

Japanese workers and low diffusion of innovation. Attempts to change the duality of 

the Japanese labour market through labour law revisions failed (Feldman 2021). 

Japanese employment and corporate culture remained strongly inversive. It is strongly 

based on employment of new graduates, seniority not performance-based salaries, 

internal training process and strong aversion toward employment of outside experts. 

These factors not only continue to influence the growing social inequality but also 

negatively influence competitiveness of Japanese firms and the whole economy 

(Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306; Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 295). While 

Abe tried to reform the labour market, Abenomics reforms were protecting companies’ 

interests and made it easier for them to fire their employees or turn toward irregular 

employment. Promoting flexible working practises led also to decrease in payment for 

overtime and long-working hours (Shibata 2017, 409). While Abe tried to force 

Japanese companies to become more open, without strong incentives and educational 

or promotion programs, changing these long-lasting management patterns was 

impossible (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306; Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 

295). Reinforcing security of one’s social integration, overcoming decreasing 

purchasing power and achieving stronger demand is crucial for the Japanese economy 

to be able to achieve long-term growth (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306). 
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To conclude, Abenomics should not be evaluated solely on its monetary policy, but on 

the influence, it had on the shortcomings of the Japanese economy and livelihoods of 

the population. Abenomics failed to positively improve the problem of inequality in 

Japanese society and to lead to sustainable growth (Le Chevalier and Monfort 2018; 

299). In contrast Abenomics clearly led to deepening of economic inequalities (Shibata 

2017, 400). The reforms which were meant, according to Abe, to lead to improvement 

of labour conditions, such as flexible working hours, or corporate tax cuts, led to 

worsening of the duality of the Japanese labour market and to decrease in incomes 

(Shibata 2017, 411-412). Abenomics served to preserve the unfair and unequal 

distribution of wealth (Shibata 2017, 418). Only 13 percent of the respondents to a 

survey by Nihon Keizai Shimbun claimed they personally experienced a positive 

economic effect of Abenomics (Chiavacci and Le Chevalier 2017, 306, 307). 

Finally, Abenomics clearly lacked a coherent long-term strategy for Japanese growth. 

It also did not prepare a plan for building a social consensus on necessary economic 

and social reforms. Without these two agendas Abenomics was not able to introduce 

long-lasting and wide-reaching reforms that could lead to increase in wages and 

productivity and further to economic growth (Shibata 2017, 413, 416). 

 

  4.1.6. Summary 

Abe announced his decision to resign from the position of prime minister on August 28, 

2020, citing his health problems as the reason for his decision. He expressed regret for 

taking such a decision amid a fight against COVID-19 pandemic, and without achieving 

many of his policy goals, such as revising the constitution, resolving abduction issues, 

and signing a peace treaty with Russia. He stepped down on September 16 the same 

year as the longest serving prime minister in Japan’s history (Liff 2021, 51-53). 

Abe’s second premiership was a significant change from his first time in this position. 

It could have been easily seen that Abe carefully analysed the failures of his first 

premiership and introduced many changes during his second term in office. 

The most important characteristic of Abe’s leadership was lack of hastiness in both 

taking control over policy-making actors and institutions, and in implementing his 

policy agenda (Zakowski 2021, 218, see FIgure 7). Secondly, he also became more 

attentive to public moods. He comprehended that his nationalistic security-oriented 

agenda was not popular with the public. He chose to build his position and support with 
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his economic agenda before trying to implement his more rightist policies (Zakowski 

2021, 172, 213-214). What is more, he actively tried to direct the attention of the public 

away from scandals or his failures with tactical political actions. Finally, he often used 

public opinion as an excuse for his policy initiative and used snap elections for his 

political goals (Zakowski 2021, 189-190, 219-220). 

One of the main factors behind Abe’s strong leadership was the length of his term in 

office. Before Abe Japan was known as a country of revolving-door premierships where 

prime ministers, not only changed way too often, but also were not able to decide any 

policy without consulting with the party and bureaucracy. Abe’s long-lasting 

premiership not only changed Japan’s perception on the international stage, but also 

brought more stability to Japan and allowed Abe to exercise unprecedented control over 

LDP, bureaucrats and the Diet (Zakowski 2021, 10-11,152-153, 218, 220, 222). 

Abe, learning from DPJ’s experience, returned to tactics used by Koizumi and instead 

of pushing for radical institutional changes he used to his advantage the available 

institutions and slowly build up on them new institutions under his direct control 

(Zakowski 2021, 218, 220, 222). To avoid the mistakes of his first premiership Abe 

kept his closest circle very small. He had his agenda transmitted to his entourage 

through daily meetings with CCS, two political CCSs, administrative CCS, and the 

prime minister’s executive secretary. Moreover, Abe effectively controlled the 

members of his cabinets by vesting into them the responsibility to implement various 

policies decided by Kantei. Abe avoided micromanagement and entrusted policy 

implementation to his most trusted co-workers. CCS Suga was responsible for internal 

affairs, Prime Minister’s Executive Secretary Imai on economic policy, and National 

Security Adviser Yachi on foreign and security agenda (Zakowski 2021, 123-124, 220-

221). Abe also strongly depended on the expertise of his closest advisors who provided 

him with an independent source of professional knowledge and enabled him to become 

independent from the influence of bureaucrats and LDP tribes (Zakowski 2021, 221-

222). 

Among various headquarters and councils established under Kantei’s direct control the 

NSC and its Secretariat served Abe to take foreign and security policy initiatives from 

the hands of the ministries and to become the final arbiter for these policy domains. 

Abe’s control over internal politics and power struggle was possible thanks to CCS 

Suga’s management skills and the Cabinet Secretariat and Cabinet Bureau of Personnel 
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Affairs which remained under his control (Zakowski 2021, 123, 221-222). The large 

variety of advisory bodies under Abe’s control, whose agenda often overlapped, turned 

out to be instrumental, not only in circumventing the traditional LDP and bureaucratic 

policy-making mechanism, but most importantly allowed Abe to become the final 

arbiter once again in deciding the policy direction. The councils became such executors 

of Kantei’s will that their reports often followed cabinet decisions instead of shaping it 

(Zakowski 2021, 123-124, 219-223). 

Abe’s strength was strongly based on his public support. It served him as a tool to 

impose his will and agenda on the LDP, Kōmeitō and bureaucracy (Zakowski 2021, 

219-222). A public poll conducted by Asahi Shimbun after his resignation indicated 

that 71 percent of the respondents positively evaluated his long premiership. While the 

biggest group of respondents (30 percent) positively evaluated his foreign policy 

achievements, only 14 percent positively evaluated his economic agenda, and only 5 

his social security policies (Liff 2021, 53). It may be perceived as a proof of Abenomics 

serving more big companies at the expense of ordinary citizens whose poverty 

entrenched (Nilsson-Wright 2019; Zakowski 2015, 173). 

Finally, Abe’s second premiership will be remembered as a rule of Kantei driven by 

corruption and cryonics and protected by sontaku exercised by the bureaucrats. Sontaku 

is a term describing pre-emptive acts to ingratiate oneself to their superiors and has 

been often used to describe the attitude of both Japanese bureaucrats and LDP 

politicians towards Abe’s Kantei (Ichihara 2021, 98; Zakowski 2021, 222). Abe’s 

leadership was hit by many corruption or electoral-law violation scandals, but he 

became more skilful in dealing with them. While the scandals related to his co-workers 

often ended in their resignations, Abe during his second premiership got involved in 

three corruption scandals himself. The first scandal showing the cronyism of Abe’s 

strong position is known as the Moritomo Gakuen affair where improperly discounted 

land in Osaka was offered to the founder of a rightist school of which Abe’s wife was 

an honorary principal. It was shortly followed by the Kake Gakuen affair where Abe 

was accused of putting pressure on the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 

and Technology (MEXT) to approve Kake Gakuen’s plan to establish a veterinarian 

school. Finally, not long before his repagination, Abe was hit once again by a corruption 

scandal, known as the Cherry Blossom party affair, in which he was accused of breaking 

Political Fund Control Law and the Public Offices Election Law by paying covering 
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partial costs of luxury hotel dinners for his supporters from his constituency in 

Yamaguchi prefecture. The first two cases of the cronyism turned out to be covered up 

by the bureaucrats who, to protect Abe falsified documents, claimed no records were 

held or that the records were destroyed by accident. In the case of the cherry blossom 

party scandal Tokyo prosecutors originally decided not to indict Abe (Asahi Shimbun. 

2020; Ichihara 2021, 98). 

These scandals led to a serious drop in Abe’s support rate. During Diet questioning Abe 

was proven not telling the truth and the critics from both the opposition and the public 

were very strong. Still, while each of these scandals would bring down many of 

previous prime ministers, Abe held to his power and while he officially showed some 

remorse, he never mentioned his will to resign because of these irregularities. Abe’s 

strong hold on power, despite his cronyism and participation in corruption and electoral 

law violation proved that centralisation of the power in hands of the Kantei requires 

introduction of independent and functional oversight bodies that could improve 

transparency, boost the Kantei’s accountability and protect Japan from the top 

executive claiming extensive powers by the future prime minister (Kato 217). 

 

  4.2. The foreign workforce in Japan 

Policy-making process and actors can be influenced by powerful social and economic 

forces which can lead to policy initiatives or policy changes. While sometimes policy 

makers may be influenced unconsciously by these socio-economic factors, often they 

need to adjust their policies to these factors in order to protect their own political 

interests. In consequence, comprehending socio-economic circumstances in which 

policy-making decisions were made may allow for better comprehension of the policy-

making process and the forces shaping policy-making initiatives (Imin seisaku gakkai 

setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 33; Sagara 2008, 24). For this 

reason, to better comprehend the reasons and powers behind the 2018 Amendment of 

Immigration Law, it is necessary to describe in detail such societal and economic factors 

that influence the decision-making process behind the reform. 

Japan’s population peaked at 127.8 million in 2007 and has been mostly declining since 

2008 (Ingber 2018; Suzuki 2010, 95; Tian and Chung 2018). The further decline is 

predicted with estimates of the drop of Japanese population to 49.59 million in 2100 
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(Obe 2018). In 2016 Japan’s prime minister Abe Shinzō commented on the issues of 

country’s shrinking population saying he did not think of it as of a burden, but as a 

challenge and incentive that would allow to come up with various innovations such as 

robots, wireless sensors and artificial intelligence to boost productivity (Japan Times 

2016) What is more, Japan has the highest old-age dependency ratio of all OECD 

countries, which means there is one person over the age of 65 for every two people 

between the ages of 20 and 64 and this ratio is rising. The aging of the Japanese society 

together with the fall in overall birth rate caused significant overstretching of Japan’s 

social security system (Edmond 2019). Abe said that he would like to prepare his 

policies so that the drop might be halted at 100 million people by 2060 (Japan Times 

2016). Together with the decline in population and ageing of the society the number of 

working-age population has kept also dropping (Tian and Chung 2018). It is estimated 

that between 2013 and 2016 Japan lost as many as 3 million of its working age 

population (Japan Times 2016). In consequence the ratio of job openings to applicants 

also reached as high as 1.6 jobs per applicant, with construction and mining, caretaking, 

food service, hospitality, and retail being hit the strongest by labour shortages. The 

Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry, representing the country’s small- and 

medium-sized businesses, reported that around 65 percent of its members had difficulty 

securing sufficient workforce despite wage increases (Tian and Chung 2018). 

Such sudden decline in workforce led to a debate on finding a solution that would allow 

a sufficient workforce and decrease social security system issues. Many politicians 

including Abe did not dare to bring the question of necessary immigration reform and 

emphasised mobilizing women, citizens with disabilities, and elderly to solve labour 

force shortages (Japan Times 2018a; Obe 2018). Due to the lack of open and honest 

public debate about immigration and inclusion of foreigners into the Japanese society, 

the official discourse tended to emphasize the virtues of a homogeneous national 

community, and over-exaggerating the dangers that diversity would pose to country’s 

social stability and national security (Tian and Chung 2018). In consequence, even 

though the various programs introduced to secure foreign workers did not solve the 

Japanese population and workforce decline, the word „immigration” remained a taboo 

in public debate. To solve the shortages in the workforce without raising the 

immigration issue, Abe's administration started to promote greater openness to foreign 

workers and some sources estimate that the number of foreign workers in Japan 
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increased to 1.08 million in 2016 (Obe 2018). Still, only one-fifth of these foreign 

workers hold visas explicitly intended for labour activities and the rest of them hold 

either student, spouse, technical intern, working holiday, or teijūsha (Nikkeijin) visa 

(NHK 2010; Tian and Chung 2018). However, even if the government does not plan 

for the foreigners to become a part of its policies aimed at overcoming the population 

decline, in fact the foreign population has been contributing to its slowing down. What 

is more, the age structure of the foreigners living in the country contributed to slowing 

down the ageing rate of the country's population (Suzuki 2020, 55). 

On the other hand, despite this increase in the number of foreigners living and working 

in Japan, they still comprised only 2.0 percent of the Japanese population which placed 

Japan on the 171st position among 232 countries (Tomohara 2020, 102). Despite being 

a relatively small group they are being perceived as a potential security threat which is 

an important factor influencing their everyday lives and official policies which 

emphasise preserving social order and cultural characteristics (Liu-Farrer 2020, 200-

201; Nagayoshi 2020, 133). The belief that foreigners contribute to the increase in 

crimes in Japan is based on a „Special opinion poll on security” published by the 

Cabinet Officer in 2006. In this research, among the responders who answered that the 

security in their neighbourhoods got worse during the last ten years, 55.1 percent chose 

an increase in foreign presence as the reason behind this deterioration (Nagayoshi 2020, 

133). Still, in 2012 in the same poll only 28.2 percent chose the same answer when 

describing the reason behind worsening circumstances in their neighbourhoods. This 

time many of the respondents chose such factors as decline in solidarity in the local 

community, economic downturn, declining public awareness of rules as reasons behind 

worsening security of their neighbourhoods (Nagayoshi 2020, 134). Unfortunately, the 

image of Japan’s foreign community remained strongly influenced by the results from 

the 2006 survey (Nagayoshi 2020, 135). It is true that according to the data on crime in 

2018 foreigners in Japan, when compared to Japanese population of 15 years old and 

above, committed more such crimes as murder, robbery, arson, or rape. For a 1000 of 

Japanese 9 committed such crimes, while out of 1000 foreigners 26 committed such 

crimes. On the other hand, when it comes to crimes such as break in with robbery, car 

robbery or pick pocketing, 70 out of 1000 Japanese committed such crimes, while 10 

foreigners out of a 1000 did the same. Still while evaluating such numbers, it should be 

taken into account that many foreigners living in Japan face various difficulties and 
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their situation is more disadvantaged than that of many Japanese. What is more, also 

the age structure, sex ratio and poverty levels among the foreign population influence 

its higher crime rates (Tomohara 2020, 137-138; 184-185). Still, when considering the 

difficult circumstances faced by many foreigners in Japan, it is important to understand 

that it is also one of the responsibilities of the Japanese society to consider how to accept 

these foreigners into their communities so that they can integrate better and not be 

pushed on the outskirts of the society. Depending on their inclusion in the society and 

their economic circumstances the crime rate among the foreign community may 

improve (Tomohara 2020, 174). 

This mix of various circumstances make it difficult for the Japanese government to 

balance the economic needs of its society with the perceived security risks when 

deciding its policies. Despite the fact that the economic factors made it indispensable 

to actively facilitate acceptance of foreign professionals into the country. The 2016 

Japan Revitalization Strategy, an annual policy report published by the Cabinet Office 

of the Prime Minister, emphasized the role of attracting “foreign talent” in economic 

recovery (Tian and Chung 2018). Still, this approach was balanced by creating 

restrictive and selective programs which would facilitate incorporating foreign workers 

into the country. Among various attempts to loosen the restrictions the 2018 

Immigration Act Amendment on one hand was the most significant change into 

Japanese policies related to labour migration with simultaneously being a continuation 

of restrictive and inefficient programs that the Japanese government has been 

implementing and reforming for decades. 

 

  4.2.1. Age structure of the population 

After the end of WWII Japan’s population has increased from around 93.4 million in 

1960 to a little over 128 million in 2010 (Tsuya n.d., 1). Despite the total increase in 

Japanese population compared to its post-war numbers, the Japanese population has 

been factually shrinking causing nation-wide debate (Akashi, 2014, 186). What is more, 

the Japanese population is foreseen to shrink further due to below replacement fertility 

and rising age expectancy with estimates foreseeing its fall to 86.74 million by 2060, a 

32.2 percent decrease (41.26 million) from 2010 levels (Hara 2015, 41). 

Detailed analysis of the age structure of Japanese society shows how fast it has been 

ageing due to declining fertility and increasing life expectancy. The proportion of 
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children (under 15 years old) in Japan’s total population dropped from 28 millions (30 

percent of population) in 1960 to only 16.8 million (13 percent of population) in 2010. 

The Total Fertility Rate (TFR) dropped from 4.5 children per woman in 1947 to 1.41 

in 2012 (below-replacement levels). While the percentage of the working-age 

population (15-64) remained the same between 1960 and 2010, due to strong increase 

being followed by a decline, and consists around 64 percent of population, the size of 

elderly population (65 and above) has been raising rapidly from 5.4 million (6 percent 

of population) in 1960 to more than 29 million (23 percent of population) in 2010 

(Tsuya n.d., 2-3). 

The aging of Japanese society has been described as rapid and extreme due to 

exceptionally long-life expectancy. In 2010 it was estimated that at the age of 65 life 

expectancy for men was 19 years, while for women it was if 24 years. Such a long-life 

expectancy above retirement age strongly is affecting the social security system which 

will be further weakened by foreseen decrease in working age population and childbirth 

rate (Tsuya n.d., 3). 

According to official population predictions that were prepared in 2012, Japan’s 

population is expected to decline from 128 million in 2010 to less than 87 million in 

2060, which means that it is projected to decrease by 32 percent during the next 50 

years. The number of children (under the age of 15) is being foreseen to fall from 16.8 

million (13 percent of population) in 2010 to 7.9 million (9 percent of population) in 

2060. Working age population (15-64) will fall from around 81 million (64 percent of 

population) in 2010 to 44 million (51 percent of population) in 2060. Finally, it is 

anticipated that the elderly population (65 and above) will rise from 29 million (23 

percent of population) to almost 35 million (40 percent of population). The problem of 

the aging of Japanese society is worsened by the projection for a drastic increase of the 

population aged over 75 and 85 years old. While population aged 75-84 is estimated to 

raise from 14 million (11 percent of population) in 2010 to 23 million (27 percent of 

population) in 2060, the number of those aged 85 and more is estimated to grow from 

3.8 million (3 percent of population) in 2010 to 11.5 million (13 percent of population) 

in 2060. These predictions place Japan as one of the most rapidly aging populations in 

the world (Tsuya n.d., 4). 

While the number of those aged 65 and above per 100 persons of working age (15-64) 

is estimated to increase 2.2 times from 36 to 78 (56 above age of 75 and 26 above age 
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of 85) between 2010 and 2060, it will mean that there would be only 1.3 working adults 

per one person aged 65 or more, compared to 2.8 in 2010. 

The Aging of Japanese society not only negatively influences economic growth by 

labour shortages but also influences it even further by weakening consumption (Kato 

2018). Such a rapid ageing and decline of the Japanese population has and will have 

strong influence on the Japanese labour market and its social security system. For this 

reason, the country's labour-market and employment policies need to be adjusted to this 

trend of age structure of the Japanese population (Tsuya n.d., 4). 

Facing the difficult age structure of Japanese society was one of the concerns of Prime 

Minister Abe Shinzō during his second premiership. He admitted he would like to stop 

the population’s drop at 100 million people by 2060 and raise the fertility rate from 1.4 

births per woman to 1.8 (Japan Times 2016). Still, it may not be enough, since 

according to some estimates Japan needs 3 million additional people per decade to 

maintain the same population. Since such an increase in population cannot be achieved 

only by increasing the fertility rate of the Japanese population, the problems that Japan 

must face, as a drastically ageing and declining society, raised debate about the 

prospects of accepting increased immigration into the country (Mizukami 2016, 35). 

While the foreign population has a positive influence on slowing down the ageing and 

declining of Japan's population, the Japanese government is not willing to use 

immigration as a measure to fight the population’s decline. Still, it seems extremely 

difficult that stopping the population's drop to 100 million people could be possible 

without accepting foreigners as members of the Japanese society (Suzuki 2020, 55-56). 

 

  4.2.2. Labour shortages 

Changes in the age structure of Japanese society caused various problems including a 

serious shortage in the labour force. It is estimated that Japan will face a shortage of 

6.44 million workers by 2030 (Kamei 2018). Japan’s working-age population kept 

decreasing steadily after peaking in 1998 with the unemployment rate remaining below 

3 percent since 2007. What is more, the job opening per candidate remained around 1.6 

since 2018 (Jones and Seitani 2019, 6). The shortage in workforce influenced many 

companies and caused strong calls from the business community for essential reforms 

to respond to this crisis (Burgess 2002). According to a survey from 2017 80 percent of 

companies were planning to restructure their businesses due to expected labour 
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shortages (Jones and Seitani 2019, 6). The situation remains urgent since labour 

shortages have already caused many Japanese companies to go bankrupt (Jones and 

Seitani 2019, 6; Kamei 2018). 

Despite the gravity of the situation the labour shortages will worsen in the future due to 

foreseen future population ageing and decline (Jones and Seitani 2019, 7). This shortage 

could be prevented by wage hikes, better childcare, employment of women, elderly 

people and foreigners. Still, it is estimated that these measures could only add up to 

3.46 million workers, which is only around 50 percent of the foreseen shortage (Kamei 

2018). 

 

Women participation 

Even though removing disincentives to women’s employment could significantly help 

with shortages of labour, their participation in the workforce has been negatively 

influenced by various social and cultural factors (Jones and Seitani 2019, 7). 

Japan’s work culture for many decades has been characterized by live-long employment, 

long working hours, excessive overtime hours, and was strongly male oriented (Jones 

and Seitani 2019, 38). During the heyday of the Japanese economy, companies 

employed their workers for lifetime in exchange demanding participation in a 

pathological work culture of excessive working hours and power harassment (Jones and 

Seitani 2019, 27). Since the companies were dominated by male breadwinners both tax 

and pension systems were adjusted to protect women who were mainly staying at home 

(Takenoshita 2016, 104). 

Even though changes in both the Japanese economy and society forced Japanese 

companies to introduce various alternatives to their employment system, its old traits 

still strongly negatively influence women’s position on the job market. Many big 

companies remain less willing to invest into training their female employees since the 

common belief is that they will quit their jobs after having children (Takenoshita 2016, 

101, 104). Statistical data proved that for many years female employment strongly 

decreases once they reach late 20s or 30s and bounces back once again after child 

raising obligation decreased (Kato 2018). While nearly half of women withdraw from 

the labour market after the birth of their first child, due to economic and social changes 

in recent years many young mothers choose to undertake part-time work responsibilities 

to contribute to household incomes. However, part-time employment became also the 
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only possible choice for many women returning to work after child-upbringing (Jones 

and Seitani 2018, 30). 

While there is no doubt that many employers are not willing to employ married women 

with young children full time, many cultural factors also make such work unattractive 

or even impossible to young women. Long working hours, little number of holidays, 

often overtime expectations are not acceptable for women with family responsibilities 

(Takenoshita 2019, 101). Traditionally the responsibility of taking care not only of 

children but also elderly and being accessible in case of sudden family accidents is put 

on young women. For this reason, the traditional Japanese employment model, which 

allows for very little flexibility, would not allow them to fulfil their family 

responsibilities. According to a governmental survey of 500,000 female workers who 

left their jobs, for 60 percent of them the main reason behind their decisions were 

difficulties in balancing work and family responsibilities (Jones and Seitani 2018, 30). 

To facilitate women’s participation in the labour market providing affordable childcare 

and elderly care assistance is essential. The Japanese government recognized that 

shortage of such facilities significantly hinders women’s labour market participation 

and put effort into solving this problem. Between 2013-2017 0.53 million childcare 

places were added and waiting lists were supposed to be eliminated by March 2021 by 

adding additional 320 000 childcare places. Still due to increase of women undertaking 

work activities the need for childcare facilities also constantly increases and waiting 

lists prevail (Jones and Seitani 2018, 31-32) To support households with providing care 

for elderly relatives government intended to increase the long-term care capacity for 

the elderly by at least 0.5 million by the early 2020s (Jones and Seitani 2018, 33). It is 

estimated that an increase of 1.02 million workers can be expected if 1.16 million more 

children are accepted into child-care centres (Kamei 2018). 

Even though women's ability to participate in the labour market would be increased by 

sufficient child and elderly care facilities, tax and pension regulations remain a strong 

factor discouraging women from undertaking extensive work activities. Second earners' 

work incentive in Japan has been weakened by its tax, pension and benefit regulations. 

So called „spousal deduction” allows for exemption of up to 380.000 yen from the main 

earner’s taxable income, if the second-earner’s income was less than 1.03 million yen. 

This sum became the standard for many companies when deciding granting spousal 

benefits to their employees. Furthermore, second earners are eligible for the national 
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pension without paying premiums if their income is below 1.03 million yen (Jones and 

Seitani 2018, 33-34) Such regulations resulted in many women keeping their income 

beneath 1.03 million on purpose, so that their household does not lose all these benefits. 

It actively discourages women’s labour market participation and negatively influences 

its gender equality. Since changing the system could encourage many women to 

become more active in the labour market, in 2018 the income threshold was increased 

to 1.5 million yen and it was declined to primary earners with an income of more than 

12.2 million yen (Jones and Seitani 2018, 34). 

These various social and economic factors negatively influence women’s participation 

in the labour market so that it remains below the level of many other developed 

countries. Still, in 2015 labour participation among women aged 25-54 reached 75.2 

percent and the total women’s employment rate was 64.7 percent. Although these 

numbers may seem impressive, since they are higher than OECD average, in reality the 

majority of these women are not employed full time but work only as part time workers. 

Women comprise as much as two-thirds of all part time workers in the country (Kato 

2018). It is important to emphasise that the distinction between full-time and part-time 

workers remains very strong and their position at the workplace or perception in the 

society remains quite different. Women’s position on the job market is further 

weakened by such facts as that in 2019 women consisted only 13 percent of private-

sector employees with management responsibility, which is second lowest among 

OECD countries (Jones and Seitani 2018, 35). Moreover, the gender pay gap in Japan 

was as high as 27 percent, the third largest in the OECD (OCED 2017). 

Although professional empowerment of women was supported by Prime Minister Abe 

under the catchphrase of womenomics and a slogan of turning Japan into a country 

where “women can shine” reality seems bleak. While increase of women’s participation 

in the labour market is an important factor in battling with challenges of declining and 

ageing society, no ground-breaking reform was introduced. Still, it needs to be 

emphasised that the complexity of the situation of Japanese women cannot be easily 

improved with few legislative changes. Not only strengthening of Japanese women’s 

labour participation but also their empowerment can only be achieved by deep 

structural reforms of Japanese society, education, and business culture. 
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Elderly’s labour participation 

To resolve the working force shortage Japanese politicians turned to encouraging labour 

participation of female and elderly citizens. Since 1970 life expectancy at the age of 60 

has risen from 16 years to 24 for men and from 19 years to 29 for women (Jones and 

Seitani 2018, 8). In response, the retirement age was also extended in 2013 to 60 for 

women and 65 for men (Jones and Seitani 2018, 12). 

In 2018 for those over 65 employment of men was 32 percent and 16 percent for women 

(Jones and Seitani 2018, 9). However, a governmental survey found in 2012 that 75 

percent of workers who reached mandatory retirement age wished to continue working. 

Increasing labour participation of the elderly could not only help the Japanese economy, 

but also enhance their well-being and help to reduce their high relative poverty rate of 

20 percent (Jones and Seitani 2018, 7). 

Still, the further boost of employment among people over 55 is negatively influenced 

by some aspects of Japan’s labour market traditions (Jones and Seitani 2018, 9). Japan’s 

lifetime employment system meant hiring new graduates with a promise of a job until 

the mandatory retirement age. This long-time commitment between companies and 

workers was also based on a promise of steep salary increase based on seniority, from 

a level below marginal productivity to wages greater than marginal productivity for 

senior employees. However, due to steep increase in the wages many Japanese firms 

require their workers to retire at the age of 60, since it becomes highly unprofitable for 

them to continue paying their high wages (Jones and Seitani 2018, 9-10). Due to the 

difference between the official retirement age for men of 65 and companies’ retirement 

age of 60 it causes various challenges for elderly who often need to turn to part-time 

employment to support themselves (Jones and Seitani 2018, 12). Some companies still 

face this difficult situation with re-employing their staff after 60 for much lower wage 

as part-time workers. As a result, in 2017 the share of employees who were non-regular 

employees was 11 percent for men aged 55-59, 45 percent for men in their early 60s 

and 57 percent for those in their late 60s. For women, it was 58 percent for those aged 

55-59, and 72 percent for those in their early 60s (Jones and Seitani 2018, 13). 

Life-time employment is not universal, and becomes less and less common, due to slow 

growth, intensifying competitive pressures and economic difficulties. In 20016 life-

time employment was around 38.9 percent in large firms, 46 percent in large 

manufacturing firms and only 36 percent in SMEs. As life-time employment becomes 
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less and less common, the number of workers in their 30s and 40s who have not changed 

their workplace since graduation is decreasing. What is more, the difference between 

the salaries of employees in the cohort of 20-24 and 55-59 decreased from 2.9 times in 

2006 to 2.7 times in 2016 (Jones and Seitani 2018, 11-12). 

The employment of elderly citizens is strongly influenced by the seniority-based wage 

system and mandatory retirement age. Employers, instead of extending employment of 

their elderly workers, choose to re-hire them as part-time workers with a significant 

decrease in their salaries reaching as much as 40 percent, which on the other hand 

strongly influences their work incentives (Jones and Seitani 2018, 12, 14). It is 

estimated that further extension of the retirement age could add 1.63 million workers 

of which as many as 1.41 million would be women (Kamei 2018). Moreover, putting 

an end to setting mandatory retirement by companies and increasing retirement age 

would lead to reducing the link between wages and seniority and could allow for 

increase of labour market participation of elderly citizens (Jones and Seitani 2018, 20). 

 

Duality of employment structure 

A steady rise in ‘non-regular employment’ has been one of the characteristics of the 

Japanese labour market for over three decades. From a modest 15 per-cent in 1982, the 

ranks of non-regular workers expanded by 2014 to account for 38 per-cent of all 

employees in Japan. The absolute numbers are no less striking. In 1982, 6.7 million 

people held non-regular jobs; by 2014 well over 20 million worked in such posts. This 

surge in non-regular jobs is the most important shift in employment of the past three 

decades (Gordon 2017, 9). The division between regular and non-regular employment 

is strongly correlating with the size of the companies. While many big companies still 

provide a stable working environment for many of their workers, the SMEs were more 

often forced into turning to irregular employment to secure sustainability of their 

businesses (Nagayoshi 2021, 67). 

The Japanese labour market, strongly influenced by the declining economy, increase in 

competition and rising employment costs, turned strongly from life-long employment 

towards non-regular forms of employment (Takenoshita 2016, 101). This shift caused 

changes not only in employment patterns but also led to strong social division and 

income gap between full-time and non-regular workers. 
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Part time employment, including fixed-term, part-time and dispatched workers, rose 

from 20.3 percent of total employment in 1994 to 37.3 percent in 2017, and their 

income-gap was estimated to be as wide as 60 percent. In 2017 among female 

employees 55.5 percent were employed as non-regular ones, while this number was 

only 21.9 percent for male employees. In total women constitute two-thirds of the non-

regular working force. The big income gap between regular and non-regular workers 

causes that in households with one earner the poverty rate is 5 percent if this earner is 

a regular worker, but it is as high as 35 percent for non-regular employees (Jones and 

Seitani 2019, 44-45). 

Due to various cultural factors and traditional restrictions of the Japanese labour market 

women, elderly and young Japanese are main sources for non-regular employment 

(Takenoshita 2016, 101). Increase of participation of the young Japanese in the labour 

market as non-regular workers is a very important change occurring in Japanese society. 

There is no doubt that to some extent some of these young people chose part-time 

employment as a conscious decision. Since regular employment in Japanese firms 

requires long working hours, excessive overtime, lacks flexibility when it comes to 

taking time off, controls many personal matters such as hair colour and so on, some 

young Japanese by choice chose non-regular employment. Still the prolonged economic 

downturn since the 1990s led to a decrease of full-time job openings for young Japanese. 

In consequence, the unemployment of young Japanese (15-24 years old) increased from 

4.3 percent in 1990 to 10 percent in 2003 and decreased to 6.3 percent in 2014. For the 

cohort aged between 25-34 unemployment in 1991 was 2.3 percent, it increased to 6.4 

percent in 2009 and decreased once again to 4.3 percent in 2014. It should be 

emphasized that these rates for cohorts aged 15-24 and 25-34 were higher than 

unemployment in other age groups (Fujioka 2017, 243-244). 

The difficult situation of young Japanese on the labour market led to their high 

participation as non-regular workers. The income difference between regular and non-

regular workers is not that high for the group aged 15-19 years old 945 yen per hour for 

non-regular workers compared to 1006 yen per hour for regular workers. It increases 

with age and reaches 1261yen per hour for non-regular workers compared to 1889 yen 

per hour for regular workers for the age cohort of 35-39 years old. This income-gap 

becomes the biggest for the age cohort of 50-54, 1209 yen per hour for non-regular 
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workers and 2446 yen per hour for regular workers, after which it begins to decrease 

once again. 

The important difference between regular and non-regular workers is shown, not only 

in their income gap, but also in their coverage by various social security programs. In 

2010 while 99.5 percent of regular workers were covered by employment insurance, 

only 65.2 percent of non-regular workers had the same benefits. For health insurance 

the numbers were respectively 99.5 percent and 52.8 percent, and for pension benefits 

it was respectively 83.2 percent nad 32.4 percent. Finally, bonuses were also more often 

paid to regular workers with 83.2 percent receiving them, while only 32.4 percent of 

non-regular workers received bonuses (Fujioka 2017, 248-249). 

While some non-regular workers rejected regular employment on purpose, stark 

differences between the advantages of regular employment over the non-regular one 

led to a big number of involuntary non-regular workers. In 2010 as many as 41.5 percent 

of men and 30.2 of women aged between 25 and 29 years old would prefer to work 

under regular employment contract instead of being a non-regular worker (Fujioka 2017, 

249). 

Even though regular forms of employment have various advantages, poverty is still a 

serious problem among youth aged 25-29 who are fully employed. In 2012 many of the 

young Japanese of this age cohort were regarded as „working poor”, which refers to 

employed people who annually earn less than 2 million yen, which is below the poverty 

line or the public assistance standard of around 1.9 million yen. As many as 9.8 percent 

of full-time employees aged between 25 and 29 were „working poor”, and this number 

was even higher for women in this age group with as many as 14.6 percent of them 

making less than 2 million yen yearly (Fujioka 2017, 252-253). 

The number of young people in the labour market decreased significantly from 23 

million in 2001 to 17 million in 2014, with their relative share decreasing from 33.7 

percent to 26.3 percent respectively (Fujioka 2017, 243). Since the situation of young 

people on the labour market has become more and more difficult, new terms were 

introduced to describe their situation. „Freeter(s)”, which comes from “free arubaita”, 

describes young non-regular employees or youngsters who search for non-regular 

employment, who are aged between 15 and 34 years old and who are not students or 

housewives. Their number increased from 1.01 million in 1992 to 2.17 million in 2003, 

after that it declined once again to 1.82 million in 2013. More detailed analysis of these 
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numbers proves that it is difficult to move from non-regular work to regular 

employment since the number of „freeter(s)” aged 25-34 has been increasing and 

reached 1 million in 2012 (Fujioka 2017, 246-247). Furthermore, the age cohort 15-34 

is characterized not only by many non-regular workers but also by young people who 

remain without a job. Another relatively new term NEET is being used to describe 

unmarried young people who are not in education, are not working and are not 

housewives. While their main distinction from freeter(s) is the fact that they are not 

employed and often do not seek employment the line between these two terms is thin 

and many young people often move between these categories. The official number of 

NEET(s) exceeded 0.6 million in 2002 and remained this high since then (Fujioka 2017, 

245-246). 

The duality of the Japanese labour market and the big share of non-regular workers 

among people aged 15-34 have various implications. It influences income gap and 

stratification of the society. Lack of labour market flexibility makes it extremely 

difficult for under-skilled non-regular workers to change their employment to regular 

one and further influences their living situation with age (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44). 

To solve this problem prime minister Abe promised changes that would guarantee equal 

pay for equal work of non-regular workers (Jones and Seitani 2019, 46). 

Japan has been facing significant labour shortages in many industries because of 

shrinking and ageing of the entire population. This problem is difficult to solve due to 

various characteristics of the Japanese labour market. Economic stagnation made many 

companies turn to various forms of temporary employment patterns to lower their costs. 

Which led to a difficult economic situation, strong divide in the society and various 

other problems. Not only young workers but also many of the elderly workers were 

forced into non-regular forms of employment despite their will. While the government 

officially promotes labour participation of women and elderly, and equal pay the 

changes that have been introduced did not improve the difficult situation of these 

workers. Cultural expectations toward women, tax and benefits system, exhausting 

work culture leave little possibilities for women to contribute to the labour market in a 

more significant way unless in-depth cultural and structural changes are introduced. 

Japan’s working environment remains extremely difficult, not only for Japanese 

employees, but also foreigners who work in Japan. Companies prefer new-graduates 

and still tend to invest more in their education. Consequently, all these people changing 
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their employers or entering the Japanese labour market from abroad are at a 

disadvantaged position. While the work environment remains especially hard for 

Japanese women, who struggle with various forms of sexism and sexual harassment, 

foreign women undertaking employment in Japan also face extremely harsh conditions 

at their workplace. Working long hours, unpaid overwork, power harassment, sexual 

harassment, death from overwork and suicide due to the harsh working conditions 

remain everyday reality of Japanese work culture. The companies who are committing 

various labour law violations are the ones that have problems securing sufficient 

Japanese work force and may choose to turn to employment of foreigners. For this 

reason, the complexity of the Japanese labour market and its problems become 

problems that are also faced by foreign workers in Japan. As a result, many foreign 

workers were forced into irregular employment. While highly-skilled workers are 

required to find full-time employment not to lose their working visa, such groups of 

foreigners as Nikkeijins, foreign students or spouses of Japanese and permanent 

residents often are employed as part-time workers. The data presented by Nagayoshi 

(2021) show that when compared with the Japanese more foreigners are in irregular 

form of employment (Nagayoshi 2021, 70). While many of them hope to use the 

irregular employment as a starting point for their careers in Japan, it is difficult to 

acquire appropriate skills while working as a part-time worker and as a result many 

foreigners find it difficult to improve their position on the labour market (Nagayoshi 

2021, 244). 

 

  4.2.3. Foreign workforce in Japan 

While Japan has been suffering from a decrease in population and working force, the 

foreigners have become more and more present in different areas of the Japanese labour 

market. Still, due to the strict immigration policies the number of foreigners living in 

Japan remains relatively low and the image of Japan as a homogenous country prevails 

(Tian and Chung 2018). Japan’s immigration system evolved over decades in response 

to labour shortages. Although work migration was not officially permitted, various 

residency statuses and specific work programmes were introduced to allow for an 

inflow of foreign labour force (Jones and Seitani 2019, 43). As a result, Japan's 

immigration regime is selective and lacks transparency which makes foreigners have 

drastically completely different experiences when trying to meet visa requirements. The 
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stratification of the system results in a situation where a small number of highly skilled 

professionals is offered preferential treatment. On the other hand, the other 99.99 

percent of immigrants face a very restrictive system and an overcomplicated process 

when applying for a visa (Liu-Farrer 2020, 86). 

While for many decades Koreans remained the largest group of foreigners in the 

country, their participation in foreign population of Japan decreased due to the arrival 

of new immigrants. The proportion of Koreans in foreign population was as high as 86 

percent in 1975 and it decreased to 26 percent in 2011. On the other hand, the Chinese 

population increased in recent years, not only due to the TITP program, and the Chinese 

became the most numerous foreign group in Japan in 2007. Brazilians of Japanese 

descent became the third largest of foreign populations (Takenoshita 2016, 99). 

Ongoing increase in demand for the labour force led to further relaxations in 

immigration policies that allowed foreigners to undertake different forms of 

employment in Japan. The numbers of foreigners living in Japan increased drastically 

between 2007 and 2017, with the number of foreigners with permanent residency 

increasing by 70 percent. The number of foreigners who may renew their employment 

visas without any limitations increased by more than 50 percent (Milly 2020). 

The characteristics of the Japanese labour market put small companies at disadvantage 

(Kato 2018; Nagata 2019). They are less attractive to Japanese workers due to relatively 

poorer working conditions, less stability, and lower incomes (Takenoshita 2016, 97). 

Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry, which is representing SMEs’ interests, 

reported that 65 percent of its members had difficulties securing sufficient labour force 

despite wage increases (Tian and Chung 2018). For this reason, they become more and 

more dependent on foreign workers (Kato 2018; Nagata 2019; Takenoshita 2016, 100). 

SMEs, retail (convenience stores), manufactures, construction companies, and 

agriculture depend strongly on low-skilled foreign employees (Yamauchi 2018). The 

TITP participants, Nikkeijins and foreign students are often employed in such 

companies and industries (Burgess 2020). Although the number of low-skilled workers 

employed as part of the TITP system increased only from 231.000 in 2007 to 245.000 

in 2017, other groups including foreign students became important sources of 

workforce (Milly 2020). Still, employing foreign workers relates to various difficulties 

including additional costs which make many companies not able to take advantage of 

accessible foreign workforce (Johnston 2018). Employees are concerned about 
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language skills, ability to adapt to Japanese corporate culture, and high turn-out of 

foreign workers (Johnston 2018; Morita 2017). Because of language issues and cultural 

differences, firms often struggle to integrate foreign workers (Nagata 2019). In 

consequence, many of the companies perceive foreigners, similarly to part time 

Japanese workers, as temporary employees who will leave their jobs and do not invest 

in their training or offer them a career path (Takenoshita 2016, 104). According to a 

survey conducted by Kansai Economic Federation and Osaka Chamber of Commerce 

and Industry in 2018 30 percent of big companies had no plans to hire foreigners, and 

as much as 63 percent of Kansai’s SMEs did not plan on hiring foreigners (Johnston 

2018). 

The government estimates that labour power will further decline to around 58 million 

in 2030 (Kato 2018, Nagata 20189). The 2016 Cabinet Office’s Japan Revitalization 

Strategy emphasised the importance of foreign talents in economic recovery (Tian, and 

Chung 2018). To better solve labour shortages the prime minister instructed in 2018 the 

CEFP to review the system of acceptance of foreign workers which resulted with 

compilation of “Basic Policies for Economic and Fiscal Policy Management and 

Structural Reform 2018” (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 84). Foreigners 

were deemed necessary for developing the vitality of the Japanese economy and society 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 33). 

Because of all these changes, in 2019 the number of foreigners living in Japan reached 

2.83 million, which is a 3.6 percent increase from the last year. The foreign population 

has been rising for the seventh straight year and it consists of 2.24 percent of Japan’s 

total population. Chinese remain the most numerous groups of foreign residents and are 

followed by South Koreans and Vietnamese who are the most rapidly increasing group 

from all nationalities. What is more, 28 percent of foreigners living in Japan were 

permanent residents. Followed by technical trainees who accounted for 13 percent and 

exchange studentsb12 percent. Most of the foreigners live in big cities, with 581.000 of 

them living in Tokyo, followed by Aichi prefecture (273.000), Osaka prefecture 

(247.000) and Kanagawa prefecture (228.000) (Yamashita 2019). 

The increase of foreigners in Japan is a cultural and sociological challenge for Japanese 

society. While foreigners living in Japan comprise only 2.24 percent of its population, 

the impression of sudden increase in foreign presence in the country was strengthened 
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by massive numbers of foreign tourists that visited Japan in recent years. The number 

of foreigners entering Japan has been increasing and reached 10 million in 2013. Since 

Abe returned to power, turning Japan into a tourism-oriented country became one of 

important national policies. As a consequence, the number of foreign visitors continued 

to increase further and reached 20 million in 2016 and 30 million in 2018. South 

Koreans (26%) comprised the largest number of these foreigners and were followed by 

Chinese (23%), Taiwanese (15.1%), Hong Kongers (7,0%) and Americans (5.2%). 

Among these foreigners as many as 91.1 percent arrived in Japan for the purpose of 

sightseeing (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 2-3) 

This unprecedented increase of foreigners living and visiting Japan led to a discussion 

over racial homogeneity and preserving social order (Tian and Chung 2018). Japanese 

people value their myth of ethnic homogeneity and in consequence are reluctant to 

accept immigrants in their communities applying strict distinctions between its 

Japanese and foreign members (Takenoshita 2016, 104). According to a survey 

conducted by Jiji Press only about 14.6 percent of respondents would welcome 

foreigners in their communities (Japan Times 2018a). While foreigners are responsible 

only for about 1 percent of all crimes committed in Japan, Japanese media, right wing 

politicians and groups exaggerate the crimes committed by foreigners and present them 

as not only criminals but also an internal security threat. As crime is regarded as 

something foreign, public security is perceived as something originally Japanese. 

Further increase in foreign population is said to lead to higher crime rates, ethnic 

conflicts, and riots (Morita 2017). What is more, arguments that an increase of foreign 

workers could influence domestic unemployment or push down the wages of unskilled 

Japanese workers made immigration debate almost a taboo (Kato 2018; Tian and Chung 

2018.). Foreign workers are regarded as temporary residents, not as legitimate members 

of the society and remain marginalized and excluded (Takenoshita 2016, 109). 

This mistrust towards foreigners strongly influences their everyday life in Japanese 

society and puts them at a disadvantaged position. The main Japanese integration policy 

is the Plan for the Promotion of Multicultural Coexistence that was introduced in 2006 

by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communication (MIC). While having a special 

program for promoting „multicultural coexistence” may seem like a step in the right 

direction, the nature of the program is quite far from what the name would suggest. The 
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main idea of the Plan for the Promotion of Multicultural Coexistence is tabunka kyosei 

which literally means „many cultures living together”. Tabunka kyosei assumes not 

equal coexistence of Japanese and foreigners but is more of an assimilative policy 

which aims at integrating foreigners by educating them in Japanese language, social 

norms, and culture so that they do not become a burden for Japanese majority and do 

not cause any frictions with them. On the other hand, tabunka kyosei never puts any 

requirements on the Japanese. They are not required even to accept cultural differences, 

not to mention adjusting in any way. In fact, according to tabunka kyosei any change 

on the side of the Japanese would constitute a disruption to the society. The necessity 

of changing and adjusting is put only on foreigners who need to adapt to Japanese ways. 

In consequence, the responsibility for any intercultural frictions is solely put on the 

foreign population. Those unwilling to adapt to Japanese norms and ways of doing 

things are perceived as a burden to the society. Such unequal relationship between 

foreigners and Japanese puts the foreigners at a very disadvantaged position in work 

environment which is even worsened by the fact that Japan has no legislation which 

protects minorities’ rights and protects them from discrimination (Morita 2017). 

As a result, politicians, including prime minister Abe worried about possible public 

discontent with increased presence of foreign nationals in the country, emphasised their 

resolve not to embrace more open immigration policies (Burgess 2020). Such a negative 

attitude of politicians and society toward foreign residents and their perception as only 

temporary members of Japanese society led to a lack of comprehensive and effective 

integration programs for immigrants in Japan. The attempts to help local foreign 

communities were undertaken mostly by local governments, or NGOs which provide 

social integration programs, Japanese classes, and translation support (Takenoshita 

2016, 106). 

Despite the fears by politicians regarding the public perception of foreign workforce, 

the 2019 Nikkei Research survey showed that 69 percent of Japanese regarded the 

increase in foreign people in Japan as a „good” development. On the other hand, 26 

percent of respondents perceived these developments as „not good”. What is more, as 

many as 82 percent who favoured the increase of foreigners regarded them „important 

as workers” (Nikkei Asia 2020). 
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The challenge of estimating the number of foreign workers 

Although the MOJ provides comprehensive statistics regarding the number of 

foreigners living in Japan, for many years it was much more difficult to estimate the 

number of foreigners actively participating in the labour market. Usually, statistics 

provided by the MHLW are used to describe the number of foreign workers, but as 

Hennings and Mintz (2018) prove for many years they were just a rough estimate and 

could not be used as a resource representing the factual labour market participation by 

foreign labourers. 

The MHLW has annually, since 2008, published a report entitled Gaikokujin Koyō 

Jōkyō no Todokede Jōkyō, meaning “status of notifications on employed foreigners”. 

Hennings and Mintz (2018) convincingly present the shortcomings of these data. First, 

thel MHWL bases its report, not on a comprehensive database of working foreigners, 

but on notifications employers send when hiring or firing a foreign worker. The MHWL 

started to accumulate these data after a revision of the Employment Measures Act 

effective from October 1, 2007. Hennings and Mintz (2018) believe that due to short 

notice and poor enforcement the original number of foreigners reported as employed in 

2008 was highly underestimated. While the MHWL reported 76.811 workplaces 

employing 486.398 foreigners, Statistical Bureau of Japan (SBJ) data showed 

significant differences. In the 2005 census as many as 772.375 foreigners responded 

that they were working at the time of census collection. Another census from 2010 

showed a decrease to 759.363 of employed foreigners, which was followed by an 

increase to up to 807.996 employed foreigners in 2015. While these numbers show 

higher employment rates than MHWL’s estimations, Hennings and Mintz (2018) 

emphasise that even these numbers are under-representative since the number of 

foreigners who responded to the census was 20 percent lower than those registered by 

the MOJ. 

Comparison with the SBJ data shows that the original number of employed foreigners 

estimated by the MHWL was under-represented. Despite that, this original number of 

486.398 employed foreigners in 2008 became the base for furthering the MHWL 

calculation. The ministry has been annually adding the number of received employment 

notifications and subtracting the number of received employment termination 

notifications to this original number to calculate the number of currently employed 
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foreigners. As Hennings and Mintz (2018) argue, the problem with the number 

provided by the MHWL is even further complicated since over the years more 

companies began to comply with the 2007 regulations than at the point of its sudden 

introduction. This led to a sudden increase in delivered employment notifications 

suggesting a significant increase in the number of employed foreigners from 24.2 

percent in 2008 to 54.6 percent in 2017 which cannot be supported by the MOJ or the 

SBJ data. For this reason, Hennings and Mintz (2018) states that this increase proves 

only increased participation in the notification system while the real number of 

employed foreigners remains relatively stable as numbers provided by national 

censuses suggest. 

Furthermore, due to the rules of the notification system, not only many employees 

remain not included in the MHWL statistics but also some of them may be counted 

multiple times in the same year. Employees do not need to report holders of Special 

Permanent Residents visa that applies to ethnic Koreans and Taiwanese. While the 

MHWL does not count them as foreign workforce, they are counted as foreigners by 

the MOJ (329.822 in 2017 and 321.416 in 2018). What is more, the MHWL numbers 

do not include self-employed foreigners, who comprised 8.9 percent of 2015 census 

respondents. Moreover, workers who work for more than 20 hours a week at multiple 

workplaces for one year, which is often a case for students, may be reported multiple 

times to the MHWL further influencing the objectivity of its numbers. Finally, 

Hennings and Mintz (2018) believe that at the same time due to poor enforcement many 

employees do not notify the MHWL about foreigners who worked for them for less 

than 20 hours a week since they are not required to pay unemployment insurance for 

them. 

Hennings and Mintz (2018) conclude that since participation in the notification system 

is irregular or inconsistent, the rules do not cover all the foreigners working in Japan, 

calculation is not based on individuals but on employment notifications and there is no 

effective enforcement system there is no comprehensive source of government data on 

the foreign workforce in Japan. As an alternative, by combining data provided by the 

MOJ and the SBJ Hennings and Mintz (2018) estimated that there were 1.465.333 

foreign workers in 2016. It is estimated to be a 16.5 increase from 1.258.308 workers 

in 2009 (Hennings and Mintz 2018). 
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Still, through the years, also thanks to the MHLW efforts, the knowledge about the 

notification system among employers has increased. What is more, since many 

foreigners feft job or got employed through the years, the original bias in data has been 

losing importance and the numbers have started to reflect reality. Moreover, making 

the system more efficient also became part of the reform package introduced in 2018 

which shows that the Ministry understood its shortcomings and worked on overcoming 

them.  

Finally, 2018 has been a year of great significance regarding the presence of foreigners 

in the Japanese labour force. The government to answer shortages in the workforce 

decided in December 2018 to introduce a new residency status. It is meant to bring to 

Japan foreigners who possess a certain number of skills or allow participants of the 

TITP to extend their stays and contribute to lower-skilled labour shortages. That 

program that started in April 2019 was meant to bring as many as almost 350.000 

workers during five years after its implementation (Jones and Seitani 2019, 41). 

However, at the end of 2019 only 1.621 new visas were granted, with 90 percent of 

applicants being participants of TTIP program (Burgess 2020). 

Together with introducing the new visa status the government emphasises simultaneous 

introduction of 126 measures to help foreigners integrate. Still, despite the appealing 

name of Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

nationals these measures are mostly limited to facilitating foreigners’ presence in Japan 

and once again not becoming a disturbance to Japanese social order (Yamashita 2019). 

Highly skilled workers 

Employment visas in Japan are issued according to the type of work allowed to be 

performed under it. While Japan strictly restricts access to the labour market for 

unskilled workers, it attempts to attract highly skilled foreigners. There is no one visa 

category for all high-skilled workers but they usually work in Japan under one of 13 

employment visa categories (Morita 2017). 

The Japanese government recognized in recent years that foreign nationals in 

professional and technical fields are essential human resources for revitalization of the 

Japanese economy and society (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 34). 

However, the characteristics of the Japanese labour market make working in Japan 

relatively not appealing to highly skilled foreigners (Morita 2017). According to a 2016 
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survey by Swiss business school IMD Japan ranked as 52nd nation regarding its appeal 

to high skilled workers (Nikkei Asia 2017b). In consequence, the number of highly 

skilled foreign professionals remains relatively low (Yamauchi 2018). While language 

barrier remains one of the strongest constrains for foreigners searching for employment 

in Japan, corporate culture, long working hours, relatively low starting salaries, lack of 

work-life balance, a different communication style, a slow promotion rate, 

discrimination against foreign employees, integration barriers at the workplace, lack of 

transparent decision-making process concerning employees’ promotion, low status of 

women at the workplace, the mistrust of foreigners, inequality between foreigners and 

the Japanese, and insistence on doing things the Japanese way also negatively decreases 

chances of attracting foreigners to Japan (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44; Morita 2017). 

To improve attractiveness for highly skilled foreigners a new point-based system was 

introduced in 2012 for granting them preferential immigration treatment (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2019a, 34-35). New visa categories, “Highly Skilled 

Professional (i)” and “Highly-Skilled Professional (ii)”, were established in 2014 for 

such foreigners of exceptional skills and professional experience (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2019a, 34). Among preferential treatments for the holders of these new 

visas are the possibility to obtain full-time work permission for the visa holder’s spouse, 

possibility to bring parents or maid, and availability of expedited track to permanent 

residency are included (Green 2014, 15). Additionally, in 2017 a new number of items 

for calculation were added to the points-based system which is used to grant permanent 

residency to foreigners. It aims at shortening the period of stay required for highly 

skilled foreigners to be eligible for the permanent residency (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2019a, 34). What is more, in its “Growth Strategy 2018” the Cabinet set 

up a goal of recognizing 20.000 highly skilled foreign professionals by the end of 2022 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 12-13). As a result, by the end of December 

2018 15.386 highly skilled foreigners were recognized and 815 permissions for 

permanent residency were granted by June of 2018. Further measures were introduced 

to facilitate acceptance of highly skilled professionals both in National Strategic Special 

Zones and nursing institutions (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 34-35). 

Still, despite the government's efforts to facilitate immigration requirements for highly 

skilled foreigners, it may not be sufficient to attract them to work in Japan. As 

mentioned before Japanese corporate culture, tax policies, and still prevailing 
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discrimination against foreign employees remain significant obstacles to increasing the 

number of highly skilled foreign professionals working in Japan (Komine 2018, 15). 

Succeeding in the Japanese workplace still remains a challenge for foreigners working 

in Japan. The number of foreign directors in Japan increased from 232 in 2001 to 247 

in 2011 and exceeded 350 in 2016. Despite this increase, the number of foreign directors 

only constitutes 1 percent of all directorial positions in the country and the idea to 

choose non-Japanese leaders to help transform companies and make them more 

competitive globally is not popular in Japan (Olcott 2018). According to a survey by 

private human resources company Adecco Ltd. as many as around 40 percent of white-

collar foreign workers in Japan felt discriminated against because of their nationality or 

gender in their workplace. More than 47 percent of respondents felt they were not 

offered equal opportunities compared with the Japanese staff, and 43 suffered from 

gender inequality at work. Due to the culture differences, 40 percent of respondents 

experienced problems at work due to the high level of non-verbal or indirect 

communication patterns characteristic of Japanese society. Despite that, as many as 77 

percent of respondents were satisfied with their work, while 88 percent wanted to 

continue working in Japan (Tanaka 2018a). 

The current situation of high-skilled workers is a consequence of prevailing perception 

of foreign workers as just temporary immigrants, which legitimises the lack of 

comprehensive integration programs and sufficient support (Takenoshita 2016, 106). 

 

Nikkeijins 

In response to labour shortages and to provide Japan with cheap low-skilled labour in 

1990 the Japanese government created a long-term resident (teijūsha) visa system 

available to people of Japanese descent, up to the third generation, from South America 

(Jones and Seitani 2019, 44; Tian and Chung. 2018). There was a conviction that as 

being partially Japanese these workers would assimilate easily and not cause problems 

to the harmony of Japanese society (Vogt 2018, 78, Tian and Chung. 2018).  For this 

reason, they were offered 3 years long visas that could be extended without limitation 

(Burgess 2020). What is more, there were no limits on their employment, and they also 

could bring family members with them (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44). However, despite 

the lack of restriction on their employment, most Nikkeijins work through dispatch 

agencies in unskilled jobs in the manufacturing industry (Takenoshita 2016, 101). As a 
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result, Nikkeijin workers remain socially and economically marginalized, vulnerable to 

economic fluctuations, and disadvantaged on the labour market (Takenoshita 2016, 

102). Their low social position and discriminatory attitudes toward them resulted in 

Nikkeijins being one of the first to be fired during financial crisis. For example, after 

2008 Global Financial Crisis Japanese government paid for air-plane tickets to the 

Nikkeijins who lost their jobs and were willing to return to their countries of origin on 

condition that they should not return to Japan under the same visa status for a certain 

period of time (Hollifield and Orlando 2017, 387; Tian and Chung 2018). As a result, 

their population in the country decreased with the combined population of Brazilians 

and Peruvians decreasing by 40 percent (Liu-Farrer 2020, 47, 79). Many Nikkeijins also 

decided to leave Japan due to economic difficulties after the 2011 Great East Japan 

Earthquake (Vogt 2018, 79). What is more, due to discrimination and diminishing 

attitudes they faced in Japan most of Nikkeijins hardly assimilated and live in strong 

communities (Burgess 2020; Tian and Chung 2018; Vogt 2018, 78). In 2017 there were 

around 250.000 Nikkeijins (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44). In July of 2018 to further 

increase the number of Nikkeijins working in Japan, the Japanese government extended 

the program up to the 4th generation of people of Japanese descent, who will however 

receive only “special activities” visa that can be extended to a total maximum period of 

five years. What is more, while they can seek employment freely, their yearly visa 

renewals will be based on such factors as their Japanese language ability, engagement 

with Japanese culture, participation in local communities and so on (Tian and Chung 

2018). 

 

Foreign students 

Attracting foreign students became an important policy of the Japanese government. In 

2008 the government set a goal of attracting as many as 300.000 students by 2020 (Sawa 

2017). Milly (2020) states that the goal of this policy was not only to internationalise 

Japan’s student community but also to create a pool of part-time workers (Milly, 2020). 

Additionally in 2013 Abe’s cabinet set as one of its goals the building of a world-class 

university system in Japan (Yonezawa 2016, 200). While the number of foreign 

students increased dramatically in recent years, most of them came to Japan to study, 

not at universities, but language schools (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 

14). Foreigners studying in Japan, after receiving special permission, are allowed to 
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work up to 28 hours a week while in class, and 40 hours during holidays (Jones and 

Seitani 2019, 44; Murakami 2018; NHK 2020; Serizawa 2018). In 2018 as many as 

95.6 percent of foreign students were not offered scholarships and paid for their 

education. As a result, 0 percent of them were working part time. What is more, foreign 

students consisted of as many as 20 percent of all foreigners working in Japan, with 

36.6 percent working in the accommodation industry or restaurants and 20.6 percent in 

the retail industry (Miyajima and Suzuki 2019, 15). 

In 2018 there were 124.000 foreigners entering Japan with the student visa status 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 14). According to a report by the Ministry 

of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) in May 2018 there 

were 298.980 students from abroad, an increase of 12 percent from a year earlier. As 

many as 95 percent of students came from Asia (the biggest groups coming from China, 

Vietnam, and Nepal), while only 4 percent of students came from North America and 

Europe (Sawa 2019). As many as 90.000 foreigners studied at 749 language schools, 

and 67.000 were enrolled in vocational schools (Jones and Seitani 2019, 44, Sawa 2019). 

Language schools attracted much negative attention since enrolling into them became 

for many foreigners a way of gaining access to the Japanese labour market (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2019a, 46; Sawa 2019). In March 2019 700 foreign students 

from Tokyo University of Social Welfare went missing, probably to undertake illegal 

employment (Sawa 2019). It has been also reported that some language school’s 

students come to Japan with the help of intermediary agencies by paying unreasonably 

high fees. In consequence they commit themselves to working excessive hours, over 

the permitted amount, to pay their debts (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 

46-47; Serizawa 2018). To ensure that students attending language school obtain 

necessary skills and do not concentrate mostly on working, more strict rules were 

introduced in October 2018. Language schools are required to stay in session for at least 

35 weeks a year. This measure was undertaken to stop a practice where many students 

finished requited classes in a shorter period of time and spent the remaining time of 

their visa working for 40 hours a week (Murakami 2018). What is more, various 

research suggests that many language school students come to Japan with the main 

reason to work and applying to a language school is more a mean to achieve a visa and 

entering the country. Since apparently some of these students pay large sums of money 

to brokers who help them to get a place at a language school and obtain a visa, the 
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government is trying to put a stop to such practice (Ibusuki 2019a, Akashi 2019, 265-

267). 

Results of a survey published by the Association for the Promotion of Japanese 

Language Education in 2010 showed that some 70 percent of students surveyed were 

working part-time while studying. Their average time of work per week was roughly 

15 hours (Murakami 2018). Serizawa (2018) estimates this number to be as high as 90 

percent (Serizawa 2018). Many students have been working at convenience stores, 

lodging facilities, bars, restaurants, and construction sites (Sawa 2019). As many as 

40.000 foreign students were estimated to work at convenient stores of three biggest 

chains, 7-Eleven, Family Mart, and Lawson, which made roughly one in twenty of their 

employees non-Japanese (Baseel 2018). In 2017 out of approximately 1.280.000 

foreigners working in Japan 20 percent (260.000) were students (Imin seisaku gakkai 

setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 94).  

On the other hand, many of foreign students graduating from Japanese universities are 

not able to find a job. Jones and Haruki (2019) estimate that while half of them intend 

to stay in Japan after graduation, only about 15 percent find employment (Jones and 

Seitani 2019, 44). While the MOJ states that less than 40 percent of those who graduated 

in 2017 found a job in Japan (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 40). It reported 

that in 2018 25.943 foreign students managed to change their visa to one for the purpose 

of employment, which was an insincere by 15.7 percent when compared to 2017 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 35). Desperate for foreign workforce, 

Japanese government introduced additional measures that would allow foreign students 

to stay longer in Japan after their graduation and facilitate their transition into working 

visa (Shiraiwa 2018). 

 

Nurses and caregivers 

The ageing of Japanese society influenced the Japanese work market in various ways. 

It led to serious labour shortage, changes in employment patterns and increase of 

employment of elderly. On the other hand, a big number of elderly needing care and 

calls for higher women’s labour participation led to an increase in need for nurses and 

caregivers. In 2015 the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI) estimated 
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that Japan had a shortage of 40.000 nurses or caregivers and that this number would 

reach as many as 790.000 workers in 2035 (Tobita 2018). 

To face this shortage and to provide Japan with enough nurses, the Japanese 

government opened four channels for the employment of foreign nurses and caregivers 

(Ogawa and Sadamatsu 2020, 29). It started with a series of Economic Partnership 

Agreements (EPA) with Indonesia (2008), Philippines (2009) and Vietnam (2014), later 

it allowed trainees to work as caregivers in November 2017 and in September 2018 it 

created a separate nursing-care visa (Nikkei Asia 2017a; Ogawa and Sadamatsu 2020, 

31; Vogt 2018, 46). Each of these EPAs has its own characteristics regarding the details 

of participation, but in general foreigners who were trained in their respective countries 

to become nurses or caregivers and have work experience are allowed to participate in 

the program (Vogt 2018, 46). Before arriving in Japan, they undergo extensive 

screening, followed by 6 months training for Indonesians and Filipinos, and 12 months 

training for Vietnamese. Different levels of Japanese knowledge are required from the 

workers before coming to Japan depending on the county, with N5 level being required 

from Indonesians and Filipinos, while N3 level is required from the Vietnamese. After 

arriving in Japan, they receive language training of 6 months for Indonesians and 

Filipinos, and 2 and a half months for Vietnamese (MHLW n.d.a). Afterwards they are 

dispatched to the hospitals and nursing homes where they work as assistants. After 

working as assistants in their fourth year in Japan they are required to pass the national 

board examination which would make them eligible to work in Japan without any time 

restrictions. In case they do not pass the exam during required time frame they will be 

forced to leave the country (Hirano 2017, Vogt 2018, 47) 

The EPA nursing programs remain highly unpopular. For each country a fixed quota of 

1000 care migrants per year was established, but it has not been met even once (Vogt 

2018, 28, 46). Until 2018 the total number of 5.602 nurses and care workers from these 

3 countries worked in Japan under the EPAs (Oki 2019). The number of nurses and care 

workers who successfully passed the exam and were able to work in Japan in their 

profession remained very low. By 2014 96 nurses (15.26 percent of test takers) and 164 

care workers (17.58 percent of test takers) passed the national exam (MHLW n.d.a). In 

response, the Japanese government introduced an adjustment aiming at increasing the 

passing rate. Readings of difficult Kanji characters were introduced and the maximum 

time frame until when the candidates need to register for the exam was extended to a 
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maximum of up to five years after arrival in Japan (Vogt 2018, 53). In 2018 the total 

number of foreigners who participated in the EPA program and passed the national 

exam reached 757 people (MHLW n.d.a). 

For the candidates the program is not appealing because it requires them to invest a 

great deal of time and effort to complete their training and earn their license that would 

allow them to work in the profession, they already had been trained to work in their 

home country (Hirano 2017). While the foreigners participating in the program are not 

granted their full professional status their salary as assistants is also low. Only after 

passing the bar exam can, they enjoy appropriate compensation and visa stability (Vogt 

2018, 28). Before that a life of a participant is very uncertain and their status is far 

below their actual qualifications (Vogt 2018, 50). The working conditions in Japan and 

discrimination against foreign workers made as many as 16–38 percent of those who 

passed the national board examination to return home instead of staying on in Japan 

(Hirano 2017). 

On the other hand, not many employees are interested in hiring foreign nurses and care 

workers. They are worried about foreign workers’ language skills and their ability to 

communicate with the patients effectively. While they are worried about their 

professional skills, they are also worried that the patients and their family members may 

react negatively to the perspective of being helped by a foreigner (Vogt 2018, 28). 

Difficulties when communicating with the Japanese staff and the cost of the necessary 

training were other factors negatively influencing prospective employment of foreign 

nurses and caregivers. Since there was no guarantee, they could pass the national exam 

and that they would not change their workplace the employment of foreigners had little 

appeal for the health care institutions (Vogt 2018, 52). 

To further increase the pool of foreigners able to work as nurses and caregivers, the 

Japanese government amended the Technical Internship Training Program (TITP) 

allowing its participants to be employed also in these professions from November 2017 

(Milly 2020). A memorandum between Japan and Vietnam was signed as part of "Asia 

Health and Human Well-Being Initiative," which is a Japanese government initiative to 

provide Japanese knowledge and expertise on nursing care and social welfare to ageing 

Asian societies. Japan will cover part of the educational expenses, including language 

training, and cooperate with teaching institutions. Workers are to be paid the same 

salaries as Japanese employees. Initially 3.000 people were to be accepted within one 
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year. The number of participants was to be expanded to 10.000 in two years by the 

summer of 2020. The same agreements were planned to be reached with Indonesia, 

Cambodia, and Laos (Nikkei Asia 2017a; Tobita 2018). 

The candidates, as with the EPA program, undergo extensive screening in their home 

country. Selected candidates take part in language training before arriving in Japan and 

are required to possess Japanese skills at the level of N4. Additional training of two 

months is compulsory after their arrival. During 5 year-stay three exams are introduced 

to evaluate the skills of a trainee. After the first year of stay, a written and practical 

exam is required, and Japanese language skills are expected to reach N3. Even if the 

language requirement is not fulfilled the participant may be allowed to remain in the 

country. Further practical exams are to be taken after the third and fifth year of stay 

(MHLW n.d.b, 8). The participants after the first year are expected to be able to provide 

basic nursing care by following set procedures under supervision. After finishing their 

third year of work they are required to be able to apply basic knowledge and skills of 

nursing care and, taking under consideration the mental and physical situation of a 

patient, to provide to a certain extent appropriate care by themselves. Finally after 

completing five years on the job training they are expected to provide by themselves 

adequate nursing care to recipients deepening on their mental and physical 

circumstances (MHLW. n.d.a). 

By February 2019 out of 2.230 candidates, 1.501 were accepted as interns in the nursing 

care program (Jones and Seitani 2019, 19). Additionally, trainees participating in 

nursing care are allowed to take the national nursing examination after their third or 

fifth year of stay in Japan. If they manage to pass the exam, they become eligible for 

receiving nursing care visas and undertake work in Japan, the same as EPA participants 

who passed the exam (MHLW. n.d.a). 

Finally, in November 2016 a new nurse care visa was established (Hirano 2017). This 

visa category, allowing for undertaking employment in the nursing care industry in 

Japan, is being granted to foreigners who successfully passed national examinations 

and obtained Certified Care Worker qualification. 

Since September 2017 students who graduated from a certified care worker training 

school in Japan are eligible for this new visa (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 

35; Vogt 2018, 54). Recipients are allowed to bring in their family members, to renew 

their visa an unlimited number of times and apply for permanent residency. Due to the 
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immigration opportunities provided by this new visa the enrolment of foreign students 

in Certified Care Worker training programs increased from 17 in 2014 to 1.142 in 2018 

(Milly 2020). 

Among the three systems aiming at providing Japan with a bigger number of foreign 

nurses and care workers, this new visa program promoting domestic training of foreign 

workforce seems to be the most promising initiative, which may have long-term impact 

on the nurses and caregivers’ shortage (Vogt 2018, 102). 

 

Technical Intern Training Program (TITP) 

The origin of the Technical Intern Training Programme can be traced to training 

programs conducted in the 1960s (Jones and Seitani 2019, 43). The SMEs were able to 

participate in the program after the law revision in 1989 which established of a new 

trainee (kenshū) visa status and another revision in 1991 allowed for such groups as 

local business groups, industry groups and small-business associations to serve as 

organisation responsible for accepting trainees for their members (Hatate 2019, 85; 

Ibusuki 2019b, 52-53; Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō 

iinkai eds. 2018, 71; Kondo 2015, 158; Mochiduki 2019, 130-131; Sawada 20202, 19; 

Takenoshita 2016, 98; Yasuda 2010, 57-58). It was established as an official Technical 

Intern Trainees Program (TITP) in 1993 with a maximum stay period extended to two 

years. The participants were placed under “trainee” (kenshū) visa status for the first part 

of their stay, and in the second year their status was changed into “technical intern” 

status (under tokutei katsudō visa category; Hatate 2019, 85; Jones and Seitani 2019, 

43; Mochiduki 2019, 130-131; Suzuki 2019, 30; Takenoshita 2016, 97-98; Tian 2019, 

1496-1497; Tian and Chung 2018; Yasuda 2010, 59). It was an important distinction 

because trainees, despite engaging in work activities similarly to technical interns, were 

not regarded as workers and labour legislation, such as the Labour Standards Act and 

the Industrial Safety and Health Act, did not apply to them, making them even more 

vulnerable. Apart from this distinction, all participants of the program were not allowed 

to extend their stay in Japan over three years or to return to the country with the same 

visa status (Takenoshita 2016, 103). In 1997 the period of possible participation was 

further extended to up to three years with second and third year being regarded as labour 

activities under the special activities visa (Hamaguchi 2019, 1; Hatate 2019, 85; Ibusuki 

2019b, 52-53; Jones and Seitani 2019, 43; Sawada 2020, 19; Yasuda 2010, 59). 
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The main official aim of the program was to share Japanese knowledge and technology 

with foreigners from less developed Asian countries (Jones and Seitani 2019, 43; 

Sawada 2020, 19; Yasuda 2010, 58). Since the trainees were not perceived as workers 

their position of the trainees was quite different from the Nikkeijins because their 

employment possibilities were limited to assigned employers and their period of stay 

could not be freely extended (Burgess 2020; Tian and Chung 2018). After finalising 

their program, they were obliged to return to their home countries and they were not 

allowed to return to Japan with the same visa status (Takenoshita 2016, 103). 

In general, they were either recruited directly by individual Japanese companies or more 

often with the support from sending organizations abroad and supervising organisations 

in Japan (96.4 percent in 2016; JITCO n.d.b; Jones and Seitani 2019, 43). Individual 

enterprise employment type refers to a situation when enterprises or other businesses 

in Japan (implementing organizations) accept as their trainees foreigners employed by 

overseas local subsidiaries, joint venture companies, or trading partners (dispatching 

companies). The more popular pattern is based on employing trainees with the support 

of a sending and supervising organization. It refers to a format where sending 

organizations, non-profit organizations such as business cooperatives and societies of 

commerce and industry, accept trainees from numerous dispatching companies in their 

home country and send them to a supervising organization in Japan which further places 

them at numerous implementing organizations. 

The sending and supervising organizations also coordinate training which participants 

undergo before their arrival to Japan and after it. The training prior to their departure is 

often quite long and expensive and takes up to six months. The training in Japan lasts 

two months. These trainings include both Japanese and technical skills training that 

aims at facilitating their work activities at Japanese employment sites (JITCO n.d.b; 

Obe and Funatsu 2018) 

The original program created in 1993 was strongly criticised due to the various 

violations and exploitation of trainees as a cheap labour force (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2019a, 2, 18). In order to come to Japan, the participants of the program 

had to pay substantial fees to the brokers or sending organisations in their home 

countries. Additional fees that they were charged with like overpriced plane ticket fees, 

guarantee fee and penalty fee for breaking the contracts required many of them to lend 
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money or sell their fields or businesses. This debt made them desperate to continue their 

work in Japan regardless of harsh conditions, discrimination or physical and mental 

abuse. Not only did they often become victims of exploitation but also were not 

protected by any of the participating organisations that perceived the Japanese 

companies as their clients and protected their interests. In case of violations, insufficient 

payments or abuse the trainees were not able to change their place of employment. What 

is more, if they voiced their concerns, they risked being forced to return to their home 

countries without completing the program and losing the deposit fees they had to pay 

to participate in the program. The conditions of the program were so hard that not only 

many of the trainees run away from their place of employment and undertook illegal 

working activities but also many of them became victims of rape, death of exhaustion 

or committed suicide. Some of them facing hard working conditions or deportation 

ended up killing their employees, co-workers, or workers of the supervising 

organisation (Ibusuki 2020b, 8). 

The MHLW reported in 2008 that 1890 companies employing trainees were 

reprimanded for violating the labour laws (Yasuda 2010, 70). Despite all these 

irregularities, clear violations of labour law and the abuse of the workers, the SMEs and 

other entities suffering from labour shortages request further expansion of the program 

by allowing for employment of trainees in a larger number of job types and extending 

the possible training period (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 70; Tian 2019, 

1496-1497). As a response to both the criticism and calls from the SMEs for further 

expansion the government undertook efforts to reform the program. In 2010 the new 

visa category of Technical Intern (ginōjishū1) was created. It stabilized the legal status 

of the trainees and ensured that the labour laws applied to them from the first year of 

entering the program (Hamaguchi 2019, 2; Jones and Seitani 2019, 43). Requiring the 

participant to pay deposit and penalties for violating the contract was forbidden by law 

but it did not put an end to the practice itself (Ibusuki 2020b, 35). Since this reform did 

not bring sufficient change the program was further restructured with the introduction 

of the Act on Proper Technical Intern Training and Protection of Technical Intern 

Trainees (“Technical Intern Training Act'') which was promulgated on the November 

28, 2016 and came into effect on November 1, 2017 (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2019a, 2; JITCO n.d.b). The program was expanded in its duration, number of 

participants and approved occupations. The maximum possible time of the program 
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participation was extended to five years. It was additionally divided into three parts. 

Technical Intern Training (i) of one-year, Technical Intern Training (ii) of two years 

and Technical Intern Training (iii) of two years each (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2020a, 112). Upon finishing each level trainees are required to undertake 

Training Evaluation Examination (written and practical for advancement to category 

(ii) and practical for the final advancement to category (iii)) that allows for further 

participation in the program and its graduation (JITCO n.d.b; Obe and Funatsu 2018). 

Furthermore, between Technical Intern Training (ii) and Technical Intern Training (iii) 

trainees are required to return to their country and re-enter Japan (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2020a, 112). Still, providing training at the level of Technical Intern 

Training (iii) is permitted only to excellent supervising and implementing organizations 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 50; JITCO n.d.b; Jones and Seitani 2019, 

43). What is more excellent, supervising and implementing organizations are allowed 

to accept twice as many trainees as the organization which are not enjoying this status 

(JITCO n.d.b;). Regarding the expansion of approved occupations not only such 

occupations became accessible to the trainees as nursing care, but also regionally 

limited occupations or company unique occupations were also introduced (JITCO n.d.b; 

Milly 2020). 

Secondly, under the new program the oversight of its implementation was strengthened 

by establishment of basic principles and policies for involved persons. A new 

Organization for Technical Intern Training (OTIT) was established. Its task is to 

optimize the TITP and to protect the technical intern trainees. The OTIT is responsible 

for conducting on-site inspection of both supervising and implementing organizations 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 50). It is also providing support to the 

trainees by setting up consultation and reporting counters operated in 13 foreign 

languages native for the trainees (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 17). What 

is more, in drastic change from the previous program, in case of drastic violations by 

implementing or supervising companies or when for other reasons a trainee cannot 

continue work at their designated company, the OTIT helps the trainee to change the 

training site by overseeing the process through introduction of a new employer, 

providing temporary housing etc. Finally, the OTIT is responsible for in detail 

investigation of supervising and implementing organizations whose trainees 
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disappeared or deceased (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 56-59; 

Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 115). 

Furthermore, a system of accreditation for technical intern plans was put in place as a 

requirement for implementing organizations. The plans are prepared under guidance 

from the supervising organization (JITCO n.d.b). An individual plan needs to be 

prepared for each technical intern trainee and is to be accredited by the OTIT 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 46; A separate plan must be accredited for 

each grade of 1, 2 and 3. The training must be conducted in accordance with the 

accredited plan and any violations may result in an order for improvement or even 

cancellation of accreditation (JITCO n.d.b). Additionally, a system of notifications for 

implementing organizations was introduced (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 

50). Implementing organizations are required to provide various notices to the OTIT 

according to the regulations of relevant ministries (JITCO n.d.b). What is more, a 

comprehensive system of licensing for supervising organizations was implemented 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 18, 50; JITCO n.d; Milly 2020.). The 

applications are submitted to the OTIT and approval for becoming a supervising 

organization is granted by the MHLW (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 46; 

JITCO n.d.b). There exist two categories of supervising organization license. Specified 

supervision business license, allows for supervising technical intern training (i) and (ii), 

while general supervision business license allows for supervising technical intern 

training (i) to (iii) (JITCO n.d.b). Granted license may be revoked in case of a violation 

of licensing criteria, accreditation criteria, laws etc (Immigration Service Agency Japan, 

2019, 18). 

What is more, to improve cooperation with sending countries bilateral agreements with 

the respective governments were established (Immigration Service Agency Japan 

2019a, 50, 52). These Memorandums of Cooperation (MOC) have been entered with 

14 countries (Vietnam, Cambodia, India, the Philippines, Laos, Mongolia, Bangladesh, 

Sri Lanka, Myanmar, Bhutan, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, Thailand, and Indonesia) at the 

time of June 2019 (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 123). Its main aim is to 

exclude inappropriate sending organizations, which are responsible for selection of 

trainees, that collect deposits from them (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 50, 

52). According to MOC governments of sending countries are responsible for creating 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

216 
 

a mechanism to individually investigate and accredit sending organizations (JITCO 

n.d.b). 

Additional business councils were introduced. They are to be composed of related 

organizations for each industry which are to share their experience and information. 

They aim at optimizing the TITP for the relevant industry or business field. Among 

others, relevant ministries created business councils for fishery, agriculture, auto-

mobile maintenance, construction, and textile industry. Additional regional councils 

(divided into Hokkaido, Tohoku, Kanto, Chubu, Kansai, Chugoku, Shikoku, and 

Kyushu) were created for cooperation of national government, prefectural governments 

and OTIT. The members share information and aim at securing the best measures of 

efficient implementation of TITP for a specific region (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2020b, 123). 

Ibusuki (2020) emphasises that the official goal of the program, which is to serve as an 

international contribution by transfer of the technical skills to less developed countries, 

was never the real aim of the program (Ibusuki 2019a; Ibusuki 2020b, 6). Instead it 

served as a side-door to introducing cheap foreign workers for companies unable to 

secure sufficient number of Japanese work force to continue their business activities 

and have no other choice than to rely on the TITP program (Ibusuki  2020b, 6; NHK 

2010, 34)  What is more, the official narration that the program serves to teach 

foreigners superior Japanese technology and techniques creates an uneven balance 

between the workers and employers (Torii 2020, 177). Moreover, since the trainees are 

not allowed to change their place of employment, the incentive for providing them with 

good working conditions is very low (Ibusuki 2019a). The situation is worsened even 

more since the trainees often borrow big amounts of money to enter Japan and are 

desperate to earn money to repay them. As a result, they end up having little other 

choice than accept even very harsh working conditions (Ibusuki 2019a; Yasuda 2010, 

41).  Ibusuki (2020) is one one the advocates for abolishment of the program due to its 

various structural problems that make it prone for human rights violations (Ibusuki 

2019a; Ibusuki 2020b, 6).   

The reforms brought contradictory results. On one hand the number of the participants 

increased significantly between 2011 (142.000) and 2018 (28.6000; Mochiduki 2019, 

113). What is more, in 2020 trainees will work in as many as 146 occupations (JITCO 
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n.d; Milly 2020; Sawada 2020, 21). Still, despite all these amendments and efforts for 

a better supervision of the participating organizations and protection of the trainees, 

many abuses remain unresolved. There are still reports stating that employers use the 

program mainly as a source of low-wage workers (Jones and Seitani 2019, 43). Some 

of the workers are paid as little as 300 yen per overtime hour (Yasuda 2010, 32). Despite 

the strengthened supervision there remain sending organisations collecting 

unreasonably high fees from the trainees. Also, some implementing organizations force 

the trainees to work long hours and are not paying appropriate wages, make the trainees 

engage in work different from their plan, or even force the trainees to return to their 

home country. (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 51) The construction and 

agriculture industries remain the most difficult ones offering extremely harsh work 

conditions with little chance for learning new technological skills (Vogt 2018, 76). As 

a result, the percentage of trainees who abandoned their training sites rose from 1.3 

percent in 2012 to 2.6 percent in 2017 (Mochiduki 2018, 125). The number increased 

further and reached 9.052 people in 2018 (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 

48; Obe 2019). As many as 171 trainees died between 2012 and 2017 while 

participating in the program. The deaths occurred due to accidents at work, including 

drowning or heat exhaustion, and sickness, including also karoshi which is death from 

overwork. Among deceased trainees 17 committed suicide (Osumi 2019). 

 

Korean and Taiwanese Special Permanent Residents 

As explained before, the Japanese government, influenced by economic and social 

circumstances, allowed for various side-doors for labour migration, such as Nikkeijins 

or TITP’s trainees. While labour migrants with visas specially designed to enable work, 

activities are regarded by MHWL as foreign labour force, the holders of Special 

Permanent Resident status despite not having Japanese nationality are not regarded by 

the ministry as foreign workers. 

Despite the ministry’s stand, people of Korean and Taiwanese origins who hold Special 

Permanent Residence status remain one of the biggest groups of foreigners in Japan. In 

2019 the number of holders of Special Permanent Residence status accounted for as 

many as 312.501 people and it was the third largest group in terms of visa category 
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after permanent residents and students (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020a, 27-

30). 

Available census-based research regarding work participation of ethnic Koreans in 

Japan shows the improvement in their employment rates and job characteristics (Kim 

2011, 243). Although the total employment rate of ethnic Koreans remains lower than 

that for the Japanese working-age population, it rose from 42.6 percent in 1985 to 52.6 

percent in 2005. Still, the unemployment rates of those who are willing to work is on 

the rise for the ethnic Korean population over 15 years old. It rose from 7.6 percent in 

1985 to 11.5 in 2005 (Kim 2011, 242). The number of Koreans under employment was 

222.844 people in 2005 (Kim 2011, 241). 

 

Foreign spouses 

Foreign spouses of Japanese nationals or permanent residents are another group 

contributing to the labour hungry Japanese labour market. In 1965 around 75 percent 

of international marriages were between Japanese women and foreign men (Takeshita 

2016, 177). This balance changed when international marriages started to increase in 

the late 1980s and as much as 80 percent of these international marriages in 2006 were 

between Japanese men and foreign women (Chi 2018, 23; Takeshita 2016, 177). The 

international marriage peaked in 2006 with 6,1 percent of all marriages being 

international ones (Chi 2018, 23). With women emancipation and labour participation 

there is an increase in Japanese women who chose to marry late or not to marry at all. 

Japan especially suffers from a shortage of brides in rural areas where cultural 

expectations for young married women are especially harsh. Many of foreign women, 

mostly Korean, Chinese and Filipinos, marry Japanese men from rural areas (Chi 2018, 

25; Takenoshita 2016, 98; Takeshita 2016, 182). On the other hand, due to higher levels 

of education achieved by Japanese women and their high salaries, many urban Japanese 

men had problems finding a spouse and decided to marry with a foreigner, often with 

the help of a broker (Takenoshita 2016, 99). 

While the statistics from 2010 prove that Japanese men tend to marry women from 

Asian countries, China, Philippines, Korea, Thailand, these spouses are believed to be 

often marrying into rural families where the burden of taking care of the household, in-

laws and children becomes an important responsibility for them (Takeshita 2016, 177, 
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182). Still, it does not mean that Japanese men do not marry Western women or that 

foreign wives do not engage in professional activities. Although the statistics prove that 

they marry Western women more rarely, also educated and highly qualified women 

marry Japanese men. On the other hand, Japanese women in general prefer spouses of 

Western origins and often marry men of Korean, American, Chinese, British, Canadian, 

Australian, or French nationality (Takeshita 2016, 177). 

In 2019 there were 145.254 people holding a Spouse or Child of Japanese National visa, 

while 41.517 possessed a Spouse or Child of Permanent Resident visa (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2020a, 39, 34). The spouses of Japanese nationals and permanent 

residents obtain visas allowing them to undertake employment freely (Liu-Farrer 2020, 

68). Liu-Farrer (2020) found that among spouses of Japanese nationals and dependents 

who moved to Japan with their spouses many undertook employment as part-time 

workers (Liu-Farrer 2020, 65). Some of them can open small businesses as their 

professional activities (Liu-Farrer 2020, 67). 

 

Working holidays and special economic zones 

It should be emphasized that since Japan is struggling with significant labour shortages 

it came up with various additional channels to secure foreign workers (Takenoshita 

2016, 100). Some research estimates that only one-fifth of foreigners working in Japan 

hold visas explicitly intended for labour (Tian and Chung 2018). Among the foreigners 

contributing to the working force permanent residents, special permanent residents, 

Nikkeijin long-term residents, spouses, and children of Japanese nationals or of 

permanent residents can undertake unrestricted employment without holding a visa 

especially designed for employment activities (Vogt 2007, 12, 14). 

On the other hand, obtaining a student visa allows for limited employment participation. 

It is the same for those young foreigners who come to Japan under a working holidays 

program. These programs are based on bilateral agreements between Japan and partner 

countries and aim to allow young foreigners to spend holidays in Japan while being 

allowed to undertake incidental employment activity. The program started in 1980 and 

in 2020 as many as 26 countries/regions were its participants. While it was estimated 

that nearly 15.000 young people obtained Japanese working holiday visas yearly, this 

number dropped to 9.570 in 2020 due to Covid-19 crisis (MOFA 2020). Although the 
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working holiday program is not meant strictly to provide Japan with an additional 

labour force, still these young people do participate in the Japanese job market and 

should be included into the discussion of foreigners’ labour participation. 

What is more, Japan continuously introduces new additional measures allowing for the 

incorporation of new groups of foreign workers into the country. In special zones 

around the country foreigners are allowed to participate in various professions that are 

not accessible nationwide. For example, in Tokyo, Kanagawa and Osaka prefectures it 

is allowed to employ foreign housekeepers. Most Filipinos working as domestic helpers 

are employed by staffing companies to work in this capacity in mentioned parts of the 

country (Kohata 2008; Nikkei Asia 2017a; Takao, Shimono and Kawate 2018). What 

are more preferential regulations were introduced in designated special zones to 

facilitate business establishment by foreigners in hope this would lead to strengthening 

of international activities and competitiveness. Due to the serious labour shortage in the 

agriculture industry also foreign agriculture initiative and participation was facilitated 

in designated special zones with hope for not only strengthening the industry but also 

increasing its international competitiveness (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 

38-39; Nikkei Asia 2018d). 

 

  4.2.4. Summary 

Despite the government's official rejection of the idea of opening Japan for foreign 

labour migration, foreigners have become an important part of the Japanese labour 

market and society. Many years of shirking Japanese population and labour shortages 

created various loop-wholes allowing for employing foreigners. 

What is more, the irresponsible attitude of the Japanese government toward foreign 

workers is shown by the lack of comprehensive statistics regarding foreigners working 

in Japan. Lack of accurate data causes various misunderstandings regarding foreign 

participation in the labour market and its influence on Japanese society. What is more, 

it also results in a lack of necessary legislation and reforms that would allow for 

efficient incorporation of these foreigners into the Japanese society and protection of 

their basic rights. 

While the Japanese government, despite the official narrative, comprehends the 

advantages and the necessity of accepting foreign laborers, their insufficient 
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commitment to adjusting the legislation to foreigners' needs causes that many of the 

introduced reforms remain insufficient and far from achieving their goals. 

What is more, since Japan has been suffering from a decrease in population and working 

force, the foreigners have become more and more present in different areas of the 

Japanese labour market. Still, due to the strict immigration policies the number of 

foreigners living in Japan remains relatively low and the image of Japan as a 

homogenous country prevails (Tian and Chung 2018). Japan’s immigration system 

evolved over decades in response to labour shortages. Although work migration was 

not officially permitted, various residency statuses and specific work programmes were 

introduced to allow for an inflow of foreign labour force (Jones and Seitani 2019, 43). 

This part showed how the duality between the Japanese government’s official stand of 

accepting no-immigration resulted in a patchwork of short-sighted immigration policies 

when faced with the reality of serious labour shortage and strong lobbying from the 

SMEs. It brought an in-comprehensive system that puts many foreign workers, with 

exception for the most skilled ones, at disadvantage and harsh financial circumstances. 

Many of these workers are pushed into irregular employment, becoming the only choice 

for an unsustainable business which otherwise would not have been able to find enough 

employees. What is more, even those foreigners who do not face financial difficulties 

or discrimination at their workplace in Japan may found themselves in a disadvantaged 

position due to their foreigner status while working in Japan. For many months after 

the outbreak of the pandemic foreign residents were barred by the Japanese government 

from re-entering the country, while its citizens remained allowed to return to their 

homeland. Such a distinction put many of Japan’s foreign residents in an extremely 

difficult situation and left them unable to be reunited with their families or return to 

their homes and jobs. It was particularly difficult for Japan’s foreign community since 

other developed economies treated their citizens and long-term foreign residents 

equally. While it is rational for the Japanese government to rely on foreign workers to 

support the businesses in the country the official negation of accepting immigration 

makes foreigners prone for discrimination and mistreatment. The support for Japanese 

unsustainable businesses should not be mostly based on providing them with a cheap 

foreign labour force that is under-protected by the official regulations and responsible 

organisations and for this reason may be exploited and overworked to the breaking point. 

For Japan’s economic development it is crucial to create circumstances under which 
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both such companies could concentrate on restructuring and develop new operation 

models and the rights of both Japanese and foreign workers would be protected. 

 

  4.3. The Content the 2018 Immigration Act Reform 

As it was explained due to various social and economic factors, the Japanese labour 

market has been suffering from worsening labour shortages. This crisis has been the 

most critical for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which have difficulties 

with attracting Japanese workers. In this context of the national crisis in 2018 the 

Japanese Diet approved acceptance of semi-skilled workers in 14 industries 

(Hamaguchi 2019, 3). 

Apart from the establishment of the new visas, the duties and the structure of the MOJ 

were reformed as well. From the 1st of April 2019 the Immigration Bureau (jap. 

nyūkoku kanrikyoku), which was one of the internal departments of the MOJ, was 

transformed into the ministry`s external agency of Immigration Services Agency 

(shutsunyūkoku zairyuukanrichō, ISA). The Ministry and the new agency became 

responsible not only for the immigration control but also for successful implementation 

of the new Specified Skilled Worker I (SSWI) and Specified Skilled Worker II (SSWII) 

visa program and for work on implementing fair management of foreign nationals’ 

residency (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019a, 3). Since the government 

assumed significant increase in the number of foreigners working in Japan, due to new 

visa category, the ISA was to undertake the task of accurately responding to the increase 

in the number of foreign residents, and planning, drafting and general coordination 

related to the development of an environment for the acceptance of foreign nationals 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 91). 

 

  4.3.1. Details regarding the Specified Skilled Worker (i) and Specified 

Skilled Worker (ii) visas (respectively SSWI and SSWII) 

As it was mentioned before the new SSWI and SSWII visa categories were created to 

answer worsening labour shortages. They were meant to provide Japanese employers 

with work-ready foreign workers (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 86). The 

program and the number of accepted foreign workers are to be continuously adjusted 
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to the needs of specific industries and regions suffering from labour shortages 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan. 2019, 42-44). 

 

SSWI 

The SSWI visa is available to foreigners who are 18 years old or older and are in good 

health (Immigration Services Agency. 2020c, 24). They must come from countries that 

are cooperating with Japan regarding deportations of their citizens from Japan 

(Hamaguchi 2019, 4). They do not necessarily need to be citizens of countries that 

signed with the Japanese government Memorandum of Cooperation (MOC) regarding 

the new visa program (Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020a). The 

participants need to possess a certain basic level of skills that makes them able to 

undertake specified employment activity in Japan without additional training 

(Hamaguchi, 2019, 4). No security deposit should be collected from the foreigners 

wanting to participate in the program (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 24). 

After extensive consultations with interested industries the government decided to open 

as many as 14 of them for employing foreign workers under the new visa scheme 

(nursing care, building cleaning management, machine parts & tooling industries, 

Industrial machinery industry, electric, electronics and information Industries, 

construction industry, shipbuilding and ship machinery industry, auto-mobile repair 

and maintenance, aviation industry, accommodation industry, agriculture, fishery & 

aquaculture, manufacture of food and beverages, food service industry; Immigration 

Services Agency 2020c, 6). Still, since the new visa was supposed to answer labour 

shortages, the list of participating industries was to be either increased or decreased 

depending on the labour situation (Hamaguchi 2019, 4). 

Foreigners who receive SSWI visa should be employed through direct contracts, with 

exception for some industries where relaying on dispatching agencies is allowed 

(Mainichi Shimbun. 2018c). They are allowed to work in Japan for a period of up to 

five years, however their visas are to be issued for shorter periods of time of 4 months, 

6 months or a year and extended (Hamaguchi 2019, 4; Immigration Services Agency 

2020c, 23). Foreigners working under SSWI visa are not allowed to bring their families 

with them (Hamaguchi 2019, 4). 
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What is more, the foreign workers participating in the new visa program are to be paid 

equal wages as Japanese workers would be paid. Their rights as a worker must be 

respected, such as working hours shall not exceed the maximum time allowed by the 

law or be different from other employees. They shall be offered equal training and 

education to that of other workers. They are also entitled to all the benefits available to 

Japanese workers, such as paid holidays, including leave to temporarily return to their 

home country, unemployment insurance and so on (Hamaguchi 2019, 4; Immigration 

Services Agency 2020c, 25; Obe 2019). Foreigners with SSWI visa are also allowed to 

change their employees, which was not allowed for foreigners participating in the TITP 

program (Hamaguchi 2019, 5). 

To prove the possession of sufficient language skills and professional knowledge the 

foreigners interested in working in Japan under SSWI visa need to pass industry specific 

examinations prepared by the relevant ministry (Hamaguchi 2019, 4). After passing the 

required tests they need to find an employer ready to employ them and able to 

demonstrate that it has secured a Registered Support Organization (Milly 2020; Obe 

2019). To find an employer foreigners may use a public or private job-placement 

agency. After receiving a job offer, they can apply for a visa. The opening up of worker 

oversight to private companies, such as large job placement agencies, is a significant 

change from the TITP program. Since the government expected big numbers of new 

workers, they hoped experienced private companies would be more capable to 

efficiently support the foreigners in their job application process (Obe 2019). 

Finally, applicants for the SSWI program are required to provide the MOJ with as many 

as 20 types of documents as part of their application. It led to concerns that these 

requirements were too strict and over-complexed, negatively influencing the number of 

applicants (Burgess 2020). The required documents included: curriculum vitae, health 

check report, declaration by medical check-up examinee, employment contract for 

SSWI, written employment conditions, payment of wages, confirmation of advance 

guidance, consent for payment of expenses and written statement of expenses, written 

declaration on the transfer of skills, statement of employment conditions, explanation 

of employment background, support plan for SSWI, pledge for total period of stay, 

proof of payment of remuneration, confirmation of orientation for life in Japan 

(Immigration Services Agency 2020e). 
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Transfer to SSWII 

Due to extreme labour shortages in two industries, construction industry and 

shipbuilding and ship machinery industry, additional SSWII visa category was 

established (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 6).These two industries have been 

suffering from the most serious labour shortages for long time and already became open 

for emergency approval to extend the maximum length of stay for TITP workers for 

additional two years before such extension became available to all industries in 2014 

(Milly 2020). 

To transfer from SSWI into SSWII visa status a foreign worker needs to possess higher 

vocational skills that should be proved by testing or other evaluation methods 

(Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 24; Jones and Seitani 2019, 42). The SSWII 

technical knowledge examination was to be ready in 2021 (Milly, 2020). However, in 

contrast to foreigners applying for SSWI they are not required to prove their language 

skills by test (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 24). What is more, they are not 

eligible for support by the Accepting Organizations or the Registered Support 

Organizations, that foreigners participating in the program under SSWII visa are 

required to be provided with (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 6). 

These who obtain SSWII visa will be offered visas for 3 years, 1 year or 6 months and 

be allowed to renew their status of residence without any limitations. They will also be 

allowed to bring their spouse and children to Japan (Immigration Services Agency 

2020c, 6; Jones and Seitani 2019, 42). The SSWII has a great significance due to 

restrictive immigration policies of the Japanese government. The SSWII visa holders 

may become eligible for permanent residency if they meet other requirements (Milly 

2020). In consequence it makes this visa category another side-door for low-skilled 

workers to move to Japan just like it was in case of visas offered to Nikkeijins. Still, due 

to criticism of the SSWII, as a visa category allowing for permanent immigration, 

Japanese government emphasised that visa renewals were not automatic, were 

subjected to regular screening and reviews. What is more the government also 

expressed stand that when the problem of labour shortage in these two industries is 

solved the visa issuances were to stop. Since the details regarding SSWII are still not 

available in detail and under discussion many aspects remain unclear. What is more 

COVID-19 pandemic will probably delay the implementation of SSWII program 

(Burgess 2020). 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

226 
 

Transfer from the TITP 

The new SSWI visa category is also perceived as an extension of the TITP program 

that has been providing unskilled foreign workforce to Japan since the 1980s (Burgess 

2020). The trainees are allowed to transfer to the new program if they fulfil the 

requirements. Those who satisfactorily completed Technical Intern Training (ii) or 

Technical Intern Training (iii) can apply for the new visa (Immigration Services 

Agency 2020d; Milly 2020; Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020a). In 

general, they are exempted from meeting the language test requirement (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2020b, 90-91). What is more, if they apply for working in the 

same industry, they are also exempted from the sector-specific skills exam (Milly 2020; 

Tian and Chung 2018). Those trainees who would like to search employment in a 

different branch of industry must pass the skills proficiency test just like all the other 

candidates (Immigration Services Agency 2020d). 

In 2019 1.062 people, not necessarily only trainees, changed their status of residence to 

the SSWI. The biggest group among these people were Vietnamese (600 people, 

56.5%), followed by the Filipinos (110 people, 10.4%), Chinese (95 people, 8.9%), 

Indonesian (77 people, 7.3％ ), and Myanmarese (63 people, 5.9%) (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2020a, 40). 

The same as in case of SSWII visa category the rights for permanent residency of 

trainees transferring into the SWI program became an issue that attracted attention and 

debate. Participants who transferred to the SSWI program from the TITP could spend 

in total as many as ten years in Japan, which according to the original regulations might 

have made them eligible to apply for the permanent residency (Milly 2020). In response 

to worries raised by such possibility guidelines for the SSWI were revised and the time 

spent both as a participant of the TITP and SSWI programs would not count for 

permanent residency. 

Finally, once again foreigners interested in participating in SSWI seem to be facing 

formal difficulties. Apart from a big number of documents required for the application 

some of the trainees reported problems with obtaining from their employees the 

“evaluation record” necessary for the application (Burgess 2020). One of potential 

issues with the new programs that have been raised by specialists observing Japan’s 

immigration regulations was whether trainees’ employers would not make difficulties 

for the trainees who wanted to move from their current place of training to a different 
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place of employment upon transferring to the SSWI program. This could include both 

trainees who would not be willing to work at the same place as SSWI workers or those 

who would decide to quit before fulfilment of their Technical Intern Training (iii) 

period. The need to depend on their employee’s cooperation puts trainees in a 

vulnerable position and may make the new program less efficient. The government 

expected that most of the applicants for the new visa will be those transfering from the 

trainee program (Obe 2019). 

It should be added that on April 1, 2019, when the program began nursing care, 

restaurants and accommodation industry were the only participating industries who 

were not able to have workers transferring directly from the TITP (Mainichi Shimbun 

2018d). 

 

Tests 

The main requirement for finding an employer in Japan and for applying for SSWI visa 

is passing both skill and language exam (Jones and Seitani 019, 41). The ISA, 

cooperating with the relevant ministries, has been in charge of implementation of these 

exams both in Japan and abroad (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 89-90) The 

skills exams are used to measure whether foreign nationals possess a sufficient degree 

of knowledge and experience to work in the specified industrial field without 

undertaking additional training. They are conducted in Japanese, using Computer Based 

Testing (CBT), with both pen-and-paper or a computer used to set and answer the 

questions. Additionally, for some industries practical tests are being held. These tests 

were meant to be conducted several times a year for each field both abroad and in Japan 

(Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020b). 

As of August 31, 2020 foreigners interested in the new program were able to take the 

skills exam in 13 fields (nursing care, building cleaning management, machine parts 

and tooling industries, industrial machinery industry, electric, electronics and 

information industries, shipbuilding and ship machinery industry, auto-mobile repair 

and maintenance, aviation industry, accommodation industry, agriculture, fishery and 

aquaculture, manufacture of food and beverages, food service industry) in six foreign 

countries (the Philippines, Cambodia, Indonesia, Nepal, Mongolia, Myanmar). On the 

other hand, for those foreigners staying in Japan who wanted to change their visa status 

to the SSWI exams in nine fields (nursing care, building cleaning management, 
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construction industry, shipbuilding and ship machinery industry, aviation industry, 

accommodation industry, agriculture, manufacture of food and beverages, food service 

industry) have been available (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 89-90). From 

April 2020 foreigners who entered Japan on tourist visas with the purpose of taking the 

exams in Japan were also allowed to do so (Era 2020, 13; Public Relations Office 

Government of Japan 2020b). Until August 31, 2020, 16.307 people passed the skill 

exam (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 89). 

The Japanese language proficiency is tested with the Japan Foundation Test for Basic 

Japanese (JFT-Basic) that was newly established in April 2019 (Public Relations Office 

Government of Japan 2020b). The tests are being held a few times a year both in Japan 

and abroad. The test is composed of listening and reading sections. It is meant to check 

a candidate's ability to engage in everyday conversation, handle daily life matters, 

understand, and use Japanese in business settings without serious difficulties. The test 

should check such job-related skills as making phone calls or scheduling meetings 

(Hayashi 2018). It is evaluated that the level of difficulty is comparable to Japanese 

Language Proficiency Test (JLPT) N4, and the candidates can use this certificate in 

exchange for taking JFT-Basic (Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020b). 

JLPT test, which is organized by the Japan Foundation and Japan Educational 

Exchanges and Services, is being held twice a year also both in Japan and abroad 

(Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020a). 

 

JITCO 

The Japan International Trainee & Skilled Worker Cooperation Organization (JITCO) 

is a Japanese public interest incorporated foundation (since 2012 when it was also 

placed under the jurisdiction of the Cabinet Office). It was originally established in 

1991, together with the recognition of the kenshū program, to promote and facilitate the 

TITP program (Dei 2019, 270; JITCO n.d.a, 2; Sawada 2020, 20; Yasuda 2010, 61-62). 

JITCO describes itself as a support organization responsible for comprehensive support 

for the acceptance system of trainees and specified-skill workers. It aims at providing 

support, with formal requirements for employing foreigners, with sending workers to 

Japan. It also supports development of skills, protects the trainees and supports foreign 

workers during their residence in Japan. JITCO organizes seminars, speeches, provides 

interested parties with advice, prepares instructive and educational materials etc. Its 
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main clients are Supervising Organizations (TITP), Sending Organizations (TITP), 

Implementing Organizations (TITP), Accepting Organizations (SSWI), Registered 

Supporting Organizations (SSWI). It serves as an information centre for the 

governments of countries participating in the two programs. JITCO is also responsible 

for providing participating organizations and individuals with training that may be 

deemed necessary by the relevant ministry (JITCO n.d.a, 3-8). Finally, JITCO is 

responsible for supporting trainees during their stay in Japan by providing learning 

materials, information regarding living in Japan and supervising security of foreign 

trainees and workers in Japan (JITCO n.d.a, 9-10).  

JITCO is staffed with the bureaucrats from the MOJ, MHLW, METI, MOFA and the 

Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT) and its operations 

remain under the supervision of these ministries (Dei 2019, 270; JITCO n.d.a, 2; 

Sawada 2020, 20). Additionally, due to its strong relation with many ministries it serves 

as an Amakudari destination for bureaucrats from such ministries as the Ministry of 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF), the MOJ, the MHLW and the MLIT 

(Yasuda 2010, 61-62). 

 In general, JITCO is regarded as an organisation that is of little help when it comes to 

supporting the trainees and protecting them from mistreatment. Despite controls at the 

accepting organisation JITCO had little success in finding violations and improving the 

working conditions for the trainee (Sawada 2020, 20; Yasuda 2010, 61-62, 104). There 

is no doubt that the fact that JITCO was understaffed and was not able to visit an 

accepting organisation without previous notice were some of the reasons behind its poor 

performance regarding overseeing the working conditions of the trainees (Yasuda 2010, 

62, 104). It needs to be emphasised that JITCO charges members fees from the 

accepting organisations and companies who are its main clients. Due to JITCO’s 

inability to oversee the TITP program together with the program’s reform in 2016 a 

new Organization for Technical Intern Training (OTIT) was established to supervise 

the acceptance and employment of the trainees (Sawada 2020, 20). 

Together with the establishment of the SSWI and SSWII JITCO became the 

governmental organization responsible for support of this program (JITCO n.d.a, 2). 
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Accepting Organizations 

An important role in the new SSWI visa system is played by the Accepting and 

Registered Support Organizations which were placed under strict regulations related to 

their operation. To eliminate improper organizations, the performance of both 

organizations is meant to be kept under surveillance and constantly kept track of with 

use of notifications, reports, surveys and other measures (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2019a, 42-43). 

There are various conditions that an organization must fulfil to register as an Accepting 

Organization. It is required to comply with labour, social insurance and tax laws and 

regulations, not fire workers involuntarily, not being responsible for their workers going 

missing, not to violate immigration or labour laws in the past 5 years, create and 

maintain documentation detailing the activities of foreigners working under SSWI 

scheme, not to collect a security deposit from the foreign nationals, not to conclude 

contracts which set penalties, not directly or indirectly burden foreign nationals with 

support expenses, be able to continue to fulfil employment contracts, pay salaries by 

direct transfers and others. 

An Accepting Organization is required to enter an employment contract with a 

foreigner according to conditions mentioned before (Immigration Services Agency 

2020c, 26). What is more Accepting Organization must prepare a support system and 

support plan for foreign workers under the SSWI visa. It can undertake these 

responsibilities by itself or outsource it to a Registered Support Organization. If an 

Accepting Organization is not outsourcing supporting responsibilities, it must 

undertake such tasks as: keep a track record of accepting and managing foreign 

residents over the past two years, create and maintain documentation detailing the 

support activities, need to appoint support manager and supporters that the foreign 

workers can consult with, introduce a system to provide support in languages 

understood fully by foreign workers, create system where support manager or supporter 

conduct regular interviews with foreign employees (Immigration Services Agency 

2020c, 27). The Accepting Organizations are required to prepare a support plan and 

fulfil it by providing support to foreign workers in terms of the working life, daily life 

and social life (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 14). The foreigners working under 

SSWI visa program must be provided with the following support: being offered 

extensive information regarding work and living environment before entering Japan, 
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airport pick up and drop off, further information about living in Japan after arrival, help 

in securing housing, opening of savings accounts or signing mobile phone contract, 

company and support during registration procedures, being provided with Japanese 

learning opportunities, being offered consultations, advice and guidance, support in 

coexisting with Japanese people, in case of contract termination for reasons attributed 

to the Accepting Organization support must be provided in finding a new place of 

employment (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 28). 

Finally, the Accepting Organization is also required to make various notifications to the 

Commissioner of the ISA. Failure to provide the ISA with all the required notifications 

can result in a penalty. The ISA must be notified about changes to employment 

contracts, termination of contracts and the conclusion of new contracts for foreigners 

employed under SSWI visa, changes to the support plan, the conclusion of a support 

outsourcing contract, change of contract or termination of contract with a Registered 

Support Organization, difficulty to accept workers under SSWI visa, misconduct with 

respect to immigration or labour laws and regulations, acceptance of workers under 

SSWI visa scheme, the implementation status of support plans, the activity status of 

specified skilled workers (e.g. remuneration payment status, number of employees 

leaving, number of missing people, cost of acceptance etc.; mmigration Services 

Agency 2020c, 16). 

 

Registered Support Organization 

Due to the large number of responsibilities and support activities that are placed 

originally on the Accepting Organizations these organizations are allowed to outsource 

many of these responsibilities to the Registered Support Organization (Obe 2019). 

To become a Registered Support Organization an organization must have no record of 

violating the immigration or labour related laws for the past 5 years. It also needs to 

prove the existence of a sufficient system that was prepared to support foreigners 

working under the SSWI visa scheme (Services Agency 2020c, 11). All Registered 

Support Organizations must be registered by the Commissioner of the ISA. Registration 

is valid for 5 years and may be extended or revoked depending on the organization’s 

performance and compliance with immigration and employment regulations (Services 

Agency 2020c, 15). 
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Registered Support Organizations are responsible for the implementation of appropriate 

support for foreign nationals (Services Agency 2020c, 11). Accepting Organizations 

may outsource all or part of the support plan to the Registered Support Organization 

(Services Agency 2020c, 13). 

Finally, together with overtaking the responsibility of supporting foreign employees, 

the Registered Support Organization is also responsible for submitting to the ISA 

various notifications related to the program and its performance or activities (Services 

Agency 2020c, 11). It needs to notify ISA about changes to registration application 

items, suspension, abolition or resumption of support services, details of support 

implementation status (e.g., name of specified skilled workers, name of accepting 

organization, details of consultations; Services Agency 2020c, 16). By February 2020 

there were approximately 3.800 Registered Support Organizations (Milly 2020). 

 

Specified Skilled Worker Councils by Field 

The implementation of the new visa program will be further supported by the Specified 

Skilled Worker Councils for each field. The ministry responsible for each field will 

establish a Council for each specified industrial field. Each Council will include a 

competent Ministry for the specific field, related industry groups, all accepting 

organizations, other related ministries such as the MOJ, the MOFA, the MHLW or the 

NPA, and other parties such as academics and so on. 

The Councils are responsible for strengthening the coordination of members, exchange 

information to facilitate the implementation of the program and raise awareness of legal 

compliance issues. The Councils will also analyse labour shortages in relevant fields 

and regions. It will act to reduce the concentration of labour in the metropolitan areas 

(Services Agency 2020c, 17). 

 

Memorandum of Cooperation (MOC) 

The cooperation between the Japanese government and governments of sending 

countries is based on Memorandum of Cooperation (MOC). They provide an 

information sharing framework between the two parties which aims at eliminating 

malicious intermediary organizations (Immigration Service Agency Japan. 2020b, 90). 

Such as malicious brokers who collect security deposits, set penalties, commit human 
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rights violations, falsify documents etc. The MOCs also guarantee exchange of opinions 

between Japan and respective governments. It also requires sending countries to take 

care of any issues that Japan deems as necessary to secure appropriate operation of the 

SSWI program (Immigration Services Agency 2020b, 89; Immigration Services 

Agency 2020c, 18). In practice it means that Regional Immigration Services Bureaus, 

Prefectural Labour Bureaus, Prefectural Police and so on will share information about 

irregularities, issues or crimes related to the operation of the new program with MOJ, 

MOFA, MHLW and National Police Agency (NPA). Based on received feedback these 

organizations will make recommendations for necessary changes required to be 

introduced by respective countries to improve the implementation of the program 

(Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 18). 

As of August 31, 2020, the MOCs have been signed with 12 countries: Philippines, 

Cambodia, Nepal, Myanmar, Mongolia, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Viet Nam, Bangladesh, 

Uzbekistan, Pakistan, and Thailand (Immigration Services Agency 2020b, 90). Still, 

the participation in the program is open not only to foreigners coming from the countries 

that signed MOCs. Also, residents of other countries, both developing and developed, 

are able to participate in the SSWI visa scheme (Public Relations Office Government 

of Japan 2020a). The only condition related to the nationality of the applicants is the 

requirement that they have a passport issued by foreign government that guarantees to 

cooperate with Japan regarding the smooth enforcement of deportation (Immigration 

Services Agency 2020c, 24). 

 

Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals 

The restructure of the MOJ was related to the introduction of the Comprehensive 

Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2020b, 92-94). As of 2020 this policy included 191 measures aiming at 

both improving the situation of foreigners living and working in Japan and facilitating 

the arrival of new foreign workers (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020b, 93). 

These measures have the overall goal of creating a new more-inclusive environment for 

foreigners living and working in Japan. Opinions of foreigners already residing in the 

country were to be used to answer their needs. Human rights awareness regarding 

foreign residents was also to be promoted in hope of creating a society where its 

members support each other and value other members’ human rights (Immigration 
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Services Agency 2020c, 33). New institutions and information desks were to be created. 

Foreign Residents Support Centre opened on July 6, 2020, in Shinjuku, Tokyo, as a hub 

for the comprehensive promotion of harmonious coexistence with foreign nationals. 

The centre undertook various tasks including visa and legal consultations, supporting 

students with their work activities, promoting employment of foreigners also in rural 

areas and safeguarding the human rights of foreigners (Immigration Services Agency 

2020c, 32; Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020a). The measures 

concerning smooth implementation and promotion of the new Specified Skilled Worker 

visa status consisted of an important part of the new policy. Securing smooth 

procedures, application, and processing for the new status of residence was of particular 

importance. Additionally, introducing a system of sharing information between all 

related ministries was evaluated as a necessary measure for grasping the employment 

situation in each industry and its further needs (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 

34). 

To support foreign residents in everyday life the new measures were to improve 

Japanese language education for foreign residents, ensure school opportunities for 

foreign children, improve teacher’s qualifications, and create evaluation standards for 

Japanese communication skills in working situations of foreign workers. In general, the 

necessity of increasing comprehensive information for foreign residents was 

emphasized and an increase in the amount of available information regarding 

administrative procedures in various languages was deemed necessary. Information in 

14 foreign languages and plain (simple) Japanese were to be prepared for administrative 

procedures, natural disaster, traffic safety measures, driving license procedures, 

responses to accidents and incidents, opening bank accounts, rented housing, entering 

into contract for mobile phones, support at consumer affairs centres. To promote 

employment of foreign students already studying in Japan by promoting taking 

advantage of “Designated Activities” status allowing for remaining in Japan between 

graduation and beginning employment, simplification of the documents required for the 

applications for residence when being employed by SMEs (Immigration Services 

Agency 2020c, 32-35) Also additional measures for facilitating employment of new 

foreign workers were listed. In this order such measures as promoting job matching 

support, expanding opportunities for exam participation, subsidies for local 
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governments actively undertaking efforts to promote foreigners’ employment in the 

regions were emphasised (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 32). 

For better implementation of these measures a new position of Accepting 

Environmental Coordinators was established in eight regional immigration bureaus and 

three district immigration services. These officers are responsible for achieving a 

society of harmonious coexistence of Japanese and foreign residents by listening to 

opinions of various actors, including public organizations and local governments, and 

implementing this opinion to improve the environment for foreign nationals (Public 

Relations Office Government of Japan 2020a). The coordinators are also responsible 

for supporting local governments in establishing and operating consultation services for 

foreign residents (Immigration Services Agency 2020c, 35). 

 

  4.3.2. The SSW as an extension of the TITP 

There is no doubt that Japan requires an influx of workers from abroad (Ibusuki 2020b, 

23). The TITP served the Japanese government as a side-door for providing Japanese 

companies and businesses with cheap foreign labour without rejecting its official policy 

of protecting the Japanese workers by not accepting unskilled foreign workforce 

(Yasuda 2010, 59). Such duality of the Japanese government’s policies put foreign 

workers at a very disadvantaged position. The TITP has been an object of harsh 

criticism due to being notorious for violations, abuses, and irregularities. While in 2018 

irregularities were reported in 70 percent of the accepting organisations, also more than 

7.000 trainees disappeared from their assigned “training” sites (Akashi 2019, 265-267; 

Ibusuki 2020a, 46). What is more, as many as 171 trainees died between 2012 and 2017 

while participating in the program. The deaths occurred due to accidents at work, 

including drowning or heat exhaustion, and sickness, including also karōshi which is 

death from overwork. Among deceased trainees 17 committed suicide (Osumi 2019). 

As a result, many organisations, including The Japan Association of Corporate 

Executives or Foreign Trainee Problem Lawyer Liaison Committee, called for the 

abolition of the TITP program (Akashi 2019. 265-267; Ibusuki 2020a, Ibusuki 2020b, 

133; 47; Milly 2020; Torii 2020, 186; Yasuda 2010, 302). As Ibusuki (2020) points out 

SSWI should be able to replace the TITP (Ibusuki 2020b, 26). Also, other 

commentators including Nihon Keizai Shimbun and Japan Association of Corporate 

Executives called for abolition of the TITP and unifying it under the SSW (Ibusuki, 
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2020b, 133). Still, Ibusuki points out that the needs of the sewing industry were behind 

the continuance of the TITP program. The sewing industry has been the most infamous 

one among all the industries participating in the TITP program. It has been known for 

its extremely long working hours, lack of breaks or days off, extremely low overtime 

payment, withholding salaries or even physical and sexual violence toward the 

participants. Ibusuki believes that the members of the industry knew that they would 

have been unable to secure workers under the new SSWI program and for this reason 

decided not to participate in it and continue its dependence on the participants of the 

TITP program since they are tied to their workplace and cannot change it (Ibusuki 

2020b, 26). 

Based on the existing knowledge about the structure of the new SSWI and SSWII 

programs themselves, it can be easily observed that these new programs are an 

extension or a build-up on the pre-existing structure of the TITP (Ibusuki 2020a, 47). 

For this reason, the launch of the program often brought opposing reactions. While for 

some commenters it is a chance for providing Japanese economy with more foreign 

workers and not to lose these workers who were trained by Japanese companies under 

the TITP, others, including business, trade union, civil-rights, and immigrant 

organizations, perceive the new programs as potential source of continuing violations 

of foreigners’ rights (Ibusuki 2020b, 23). Still, since there are clearly no plans for 

abolishing the TITP itself, some of the commentators called for at least a separation of 

the two programs so that SSWI does not suffer from the same problems as the TITP 

(Milly 2020; Osumi 2019). 

The most important advantage of the SSW program over the TITP is that its participants 

are officially regarded as workers. The rules of the new programs clarified labor rights 

of foreign workers such as including paid holidays or ability to take holidays to return 

home (Obe 2019). While SSWI participants are to be paid at least as much as Japanese 

workers there is a doubt about how „as much as Japanese workers” will be defined by 

the employers. What is more, another difference is that the trainees are taught Japanese 

and job-related details before and after entering the country; those who want to receive 

the SSWI visa need to prove possessing sufficient Japanese and professional skills or 

of successful completion of TITP (ii) (Lane 2019). While it may seem like an 

unnecessary burden, language skills are important during everyday life in Japan and 

strengthen foreigners’ position as workers and members of the society. 
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On the other hand, the legislation does not regulate the commission that Accepting 

Organisation employing Registered Support Organisations may pay and it is to be 

determined between companies and supporting organizations. Knowing that such fees 

paid by Implementing Organisations were often transferred to the trainees via different 

channels, we may suspect that similar tendencies may take place under the SSWI 

program (Ibusuki 2019a; Ibusuki 2019b, 55; Ibusuki 2020b, 71). Moreover, first reports 

regarding the program suggested that there have been situations where employees made 

it difficult for their trainees to switch to the SSWI program. For this reason, the doubts 

remain whether the basic rights of foreign workers working under the SSWI program 

will be met. There is no sufficient information on how workers’ job mobility such as 

the right to treatment equal to that of Japanese workers will be protected (Milly 2020). 

Furthermore, due to the government's official policy of not accepting immigration the 

years spent as participants of the TITP and SSWI are not counted in for foreigners’ 

permanent residency application (Burgess 2020; Ibusuki 2019a). Only those of 

program’s participants who possess appropriate skills to transfer to SSWII could be 

considered for being granted the permanent residency (Lane 2019). Which may result 

in a situation where foreign workers commit more than 10 years working for the 

Japanese economy and then will be asked to leave the country despite establishing their 

lives here (Ibusuki 2020a, 77). Moreover, since the foreigners participating in the SSWI 

program are not allowed to bring families which was criticised by such organisations 

as the Japan Federation of Bar Associations (JFBA) and the Solidarity Network with 

Migrants Japan (Milly 2020). The regulations of the TITP and SSWI programs will 

force foreign workers to spend 10 years in Japan without their family members (Ibusuki 

2019a; Ibusuki 2020a, 77). It is also important to emphasise that the participants of 

SSWI or SSWII programs are not offered long term visas but only visas for 4 months, 

6 months or a year during the SSWI program and 6 months, 1 year or 3 years in case of 

SSWII. Such short visas for the participants of SSWI were implemented to allow 

farmers who due to weather conditions in the region cannot continue their work for a 

whole year and need additional workers only for a short period of time. However, such 

short visas also allow other employees to freely regulate the number of foreign workers 

they employ and decrease their number depending on their economic situation by 

simply not agreeing to extend their visa (Suzuki 2019, 32). In such a situation a foreign 
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worker would have to find a new employer to extend their stay in Japan or return to 

their home country and search for a new employee from abroad. 

What is more, there are worries regarding how pregnancies will be dealt with. The TITP 

was infamous for strictly forbidding its participants from getting pregnant and feared 

being deported to their countries without finalising the program. Trainees’ supporters 

and media outlets informed of cases where trainees who became pregnant during the 

program were forcefully returned to their home countries, needed to undergo abortion 

to continue the program or decided to give birth in secrecy or to abandoned their new-

born baby hoping that someone would raise them which resulted in jail sentence. Such 

situations happened even though officially program termination and deportation due to 

pregnancy were a violation punishable under the Equal Employment Opportunity Law. 

According to the law pregnant trainees should, upon a discussion with the employer, be 

offered a choice of continuing the program or giving birth in their home country before 

resuming their trainee activities (Obe 2019). Knowing that the realities of the program 

were different from its official regulations it is easy to think that the SSWI may suffer 

from similar problems. 

It is too early to know whether the participants of the programs will be safe against 

abuses. While the Japanese government introduced in 2017 the OTIT to protect trainees 

from various violations by overseeing the supervising organisations and accepting 

companies, the structure of the new program is slightly different. Under the SSWI the 

workers must be provided with various support either by Accepting or Registered 

Support Organisations. It is true that both organisations were placed under the 

supervision of the ISA but some of the commentators are worried that an „independent” 

institution such as the OTIT was not introduced into the system (Menju 2019a).  

What is more, since many organisations that registered as a Registered Support 

Organisation functions also as a Supervising Organisation under the TITP there are 

doubts regarding the quality of the service they can provide. TITP’s Supervising 

Organisations that are responsible for cooperating with Sending Organisations in 

foreign countries are paid by them for accepting their trainees and finding them a 

placement in Japan. They are also paid by Accepting Organisations, which are 

businesses and companies hiring trainees, for the language training, translation services 

and everyday support or control of the trainees. These Support organisations perceive 

the Japanese companies as their main customers, and source of income, and historically 
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speaking they are known for protecting the interests of the employees not the trainees 

themselves (Yasuda 2010, 50). For this reason, it is not a surprise that the fact of these 

companies becoming actors in the new program may once again result in violations and 

abuses. For this reason, such organisations as the Japan Association of Corporate 

Executives, Japanese Trade Union Confederation Rengō, the Japan Federation of Bar 

Associations (JFBA) and Solidarity Network with Migrants Japan opposed allowing 

organizations responsible for administering and supervising the TITP to act as 

Registered Support Organizations for the SSWI (Yasuda 2010, 51). What is more, 

despite the fact that it is forbidden by law, some of TITP's Supervising Organisations 

are known for charging each trainee a monthly mandatory fee from 30.000 to 50.000 

for their „service”. While similar restrictions, forbidding the Registered Supporting 

Organisations from charging fees to participating foreigners, were placed under the 

SSWI program once again commentators suspect that these regulations may have no 

effect and the participants may be burdened with such additional costs (Ibusuki 2020b, 

24, 70). Furthermore, companies that will support foreigners holding the SSW visas to 

find employment in Japan are perceived as yet other actors that could charge these 

foreigners with additional high fees and further increase their cost of moving to Japan 

and disadvantage their position on the labour market (Dei 2019, 280; Ibusuki, 2020a, 

47).  

While officially requiring participants of the SSWI to pay the security fee or penalty 

fee for violating the contract was forbidden by program’s regulations, the experience 

of the TITP program where after introduction of similar regulations the fees were 

transferred under other program related costs is a reason why we may suspect that a 

similar situation will take place in the SSWI program. Moreover, according to the 

existing reports on the TITP program the lack of regulations regarding the fees that may 

be charged to the participants as the airplane fees became yet another way of extorting 

additional fees from the participants of the program. According to available information 

some Vietnamese trainees had to pay as much as 1.000.000 yen as their „airplane fee.” 

For this reason, it is possible that a similar situation may take place in the case of the 

SSWI (Ibusuki, Shōichi. 2019a; Ibusuki, 2019b, 55; Ibusuki 2020a, 46; Ibusuki 2020b, 

8, 24, 70). 

On the other hand, the new system presents not only to its foreign participants but also 

to many of the potential employers. Having their trainees transferred to the new 
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program requires the accepting companies or business to face additional costs. They 

either need to be able to provide various forms of support for the workers they employ 

under the SSWI program or to sign a contract with a Registered Support Organisation 

which would require them to pay an additional fee. What is more, while the new 

program seems to be a potentially attractive option for employers from bigger cities, 

the employers in the rural areas may prefer to stick to the TITP where trainees cannot 

transfer to a different workplace. Such employers from the rural parts of Japan worry 

that their SSW employees would transfer to other regions since the minimum wage is 

different in various parts of the country (Milly 2020). 

Despite all the hopes from the government for the new program, up till now it has not 

become a popular channel for new labour migration to Japan. Until the end of 2019 

only 1.621 foreigners worked under the new program (Ibusuki, 2020b, 133). It seems 

that the examination requirement makes many foreigners prefer using the TITP, over 

SSWI, to move to Japan. Despite relatively higher costs, TITP does not require them to 

possess any technical or language skills (Ibusuki, 2019a). This relative easiness for 

foreigners to apply for TITP’s participation for some of the researchers who specialise 

in the topic became one of program’s most important advantages and an important 

reason for supporting continuance of the program. It is since Japan is not the only 

country in the region that suffers from serious labour shortages. Japan is competing 

with Taiwan and Korea for attracting foreign workers and TITP’s low requirements for 

the participants is often seen as Japan’s main advantage over its competitors. In the case 

of Korea, the main advantage is the lack of brokers and relatively low costs required 

for finding the job. On the other hand, language abilities are necessary, and the 

matching process takes a year (Nihon rōdō kenkyū zasshi 2019; OECD 2019; Park, 

2017; Sawada 2020, 247, 258, 260; Sunai 2019, 25). In the case of Taiwan, the waiting 

time is around one month and there is no language requirement. The fees are also lower 

than in case of TITP and the maximum period allowed to spend in Taiwan is 12 years 

(Sawada 2020, 57, 258). In case of Japan to participate in TITP a foreigner needs to 

commit 6 months for language and skills training, but no previous skills are required 

from them. The maximum period allowed to spend in Japan was 5 years and now it was 

extended to at least ten years thanks to the SSWI program. The costs that foreigners 

must face are very high but also the official salaries in Japan are higher than in Taiwan 

or Korea. In comparison, when it comes to SSWI, foreign workers must pass both 
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language and skills examinations which require time and funds. What is more, direct 

participation in the SSWI program, without participating in the TITP program, shortens 

the allowed maximum period of stay in Japan. 

Still, if the TITP is meant to remain a part of Japan’s network of different immigration 

programs, the honest debate about its shortcomings and the question of its reform 

becomes extremely important. It is often emphasised that companies or businesses who 

commit violations and mistreat the trainees should be excluded from the program (NHK 

2010, 126). On the other hand, the strict implementation of the program's regulations is 

also essential for the future of Japanese workers and the Japanese economy. If 

unsustainable Japanese companies can rely on cheap foreign workers forced to put up 

with any kind of working conditions they will never have to reform and modernise 

(NHK 2010, 99-101). What is more, the fact that the Japanese companies can pay 

extremely low fees, even 300 yen per hour of overtime, to the trainees negatively 

influences the position of Japanese workers on the labour market (Yasuda 2010, 32).  

 

  4.3.3. Comparison with Korean reforms 

In this context, the new Japanese visa reform has been often compared to the reforms 

introduced in South Korea (Fujimaki 2019,119, 125; Ibusuki 2020b, 133-134; Milly 

2020; Miyajima 2019, 61-62). Similarly, to Japan, South Korea started to suffer from 

labour shortages in the late ‘80s (Akashi 2014; Dei 2019, 279; Sawada 2020, 241). 

Since unskilled labourers were not accepted, as a result many foreigners visiting Korea 

as tourists undertook illegal employment and overstayed their visas. Their number 

increased from 4.127 people in 1987 to 41.877 in 1991. It was estimated that 92.1 

percent of foreign workers were working illegally (Sawada 2020, 242). 

In response South Korea looked to Japan for solutions and in 1991 introduced the 

Overseas Investment Firm Industrial Trainee System (ITS) allowing South Korean 

firms overseas presence to bring foreign workers for training (OECD 2019; Park 2017; 

Sawada 2020, 242). Since the original program did not help SMEs without foreign 

presence who were suffering from the labour shortages the most the system was 

reformed in 1993 so that SMEs with less than 300 employees could employ trainees for 

a year (Dei 2017, 279; Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō 

iinkai eds. 2018, 204; Sawada 2020, 242, 245). The system was further extended to the 

maximum length of two years in 1994. In 2000 another reform allowed workers to take 
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a skills test (including a language test) to work as a worker for a year after finishing the 

two-year long training system (OECD 2019; Sawada 2020, 242). Finally in 2002 it was 

changed so that the training period lasted only a year and for the following two years 

foreigners were employed as workers (Sawada 2020, 242). There were many issues 

with the program including strict conditions for participation in the program which 

many companies were not able to meet. On the other hand, workers needed to pay a 

significant amount of money to come to work in Korea and low salaries together with 

harsh working conditions and violence at the workplace forced many of them to escape 

from the program and undertake illegal work. The fact that the workers were escaping 

from the program also caused criticism from the participating companies themselves 

because these companies need to invest significant sums of money to bring these 

workers into Japan and they considered it as a disadvantage (Dei 2019, 279; Imin 

seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 204; Sawada 

2020, 242-243). In 2002 80.2 percent of foreign workers working in Korea were 

escapees from the trainee system or foreigners who entered the country as tourists and 

undertook illegal employment activities. 

The harsh conditions faced by foreign workers, the big number of illegal workers and 

lack of proper legislation regulating foreign labour attracted a lot of attention from 

Korean society and civil groups (Sawada 2020, 243). The pressure on the government 

resulted in 2003 in preparation for introduction of labour reforms and in 2004 the 

Employment Permit System (EPS) was introduced which was designed for the 

temporary employment of foreign workers and to solve the illegal foreign labour issues 

(Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai eds. 2018, 204; 

Park 2017; Sawada 2020, 243, 249). In 2007 Korea abolished their version of the 

training program and merged it with the EPS program with remaining ITS participants 

transferring to EPS (Imin seisaku gakkai setsuritsu 10 shūnenkinen ronshū kankō iinkai 

eds. 2018, 204; Park 2017; Sawada 2020, 249). By abolishing its trainees system, South 

Korea recognised all temporary foreign workers as workers and secured for them more 

equal employee rights and access to benefits (Tian and Chung, 2018). What is more, 

the EPS also gave chance to overstayers to receive a visa for a period so that they can 

return to the legal system and the number of illegal workers decreased sharply. 

The unskilled workers who usually worked under the trainee system were offeres E-9 

visas for unskilled workers under the EPS and first such visas were issued in 2005 
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(OECD. 2019). There are various similarities between the Japanese SSWI and SSWII 

visas and Korean EPS (E-9 visa) program. The most important difference is that the 

EPS (E-9 visa) is based on government-to-government agreements and is completely 

controlled by the Korean government without participation of private brokers (Ibusuki 

2019b, 55; Ibusuki 2020b, 133-134; JFBA 2018; Park 2017; Sawada 2020, 249; Sunai 

2019, 25). The Korean government has agreements with 16 countries allowing foreign 

workers to work in 5 industries including manufacturing, construction, agriculture, 

fishery and some service industries like recycling, freezer warehouse (Nihon rōdō 

kenkyū zasshi 2019; Park 2017; Sawada 2022, 244). The government also controls the 

maximum number of workers allowed into the country yearly, adjusting it to the 

situation in the relevant industries. Currently 50.000 workers are accepted into the 

program each year (Sawada 2022, 224). Most costs related to the program are covered 

by the governments. Foreigners pay for their tests and health checks. Employers cover 

training expenses of the workers (OECD 2019.). 

Foreigners apply to be the official Korean representative in their country to search for 

employment in Korea. They need to pass a program specified language test, be between 

18 to 39 years of age, and be in good health. Since applicants with higher scores are 

presented to the employers first foreigners can take additional skills test to increase their 

chances of employment (OECD 2019; Sawada 2020, 258; Sunai 2019, 25). Foreign 

workers are required to have employment contract upon entering Korea and need to 

wait to be matched with a Korean employer which often takes around a year (Park 2017). 

Foreigners can reject their first offer but rejecting the second one would block them for 

a year from the system (OECD 2019). Foreign workers can work in Korea for 3 years 

after which their employer may apply for an extension of 1 year and 10 months which 

in total gives 4 years and 10 months (Nihon rōdō kenkyū zasshi 2019; OECD 2019; 

Sawada 2020, 247, 260). During this period foreign workers may voluntarily transfer 

to a different company once a year up to 3 times in total. Changes related to violation 

on the side of the employer are not included in this count (Sawada 2020, 249). After 

this period a worker needs to return to his country for free months but after meeting 

some conditions, as having no record of changing their jobs voluntarily, may return to 

Korea to work under the same employer once again for another 4 years and 10 months 

(Nihon rōdō kenkyū zasshi 2019; Sawada 247, 260). What is more, since 2011 those 

foreigners who worked under E-9 visa for 4 years after meeting some requirements may 
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change their visa to E-7 which is offered for foreigners with special abilities to 

undertake designated professional activities. After working as a professional for 5 years 

workers, who entered Korea with the Employment Permit System, meet conditions for 

applying either for permanent residency or naturalisation (Nihon rōdō kenkyū zasshi 

2019). 

On the other hand, Korean SMEs (under 300 employees) who want to employ a 

foreigner first need to use an official recruitment agency to search for Korean workers. 

If they cannot find Korean workers for 2 weeks, they can turn to the official agency in 

their country and register for employing foreigners. When they get accepted for the 

program, they do not need to leave Korea to employ foreign workers, they choose from 

the available workers’ pool. The employers, the same as foreign workers, are evaluated 

by a point-based system where those with higher points get priority in being presented 

as workers, which is important since there exists a workers’ quota for each industry. 

They also can reject the first workers presented them by the responsible agency but if 

they do it twice, they may not receive further offers (OECD 2019; Sadawa 2020, 245) 

The main advantage of Japan’s new immigration program is complete elimination of 

the trainee program, which also means brokers, and accepting foreigners as rightful 

workers. Despite the long waiting time the program presents many advantages for the 

workers. Due to the governmental control and lack of brokers their financial burden is 

lower although not non-existent (Sadawa 2020, 245). In general, the possibility of 

changing companies forces Korean employers to keep their employees competing with 

each other when it comes to conditions, they provide them with (Sadawa 2020, 247). 

They are often provided with free lodging and meals (which is not the case under both 

TITP and SSWI; Sadawa 2020, 248, 259). What is more, some employees also prepare 

events, such as karaoke or trips, for their foreign workers to distinguish themselves 

from their competitors. In some companies the workers once a year also receive a bonus 

at the end of the year of 7.000.000-8.000.000 KRW (730.000-820.000 yen) and one 

month-long unpaid leave to return to their home countries (Sadawa 2020, 249). It 

should be emphasised that an important factor behind the Korean EPS program is the 

fact that there is a unified basic wage for the whole country which decreases workers’ 

incentive to move from one part of the country to another in search of better work. It is 

a significant distinction with Japan where minimum wage differs depending on the 

prefecture (Sadawa 2020, 246). 
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Still, it does not mean that the Korean program has no issues. In 2018 there were 9,500 

escapees from the EPS program (Sadawa 2020, 252). In general, foreign workers can 

change their workplaces if unavoidable circumstances arise which are the fault of the 

employer such as business closures, delayed wage payment, the violation of the 

employment contract or unfair treatment (Park 2017). They can also change work 

voluntarily, with employer’s approval, but it influences their possibilities to extend their 

visa (OECD 2019). What is more, originally the contracts were one year long and the 

renewal period presented a chance to change the employer. However, since workers 

transferred to better companies it was changed so that 3-year employment contracts 

may be signed, and many employers give their foreign workers no other choice than to 

work with them. Such long contracts make it more difficult for foreign workers to 

transfer to a new company. Even if workers receive permission for transfer, they only 

have 3 months to find a new place of employment before their visa is revoked which 

often forces them into undertaking any kind of employment just not to lose the visa. 

What is more, job placement agencies are said to present foreign workers with only one 

job offer at a time which makes transferring to a better company even more difficult. 

When the contracts lasted only a year it was easier for the workers to put up with harsh 

conditions or law salary. On the other hand, when they meet difficulties in their place 

of employment it is difficult for them to wait for 3 years, and they decide to run away 

to undertake an illegal form of work. What is more, foreign workers may extend their 

permitted period of stay from 3 years to 4 years and 10 months only under the first 

employer so that if the employee does not extend their visa many of them decide to run 

away and work illegally (Sawada 2020, 2525-253). 

On the other hand, employers worry that if they do not agree to a job change the 

foreigner will lose interest and work inefficiently until they receive such permission or 

just run away. Running away is particularly bad for employers since it influences their 

points in the EPS system and may decrease their chances of employing new foreign 

workers. The reports show that some of the employees decide to raise foreign workers’ 

wages to prevent them from voluntarily searching for a job somewhere else (OECD 

2019). 

What is more, many workers report such issues as unpaid salaries, and verbal or 

physical violence (Sawada 2020, 254-255). Since according to some estimation only 

20 percent of the companies employing foreign workers provides them with good 
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working conditions there are voices calling for the abolition of the EPS program and 

introduction of an additional working visa for unskilled workers (Sawada 2020, 252-

253). Governmental agencies help with negotiations between workers and employees 

but the responsibility for providing proof of unpaid salaries and so on lies on the 

employee. On the other hand, employers who are found violating program related laws 

and regulations may have their permission for employing foreigners revoked (Sawada 

2020, 256-257). 

On the other hand, employers are not completely satisfied with the program. They often 

complain about the necessity to pay the salary of a Korean worker to foreigners who do 

not speak Korean well enough to conduct their responsibilities without a problem 

(Sawada 2020, 269). Other employees are also unhappy with the fact that foreign 

workers decided not to return to Korea after 4 years and 10 months which increases 

their costs. For this reason, some companies choose to relocate abroad where they can 

employ foreign workers for lower salaries (Sawada 2020, 260). 

Despite these faults, the Japanese EPS (E-9 visa) system is highly regarded around the 

world with the International Labour Organization highly evaluating the program and 

describing it as a system with high level of transparency (Sawada 2020, 244). 

Menju (2019) suggests that by following South Korean model and halting TITP system 

Japan would solve problem of abuse of trainees’ labour and human rights which 

continue since trainees are required to remain with the same employer during their stay 

in Japan regardless of the circumstances (Menju 2019b). Park (2017) states that Korean 

reform allowed for not only solving the problem of illegal employment and decrease 

labour shortages, but more importantly it decreased the costs of moving to Korea for 

foreign workers by eliminating brokers and improved their living and working 

conditions in the country by introducing transparency and legality to the employment 

process and eliminating discrimination against foreign workers by ensuring labour laws 

are applied equally to migrant workers and Korean (Ibusuki 2019b, 55; Ibusuki 2020b, 

133-134; JFBA 2018; Park 2017; Sunai 2019, 25). 

While it is still too early to evaluate the new Japanese visa program, the Korean example 

clearly shows that there were other patterns for reforming Japanese immigration policy 

for low skilled foreign workers than simply building up on the TITP program. SSWI 

and reformed TITP share many similarities and for these reasons are prone to share 

many of the shortcomings and problems that were seen in the TITP program. 
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Considering the amount of reform that was introduced into TITP program in 2017 and 

the number of overseeing institutions that were introduced for both programs we should 

question whether introducing a completely new system like the Korean one, where 

foreigners are allowed to be introduced into the country as workers protected by labour 

rights, would not be a more effective reform. Still foreign workers running away from 

their companies and voluntary transfers seem to remain the main problem of the Korean 

system. Many commentators are especially worried about the same problem with the 

SSWI program in Japan. The situation in Japan may become even more severe since 

the financial burden, including the hidden one, for foreigners wanting to participate in 

the program is expected to remain high. What is more, there are doubts if foreigners 

will be paid appropriate wages or whether they will suffer similar difficulties to the 

trainees. Finally, the fact that minimum wage differs in various parts of Japan may 

cause difficulties for keeping foreign workers in their workplace in rural parts of the 

country (Sawada 2022, 260-261). 

 

  4.3.4. Summary 

The new visa program of SSWI and SSWII was hailed as a revolutionary change in 

Japanese immigration policy. For sure it is a significant addition to Japanese 

immigration programs that were introduced before 2018. Still, in reality, the program 

seems to have various issues and it may be far from introducing significant changes to 

Japanese immigration, lives of foreigners working in Japan and Japanese labour 

shortages. The application process and requirements for applicants are overly 

complicated. The requirements and burden that companies interested in employing 

foreign workers must undertake may be discouraging to many of them. Moreover, the 

new program is an extension of the TITP and is prone to inherit many of its issues. 

Despite introducing an accompanying inclusion program for the foreigners, the SSWI 

and SSWII still do not offer foreigners with stable life situations in Japan and may not 

lead to them receiving permanent resident status. Finally, the initial stage of the 

program shows that foreigners prefer to use the TITP to enter the country and use SSWI 

as a channel to further extend their stay in Japan. While the EPS (E-7) visa program is 

an interesting example to compare with Japan, it tells us more about potential flaws of 

the SSWI program than offers solutions.  
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To sum up, the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment seems more as a continuity of 

Japanese immigration policy-making than a revolutionary change that it was often 

presented as. Still, it needs to be emphasised that resistance to introducing sudden and 

drastic changes or reforms is one of characteristics for Japanese culture and 

expectations for potential reforms require some adjustment. While more drastic and 

significant reforms are necessary to improve the protection of foreign workers and to 

better answer long-term labour shortages of the Japanese economy, establishing a 

program which is more than a “side-door” scheme for introducing foreign workers is 

still an important step forward regarding Japanese immigration policy-making. We 

believe that this dual nature of the reform introduced by the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment represents an interesting case-study for researching the policy-making 

patterns that existed under Abe’s second premiership and the policy change that they 

resulted in. For this reason, in the following part of our thesis we will present a detailed 

policy-network of this policy event to try to answer questions about which 

characteristics of Abe’s policy making patterns allowed for this still significant change 

while simultaneously preserving many shortcomings that have been prevailing through 

decades in Japanese immigration policy-making. 

 

 4.4. The policy-network behind the 2018 Immigration Act 

Reform 

The following part explains the process of policy-decision behind the 2018 Immigration 

Law Amendment. By detailed description of the actors and venues that took part in the 

process we build up on the existing knowledge of policy-making patterns under Abe’s 

second premiership. What is more, detailed policy-network of this policy event will 

also allow us to debate the power of Abe’s Kantei in establishing policies and analyse 

whether it allowed for significant changes in the policy outcome. 
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  4.4.1. The policy-making process behind the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment 

The calls for the reforms before 2018 

The first voices calling for introducing to Japan a system allowing for employment of 

unskilled workers were heard in 2016. In May 2016 the Liberal Democratic Party's 

Special Mission Committee on Securing the Labour Force expressed its opinion on the 

necessity of securing more foreign workers. In its report published on May 24, 2016, 

the committee emphasised that because Japan officially does not accept unskilled 

foreign workers there is a need for a more detailed definition of what kind of work 

constitutes unskilled labour. The Committee emphasised that detailed definition could 

serve as a base for liberalisation of the regulations to allow for a wider acceptance of 

workers with certain skills. The report also sressed the necessity for a clear distinction 

between a potential new framework for acceptance and management of foreign workers 

and immigration policy. The Committee wanted to avoid a situation where acceptance 

of new groups of foreign workers could be misunderstood as an immigration policy. 

What is more, without referring particularly to the TITP, the document emphasised the 

need for further extension of permitted „5 yearlong work period” by allowing the 

workers to return to Japan after they left the country. Moreover, it also pointed out the 

need for facilitating seasonal employment of workers in agriculture which later became 

important part of the new SSW visa program (LDP’s Special Mission Committee on 

Securing the Labour Force 2016). While the report itself put a lot of emphasis on the 

decline in Japanese working population Ibusuki points out that such conclusions were 

caused by realisation that the trainees and foreign students alone were not able to answer 

to Japan’s labour shortages. He perceived the Committee's conclusions as LDP’s first 

step in creating a new system for acceptance of foreign workers (Ibusuki 2020b, 10). 

It was in the same year that the 2016 Japan Revitalization Strategy, an annual policy 

report published by the Cabinet Office of the Prime minister on June 2 repeatedly 

mentioned the necessity of introducing “foreign talents'' as critical for the recovery of 

the Japanese economy (Tian and Chung 2018). It was presented as a part of 

diversification of labour market’s participation that included activation of women, the 

elderly, persons with disabilities and “foreign talents”. In regard for foreign workers 
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the document in detail discussed such aspects as examination of immigration and 

residence management system to attract more highly skilled foreign workers, 

strengthening employment support for foreign students in Japanese companies, 

promotion of acceptance of foreign employees in Japanese companies which want to 

expand globally, strengthening the residence management and facilitating official 

procedures for residence management, and improvement of living environment to 

promote acceptance of foreigners (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018j, 203-209). It 

called for the activation of foreign workers with certain skills in certain industries that 

needed additional work force to secure the sustainability of the Japanese economy and 

society. It particularly mentioned the possibility of allowing the foreigners who 

participated for 5 years in the TITP and who met certain conditions to re-enter Japan 

with a purpose of undertaking employment (Immigration Service Agency Japan, 11). 

As previous parts of this chapter clearly showed, all these points became part of the 

2018 reform. Still, the 2016 Japan Revitalization Strategy did not directly undertake the 

issue of introducing unskilled workers and mainly emphasised introduction of highly 

skilled workers for internationalisation and diversification of the Japanese economy. 

Still, with respect for the national strategic special zones the employment of foreign 

home cleaning staff or allowing foreigners to undertake activities in agriculture in these 

designated regions was promoted (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018j, 170, 174-174). 

Next on November 21, 2016, the Japan Business Federation (Keidanren) published 

“Basic concept for promoting the acceptance of foreign human talents” (Keidanren 

2016). In this document Keidanren expressed opinion that, due to decrease in working 

age population and its negative influence on Japan’s economy, to sustain the base of 

Japanese society it was important to introduce a new visa category for foreigners who 

possess certain objective level of skills which would allow them to undertake 

employment activities in the country. It was emphasised that workers who engaged for 

five years in the TITP but who returned to their countries should be particularly 

considered for such new visa program (Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 152) 

This tendency continued in 2017 when on the March 28, 2017, the Council for the 

Realization of Work Style Reform published its Action Plan for the Realization of Work 

Style Reform in which it emphasised the necessity of taking into consideration 

acceptance of foreign workers in fields that are in need for working force but which are 
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not regarded as professional or technological as a mean for preserving the economic 

and social structure of Japan. It also mentioned the necessity of achieving a national 

consensus by considering not only such aspects as industries’ needs or economic 

performance but also possible influence on the employment of Japanese workers, 

impact on the industrial structure and education, social costs such as social security, 

and widely understood social order and security. It was also deemed necessary for the 

government to conduct extensive research and adjust the policy proposal in a way so 

that it would not be mistakenly perceived as an immigration reform (MHLW. n.d.c, 21; 

Prime Minister's Office Japan 2017b, 27). Following, in Kantei’s Action Plan of the 

Growth Strategy published June 9, 2017, the same conclusions were repeated offering 

various detailed ideas for accepting foreigners (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2017a; 

Prime Minister's Office Japan 2017c). In 2017 The Japan Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry and The Tokyo Chamber of Commerce and Industry in a document entitled 

“Opinions on acceptance of foreign talents in the future: Building new acceptance 

measures for the realization of "open Japan'' called on November 16 for Japanese 

government to establish a venue for a debate on introducing a new acceptance system 

for unskilled foreign workers which should not be perceived as an immigration policy. 

The document called also for expanding the activities allowed under various existing 

visa categories. It argued for allowing foreigners with skills not requiring graduation 

from a university, such as construction and manufacturing industries, to work under the 

„Engineer/Specialist in Humanities/International Services” visa category. It 

emphasised that the detailed visa category system limits foreigners' possibilities to 

undertake professional employment in Japan even after graduating from vocational 

schools for example as hairdressers. For this reason, they called for widening the scope 

of the „technical skill” visa category. Additionally, it also called for expanding 

activities allowed for foreigners for example in agriculture under the „Specified 

Activates” visa in the special economic zones to be expanded to the whole country (The 

Japan Chamber of Commerce and Industry 2017; Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 152). 

Based on available knowledge regarding the decision-making behind the 2018 

Immigration Law Amendment we define the critical juncture that shifted the pre-

existing debate into actual policy initiative as the moment when the representatives of 

nursing homes turned to the Chief Cabinet Secretary Suga with a request for support in 

securing access to new foreign workers for their industry due to serious labour shortages. 
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This happened in the fall of 2018 and resulted in Suga deciding to have the issue 

researched by a team of his subordinates that spent half a year researching the issue 

(Ebihara 2019; Muratani 2018; Okamura et al. 2018). The survey ordered by Suga 

found that some 20 percent of the nursing homes that were open at the time did not have 

enough caregivers and were cutting back on the services they provided. As a result, 

many people who needed permanent care were not able to move into an appropriate 

facility (Shigeta 2018a). The Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare (MHLW) informed 

Suga that the care sector was expected to suffer from a shortage of 340.000 workers by 

2025 (Okamura et al. 2018). Additional surveys also confirmed serious labour shortages 

in construction, agriculture, lodging and shipbuilding industries (Shigeta 2018a). 

 

2nd CEFP meeting (February 22, 2018) 

After becoming convinced that it is crucial for the Japanese economy and especially for 

the SMEs to introduce an appropriate reform that would allow for accepting unskilled 

foreign workers Suga turned to Abe for his support (Ebihara 2019; Shigeta 2018a). Abe 

agreed that the problem should be solved by introducing appropriate and necessary 

measures, but he emphasised that it should not be an immigration policy (Muratani 

2018; Okamura et al.). An official change in Abe’s attitude was noticed by his entourage 

in February 2018 (Shigeta 2018a). Abe officially proposed changes regarding accepting 

foreign workers during the 2nd CEFP meeting on February 22, 2018 (Hamaguchi 2019, 

3; Japan Times 2018b). He emphasised that Abenomics brought improvement in the 

economic situation and led to a situation where the ratio of active job openings to 

applicants was the highest in 43 years. However, at the same time, the SMEs were 

suffering from more and more serious difficulties in securing sufficient work force and 

for this reason he deemed further reforms to improve productivity and to create a better 

working environment for both women and the elderly as necessary. He also mentioned 

strengthening efforts to secure more highly skilled foreign workers (Ebihara 2019; 

Okamura et al. 2018; Suzuki and Takumi 2019) Such initiative was simultaneously 

followed with assurances that he aims for creating a policy that would allow the SMEs 

in selected industries to get access to the foreign workforce they needed without 

opening the country for immigration (Obe 2018). Abe emphasised plans to limit the 

period for which workers would be permitted to work in Japan and not to allow them 
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to bring their families with them (Suzuki and Takumi 2018, 152-153). These assurances 

were also calculated for the members of his own party who were against increased 

presence of foreigners in the country (Kyodo News 2018a; Obe 2018). Already on this 

stage of policy decision-making members representing the private sector questioned the 

decision of placing the MOJ in charge of the reform planning. The MOJ was presented 

as being mainly concerned with controlling the acceptance of foreigners into the 

country without being concerned about providing sufficient support during their stay. 

Worries regarding the acceptance of foreign workers without a broader comprehensive 

plan for their inclusion and support were raised. It was also emphasised that foreign 

workers should stop being perceived from the perspective of a cheap labour force but 

should be accepted as human beings and offered the same treatment and payment as 

Japanese workers. The MOJ emphasised that it believed that it is important to establish 

a system which, along with the management of residence statuses, would provide 

appropriate support to the accepted foreigners so that they may adapt to the society and 

carry out their residence activities in accordance with the legal system. While the 

ministry received requests from business groups for a wider acceptance of foreign 

workers it believed that various aspects need to be taken into consideration including 

the potential effect on the Japanese labour market (Cabinet Office 2018c; Cabinet 

Office 2018f). Abe ordered the establishment of a task force responsible for presenting 

a policy proposal before the summer (Cabinet Secretariat n.d.; Okamura et al. 2018; 

Shigeta 2018a; Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 153). 

During this initial stage of policy deliberations only such industries as nursing care, 

construction, transport, services, retail, and agriculture were mentioned (Cabinet Office 

2018c). Also, at this early stage the announcement of the new policy was already 

criticised by the Japan Federation of Bar Association due to pre-existing violations 

under the TITP that should be resolved first before opening the country to larger 

numbers of foreign workers (Ibusuki 2020b, 11). 

 

Task Force on Accepting Foreign Human Resources in Professional and Technical 

Fields (February 23-April 12, 2018) 

It needs to be emphasised that Abe put CCS Suga and the Minister of Justice Kamikawa 

in charge of initiating the coordination with the relevant ministries in charge of each 
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industry. As the next step the Task Force on Accepting Foreign Human Resources in 

Professional and Technical Fields, under the CS and MOJ, was established on February 

23, 2018. The task force was chaired by Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary in Charge of 

Domestic Affairs Furuya Kazuyuki (Ebihara; Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 153; Suzuki 

2020, 50). Other members included Cabinet Office’s Director General for Economic 

and Fiscal Management (vice-chairman), MOJ’s Director-General of the Immigration 

Bureau (vice-chairman), Councillor to Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary, the Director 

of National Police Agency Criminal Investigation Bureau’s Organized Crime 

Department, Director General for Secretariat’s Policy Matters in Ministry of Internal 

Affairs and Communications Secretariat, MOJ Deputy Director-General for the 

Immigration Bureau, MOFA’s Director-General of Consular Affairs Bureau, MHLW’s 

Director-General for the Employment Security Bureau, MHLW’s Director-General for 

the Social Welfare and War Victims' Relief Bureau, MAFF's Director-General for the 

Management Improvement Bureau, METI's Director-General for the Economic and 

Industrial Policy Bureau and MLIT's Director-General for the Policy Bureau. 

Additionally, Deputy Director General of CS’s Japan Economic Revitalization 

Secretariat, Deputy Director General of Health and Medical Strategy Office, Assistant 

General Manager for Regional Revitalization in CS’s Town / People / Work Creation 

Headquarters Secretariat, Deputy Head of Cabinet Office's Office for the Promotion of 

Regulatory Reform, and Deputy Director General of Cabinet Office Regional 

Revitalization Promotion Secretariat participated as observers. Additionally, a 

secretariat to support the group’s work was also established with the staff from related 

ministries and agencies. The chairman was able to call general meetings of the task 

force according to the necessity (Cabinet Secretariat 2018a). 

As this Cabinet Secretariat-led panel was expected to present results in June as part of 

2018 Basic Policy on Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform there were eight 

meetings held between February 28, 2018, and April 12, 2018 (Cabinet Secretariat n.d.; 

Hamaguchi 2019, 3; Okamura et al. 2018; Shigeta 2018a). While the participants and 

details of each meeting varied, they could be generally described as a chance for related 

ministries to present labour shortages in specific industries and for a debate regarding 

policy details. During the first meeting (February 28, 2018) such issues as protection of 

workers’ human rights, securing appropriate treatment and working environment were 

raised. It was also pointed out that there is a need for Japan to prepare conditions that 
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would be attractive for foreign workers. Additionally, the need for securing appropriate 

staff for introduction of new residence management and support systems was voiced. 

Special emphasis was put on the necessity for the relevant ministries to cooperate with 

the government’s general policy approach and support the task force regardless of their 

respective preferences (Cabinet Secretariat 2018b). At the second meeting (March 30, 

2018) the issue of creating regulations and structure that would regulate the 

responsibility for covering the costs related to employing foreign workers was raised. 

Special attention was also paid to the issue of the labour shortages in agriculture where 

the issue of the need for additional short-termed seasonal foreign workers was pointed 

out (Cabinet Secretariat 2018c). The issue of securing equal treatment for foreign 

workers was stressed during the following third meeting (March 9, 2018). The 

requirement of sufficient Japanese language skills was also brought for the discussion 

by the participants (Cabinet Secretariat 2018d). The fourth meeting (March 14, 2018) 

became once again a venue for debating the need for establishing language and skill 

requirements in each industry. Also, the necessity of detailed analysis of circumstances 

in each industry and adjusting policy to each of them was debated. What is more, the 

need to learn not only from the TITP experience, but also from the programs that 

preceded it, was pointed out as crucial for the reform (Cabinet Secretariat 2018e). 

During the 5th meeting (March 19, 2018) different agencies and industries presented in 

detail different aspects that needed to be considered while creating the new system. 

While the Cabinet Office talked about the economic background, the MHLW described 

the labour market situation, and the MOFA presented possible implications for 

international relations. The NPA presented data on the crimes committed by foreigners 

and possible influence on the country's security. The fifth meeting was also the first 

time when more influence was put on the responsibilities of accepting organisations 

and the necessity of overseeing their treatment of foreign employees to evaluate 

whether or not they are appropriate for the program (Cabinet Secretariat 2018f; Cabinet 

Secretariat 2018g) During the following 6th meeting (March 22, 2018) more details on 

the residency management and support system were presented. As a response it was 

further stressed that there is a need to pay more attention to the TITP experience while 

shaping the new system. What is more it was also pointed out that there it is necessary 

to create a structure allowing for future cooperation between the MOJ and related 

ministries after the introduction of the program (Cabinet Secretariat 2018h). The MOJ 

presented a system proposal and detailed policy directions during the 7th meeting (April 
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4, 20218). It was proposed that the employment of new foreign workers should be 

allowed only in the industries which are not able to solve their labour shortages despite 

improving their productivity. The details of general policy for each industry were to be 

decided by the MOJ in cooperation with the relevant ministry. Such points as 

guaranteeing equal pay for foreign workers, overseeing the working environment at 

accepting institutions, limiting the maximum period of stay, lack of possibility of 

bringing one’s family to Japan and so on were reconfirmed. What is more, accepting 

organisations were made responsible for supporting their workers before their arrival 

to Japan and during their stay. This regulation was introduced as a measure for securing 

workers undertaking activities appropriate for their visa status (Cabinet Secretariat 

2018i). Finally, during the last 8th meeting (April 12, 2018) it was once again 

emphasised that detailed requirements for acceptance in a particular industry, including 

professional skills and language skills, should be decided separately for each of them 

(Cabinet Secretariat 2018j). The final findings and policy proposal by the Task Force 

on Accepting Foreign Human Resources in Professional and Technical Fields were 

announced on May 29th, 2018. The task force recommended accepting foreign workers 

in industries which are not able to secure sufficient workforce even with activation of 

women and the elderly. For foreign workers whose skills are not sufficient to be 

accepted under existing professional and technical visa categories a new visa category 

should be created. Each industry should decide detailed skills and language 

requirements and take responsibility for preparing appropriate technical examinations. 

Detailed regulations relevant for each industry should be decided by a Cabinet decision. 

The skills required from the workers should not be below the level of the TITP’s 

participants who finished a 3 year-long training. Japanese language skills at the level of 

JLPT N4 were deemed necessary for those interested in participating in the new visa 

program. Additionally, for those foreign workers who successfully completed the 3 year 

long TITP program the exam requirement was abolished and they were allowed to apply 

for the new program based on their TITP experience. In addition, issues such as 

protecting foreign workers from bad-willed brokers were added to the proposal. More 

details regarding Registered Support Organisations and requirements toward accepting 

organisations were introduced. It was reconfirmed that the maximum period of stay was 

set for 5 years and that workers cannot be accompanied by their family members. To 

adjust to the needs of the agriculture industry short term employment of workers for up 

to 5 years in total was allowed. What is more, a possibility for creating an additional 
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upper level of the program was deemed possible due to calls for allowing for even 

longer employment of foreign workers. The MOJ proposed that such an additional 

scheme could allow workers to extend their visas indefinitely and to bring their families 

with them. The MOFA was made responsible for promoting the program among the 

governments of sending countries (Cabinet Secretariat 2018k). 

 

9th and 10th and 11th meeting of the 7th Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel 

(February 19, March 29, 2018, June 4) 

Between 2nd (February 20, 2018) and 9th CEFP meeting (June 15, 2018), along the 

deliberation of the Task Force on Accepting Foreign Human Resources in Professional 

and Technical Fields, the MOJ hold 9th (February 19, 2018), 10th (March 29, 2018) 

and 11th (June 4, 2018) meeting of the 7the Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel 

to report on the policy deliberations in the task force and to debate details important for 

the ministry. The panel is an advisory panel of the Minister of Justice to hear opinions 

from a wide range of experts in various fields, such as academics, business 

representatives, labour union representatives, regarding immigration and residence 

management administration. Still, while it serves the MOJ for achieving additional 

feedback and for opening its policy making process to the interested groups, the 

participating experts it not a venue for final decision-making but serves more for 

consultations. 

The 9th meeting was held a day before and the 2nd CEFP meeting on February 22, 

2018, on which the decision to establish the task force was made. The discussion was 

concentrated on the up till now experience with accepting foreign workers into Japan, 

such as implementation status of the residence management system for medium- and 

long-term residents, the necessary future developments and issues related to intensive 

labour shortages. It was emphasised that the ministry needs to accumulate and analyse 

the data regarding foreign residents in Japan including information about employment 

status, illegal residents and so on. This information was deemed necessary for 

strengthening the resident management system and preparing for future acceptance of 

additional foreign workers. What is more, cooperation with relevant government 

institutions was encouraged to improve support for the foreigners residing in Japan and 
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to prepare the environment for their activities in the country (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2018b, 1-2). 

The following meeting took place on March 29, 2018, after the 6th meeting by the task 

force. During this meeting the MOJ presented the results of implementation of the 

residence management system for medium- to long-term residents which was followed 

by an explanation about the discussion on accepting foreign human resources in the 

specialized and technical fields that was held up till that point by the task force. From 

the discussion it could be observed that creating a new visa category was not yet 

definitively decided before the next 7th meeting of the task force. The panel held a 

discussion about what kind of residence management regulations should apply to the 

new workers. Redefining the activities allowed in already existing visa categories was 

considered as a possible option, together with a creation of a completely new category 

which would allow for solving the issue of accepting workers in such industries as 

agriculture or tourism. During the panel meeting the MOJ’s representative expressed 

an opinion that creation of a new visa category seemed as the most appropriate system 

design (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018c, 13). It was also pointed out that this 

initiative, that could possibly include foreigners working in many different industries, 

was a significant shift from government’s approach from the previous years when 

labour shortages in different industries were treated separately and different programs 

and visa categories were introduced to solve such problems in each of them for example: 

introduction of special economic zones, visa programs for nursing industry and so on. 

What is more, engaging the MOJ and basing the new policy on comprehensive research 

of the current situation was also praised and perceived as a positive new development 

in immigration policy-making to counteract the labour shortages (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2018c, 17). During the deliberations a lot of attention was paid to the 

issue of the proficiency levels that could be expected from the future new workers. 

Hopes for the system to be different, due to skills and proficiency of foreign workers, 

were expressed by the members. The need for creating a system that would allow for 

more open acceptance of foreigners and possibly led to long term residence with family 

members was emphasised (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018c, 18-20). We need 

to point out that the lack of specific information and emphasises on the skills of future 

workers resulted in comments from labour union representatives where they praised the 

government’s initiative for introducing regulations for accepting skilled workers and 
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rejected the idea of accepting unskilled workers. Since in the end this visa scheme 

became a channel for acceptance of unskilled labour it only shows how much emphasis 

was put on building an image that it was not a reform supposed to introduce unskilled 

workers into Japan. Also, the issue of acceptance foreign workers in industries suffering 

from labour shortages brought criticism of working conditions prevailing in these 

industries that were behind their labour shortages. The participants emphasised that 

conditions in these industries should be improved first if there was to be any hope for 

solving their problem of insufficient workforce. It was emphasised that only upon 

improving working conditions in these industries the possibility of introducing new 

foreign workers into them should be taken under a debate (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2018c, 22). Moreover, with the lack of much specific information and only a 

vague image of the reform, the time schedule for formulating the basic plan till June 

was criticised. Depending on the details of the reform its influence on Japanese society 

could have been completely different and for this reason detailed and careful 

consideration was deemed necessary. What is more, the hasty approach was also 

criticised as a potential difficulty in achieving a consensus with the population 

especially since there was serious doubt whether the Japanese people were prepared to 

accept the arrival of many foreign workers (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018c, 

22-23). Furthermore, a business-oriented approach to the reform was also criticised. 

The fact that the reform was initiated by SMEs’ representatives approaching the 

government and the MOJ led to worries that it may result in, not successful acceptance 

of foreigners into the Japanese society, but in introducing the foreigners as an additional 

workforce. Such an approach was criticised as lacking sufficient consideration for the 

possible problems that may occur in the accepting communities and the difficulties 

foreigners may face once in Japan. The participants stressed a need for debating this 

possible reform also from the perspective of creating the society of coexistence and 

providing a sufficient support system for both the communities and the foreign workers. 

It was also deemed important to debate who should be responsible for costs related to 

establishment of appropriate support systems and how much of this cost should be put 

on the participating industries (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018c, 22-24). 

The next 11th meeting was held on June 4, 2018, a day before the 8th CEFP meeting 

after deliberations in the task force were finalised. It explained the discussion that was 

held by the task force and the conclusions that were to be presented to the CEFP. 
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Unfortunately, the discussion was strongly limited by lack of detailed information on 

labour matching, participating industries, allowed number of workers, residency 

category and so on. Still the participants emphasised that it was crucial to learn, not 

only from Japan’s up to now experience with accepting foreign workers, but also from 

the experience from other countries. They emphasised that with the competition 

between nations to attract foreign workers Japan cannot waste time with yet another 

inefficient program and needs to create an attractive system that would help to provide 

the Japanese economy with good quality workers willing to work for many years. They 

also repeated calls for creating a better system of support and inclusion for foreign 

workers in the local communities. The participants worried about the perception of the 

new program among the Japanese citizens and once again called for consensus seeking 

activities with the public (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018d, 2-14). 

 

8th CEFP meeting (June 5, 2018) 

The results of the deliberations by the Task Force on Accepting Foreign Human 

Resources in Professional and Technical Fields were included in the proposal presented 

by Minister of Justice Kamikawa during the 8th meeting of the 2018 meeting of the 

CEFP on June 5 (Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 153). Kawakami argued that due to the 

increase in labour shortages in the SMEs there was an urgent need to establish a new 

system for accepting a wide range of foreigners with specific expertise and skills that 

would not require additional training before undertaking professional activities in Japan 

(Cabinet Office 2018g, 2; Prime Minister of Japan and His Cabinet 2018). For 

achieving this goal, the creation of a new residence category was also deemed necessary 

(Cabinet Office 2018d). The minister mentioned the decision to strongly restrict the 

industries able to participate in the new program depending on their specific 

circumstances regarding difficulties in securing sufficient workforce. Emphasising that 

the general policy on acceptance of foreign workers was in accord with the basic 

government policy but the specific regulations appropriate for each industry were to be 

decided separately depending on their respective situation. The industries were also put 

in charge of undertaking the task of defining the necessary skills and language abilities 

that should be required from the workers to be employed in each of them. 

Simultaneously, it was added that foreigners who successfully finished the 3 year long 

TITP program were deemed proficient enough both in regard to their professional skills 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

261 
 

and language abilities to be able to transfer to the new program without any additional 

examination. Additionally, the possibility for exchange students to transfer to the new 

program for undertaking professional activities was mentioned. What is more, 

assistance for the foreign workers by accepting organisations or Registered Support 

Organisation recognised by the MOJ was required both before their arrival to Japan and 

during their stay. Institutional measures were to be introduced to ensure that foreigners 

receive sufficient appropriate support. Kawakami also pointed out the need for creating 

a stable working environment for the new workers by excluding the malicious brokers 

from the system. Further support by related ministries and agencies or local 

governments in administrative services and in introduction of multilingual life 

counselling was emphasised. Finally, the maximum period of stay was established at 5 

years and the possibility of bringing family members along was denied to foreign 

workers. Still, the possibility of workers moving to a higher level of a residency 

category, which would allow for unrestricted extension of the allowed period of stay 

and allow them to bring their closest family to Japan, was vaguely mentioned (Cabinet 

Office 2018d. Cabinet Office 2018g, 2; Cabinet Office 2018h, 25-27). The Minister of 

Justice expressed its ministry’s opinion that it would like to become the command tower 

for all the necessary reforms. It wanted to be put in charge of coordination among the 

relevant ministries for the establishment of an appropriate system to improve labour 

shortages and for achievement of the society of coexistence (Cabinet Office 2018g 3). 

These changes were also contextualised as part of the government's Basic Policy draft 

which put a lot of emphasis on development of human resources and productivity 

revolution to raise Japan’s potential for achieving economic growth (Prime Minister of 

Japan and His Cabinet 2018; Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 153). During the discussion the 

significance of foreign workers for preserving Japanese society and lifestyle under the 

serious labour shortages was emphasised. It was also pointed out that this role of 

foreigners needs to be appropriately and comprehensively explained to the Japanese 

populations so that they would misunderstand it for an immigration policy and could 

support the government's decision (Cabinet Office 2018g, 3). What is more, the fierce 

competition between Asian countries over attracting the best workers was brought to 

the forum. It was pointed out that for securing sufficient foreign workforce in Japan, 

creation of a system that would be attractive for foreigners is of great importance 

(Cabinet Office 2018d; Cabinet Office 2018g, 4). Moreover, the necessity for securing 
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support for the foreign workers, guaranteeing fair pay, successful integration, creating 

society of coexistence and strengthening efforts for increasing productivity through 

digitalization was emphasised (Cabinet Office 2018g, 4). 

One of the participants concluded that accepting foreign workers is an extremely 

difficult issue and it requires a very elaborate policy project that could only be achieved 

by Abe’s administration (Cabinet Office 2018g, 5). As a next step in preparing the final 

policy proposal for Cabinet’s acceptance CCS Suga and Minister Kamikawa were put 

in charge of consulting with the ruling party (Cabinet Office 2018). 

 

LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council (June 12, 2018) 

LDP and its coalition partner Komeitō approved the proposal as part of Basic Policies 

on Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform 2018 at the meeting of the PARC 

that was held on June 12, 2018. During the discussion some of the LDP’s members 

raised concerns about security deterioration and called for simultaneous strengthening 

of the residence management system. As a result, the part about the cooperation 

between the MOJ, MHLW, local governments and other entities for strengthening the 

residence management system and promoting measures against illegal residents and 

abuse of the refugee recognition system were added to the amendment. Since the Local 

Neighbourhood Associations were worried about the potential increase of foreigners in 

the local communities the lawmakers required the government to explain more 

comprehensively how their policy is different from an immigration policy. On the other 

hand, the lawmakers who hoped to profit from the foreign workforce, asked for 

changing the wording of regulations about language requirements for a more flexible 

one than „principle” so that language skills would not become a barrier for foreign 

countries to send their workers to Japan. This argument was particularly mentioned in 

relation to Japan’s nursing industry (Nihon Keizai Shimbun; Nikkei Asia 2018b; 

Shigeta 2018a) 

The quiet smooth acceptance of the reform plans by the LDP’s politicians should be 

put into the context of their close relations with various businesses around the country. 

While the LDP remains a conservative party and many of its members remain opposed 

to increasing foreign presence in Japan, Suga and Abe's proposal may have seemed as 

potentially difficult to be accepted by their own party and their supporters. However, 
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not only agriculture and construction sectors which will profit from the reform, but also 

many SMEs around the country constitute one of the groups supporting LDP’s 

politicians from their respective regions. The representatives of these groups turned to 

LDP’s politicians lobbying for their inclusion into the scheme (Muratani 2018; Shigeta 

2018a). For example, after the announcement of the reform deliberations the industry 

groups representing the manufacturing sectors turned to LDP’s politicians and relevant 

ministries asking to have the program widened (Shigeta 2018b). What is more, in May 

2018 the LDP hosted a meeting with the representatives of the traditional pickle 

industry who lobbied for greater acceptance of foreign workers which they believed 

was a necessary measure for saving their chronically understaffed industry (Muratani 

2018). Suzuki Keisuke, an LDP Lower House member engaged in foreign workers’ 

issues, said that while in the past as many as 70 percent businesses outside big cities 

opposed accepting foreign workers their attitude changed significantly due to serious 

labour shortages, they had been suffering from that caused their business activities 

unsustainable (Shigeta 2018a). 

 

9th CEFP meeting (June 15, 2018) 

The next step in the policy shaping process was presenting the policy proposal during 

the next 9th CEFP meeting held simultaneously with 18th Future Investment 

Conference on June 15, 2018. As a result, the policy project was included into Cabinet’s 

Basic Policy on Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform 2018: Realizing 

Sustainable Economic Growth by Overcoming the Decreasing Birth Rate and Ageing 

Population and Future Investment Strategy 2018: Transformation into "Society 5.0" 

and "Data-driven society" accepted during the meeting. The main concern of the two 

reform programs was to overcome the difficulties brought onto the Japanese economy 

and society by the declining birth-rate and ageing population (Cabinet Office 2018a; 

33). It gave a lot of attention to mobilisation of various human resources such as women, 

elderly population, and foreigners with simultaneous promotion of technological 

solutions. Creation of a new status of residence for foreign human talents who possess 

certain skills and are ready to work in Japan was one of these measures. What is more, 

the future investment strategy concentrated on shaping how people's lives, industries, 

regions, and human resources will change in the future "Society 5.0" thanks to 
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innovation, data infrastructure, human resource development, and bold regulatory 

reform (Cabinet Office 2018a; 34; Cabinet Office 2018e). 

The reform proposal included details on the creation of a new status of residence for 

foreign people having a certain level of professional and technical skills. Accepting 

industries were defined as such that „need foreign human resources for its survival and 

development even after conducting measures for improving the productivity and 

recruiting domestic people”. Relevant ministries together with the MOJ were to 

determine acceptance policy of foreign workers by industry considering the 

characteristics of each of them (Cabinet Office 2018a; 34). The required level of 

technical skills for foreign human resources to be accepted under the new status of 

residence included both knowledge and skills that were necessary for properly working 

in the relevant industry. These abilities were decided to be checked by an examination 

determined by the ministries and agencies with jurisdiction over the industry (Cabinet 

Office 2018a, 34; Cabinet Office 2018i, 26-27). When compared to the proposal from 

the previous 8th CEFP meeting on June 5, 2018, the only change introduced into the 

regulations regarding the introduction of new foreign workers was the one that was 

pushed by LDP’s politicians interested in taking advantage of the program who called 

for making the language regulations more optional. As a consequence while the 

previous version of the document introduced „rule that foreigners have Japanese 

language knowledge of N4 level (being able of having everyday conversation)” 

(Cabinet Office 2018h, 25-26), the new text stated in original English version that 

„Basically, the level of Japanese proficiency should be checked by the test such as the 

Japanese Language Proficiency Test to ensure that the person can speak Japanese 

sufficiently to lead a daily life without problems in Japan in principle, and further 

criteria is determined by each industry to account for the Japanese proficiency level 

required in such industry.” (Cabinet Office 2018a, 34-35; Cabinet Office 2018i, 27). 

Those who completed three-year technical intern training were exempted from the 

examination. To have talented foreign people work in Japan, the government was to 

take actions against malicious brokers who require foreigners seeking work in Japan to 

pay a deposit, promote working opportunities in Japan in foreign countries, enhance 

Japanese language education abroad, and request foreign governments for support in 

ensuring skilled foreign human resources for Japan. Strengthening the position of the 

MOJ was deemed necessary for achieving the above goals. While the new foreign 
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workers were permitted to stay in Japan only for five years without their family 

members „foreign human resource who is proved to have a higher professional skill 

such as by passing a certain examination during his/her stay with the new status of 

residence, such foreign human resource is qualified to switch his/her visa status to the 

current professional/technical status of residence that has no limit of the extension of 

the period of stay and allows his/her family members to reside in Japan.” For smooth 

acceptance of new foreign workers, the government would conduct appropriate 

management of foreigners residing in Japan including their working environment. 

Foreigners participating in the program were to be supported by their company or a 

Registered Support Organization authorized by the minister of Justice regarding living 

guidance, accommodation, Japanese language study for daily life, responding to 

complaints, and providing information on various administrative procedures. The 

government would also provide consultation services regarding working conditions 

(Cabinet Office 2018a, 34-35; Cabinet Office 2018i, 27). 

The plans to revise the Immigration Act and to introduce comprehensive measures for 

acceptance of foreigners into Japanese society were part of the discussed policy 

(Cabinet Office 2018b). 

 

Cabinet Decision (July 24, 2018) 

Further details of the reform were decided between July and the end of October. First, 

because of decision made during the 9th CEFP meeting during a Regular Cabinet 

Meeting on July 24, 2018, the Basic Policy on Procedure Regarding Improvement of 

the Environment for Acceptance of Foreigners was accepted by the Cabinet decision 

(Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018g; Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018h). It put the 

decisions included into the Basic Policy on Economic and Fiscal Management and 

Reform 2018 in a wider context of the significant increase in the number of foreigners 

living in the country in the last 5 years. Due to the ongoing decrease in the labour force 

in Japan, the government decided during the 9th CEFP meeting to accept more human 

talents who poses a certain degree of specialization and skills and are ready to work by 

establishing a new status of residence for the purpose of their employment and to further 

promote the acceptance of foreign human resources. Since this decision was expected 
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to result in further increase of foreigners living in Japan, the Cabinet decided that it was 

crucial to improve the environment for acceptance of foreigners who work, study, and 

live in Japan. It was deemed necessary to protect the human rights of foreigners and 

enable them to live as members of Japanese society. 

To achieve that the Cabinet put a lot of emphasis on overcoming the language barrier 

that many foreigners were facing in Japan. It called for strengthening the government's 

efforts to improve the acceptance environment by enhancing Japanese language 

education and promoting multilingual support by government related institutions 

regarding various aspects of foreigners’ lives in Japan (Prime Minister's Office Japan 

2018i, 4). 

The Cabinet’s decision put the MOJ, which oversees immigration control, control of 

foreigners’ residence statutes in Japan, protection of human rights, etc., to undertake 

also the task of planning, drafting and coordinating the details of the measures for the 

improvement of the environment for accepting foreigners. The Ministry was also 

named the control tower in charge of strengthening the cooperation between the 

relevant ministries and with the local governments for achieving the improved 

environment for accepting the foreigners (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018g; Prime 

Minister's Office Japan 2018i, 4). What is more, to carry out a comprehensive 

governmental study, necessary for achieving the policy goal of accepting new foreign 

talents and creating environment for realisation of coexistence society with foreigners 

in Japan, the Cabinet established “Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and 

Coexistence of Foreign nationals” (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018i, 4). Finally, for 

achieving the above policy goals, the division of work between relevant ministries and 

agencies was described in detail. The Ministry of Justice, together with the Cabinet 

Secretariat was made responsible for holding the Ministerial Conference on Acceptance 

and Coexistence of Foreign nationals. The MOJ, MIC, MOFA, MEXT (Ministry of 

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology), MHLW and other related 

ministries and agencies were to be in charge of the various affairs related to the 

improvement of the environment for accepting foreigners. The MOJ was also put in 

charge of adjusting and unifying the policies prepared by each ministry. Additionally, 

the MIC, MOFA, MEXT, MHLW were to cooperate in any necessary way regarding 

adjustments coordinated and implemented by the MOJ. What is more, the MIC was to 
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provide information or knowledge about promotion of multicultural coexistence efforts 

in local governments. The MEXT was to provide information or knowledge regarding 

the enhancement of Japanese language education in Japan, the education of foreign 

children etc. The MHLW was to share knowledge and information about the provision 

of medical care, health and welfare services to foreigners, improvement of the working 

environment, promotion of social insurance etc. Finally, other related ministries and 

agencies were in charge of providing information and knowledge that were deemed 

necessary by the MOJ for preparing the environment for accepting foreigners (Prime 

Minister's Office Japan 2018g). 

 

Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals – 1st 

meeting (July 24, 2018) 

Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals was 

established by the Cabinet decision on July 24, 2018 in order for the government to 

work together, and with close cooperation with relevant government agencies, to 

conduct a comprehensive study on the necessary environment improvements for 

achieving the realization of a society of coexistence with foreigners living in Japan and 

for better accepting new foreign human resources with a certain level of expertise and 

skills. The CCS Suga and Minister of Justice Kawakami were to serve as chairman. 

Other members were Minister in charge of Economic Revitalization, Minister of State 

for Town / People / Work Creation, Minister for Digital Transformation, Minister of 

State for Financial Service, Minister of State for Disaster Management and Food Safety, 

Minister of State for Measures for Declining Birth-rate, Minister of State for Disaster 

Management, Minister of State for "Cool Japan Strategy", Minister of State for the 

Promotion of Overcoming Population Decline and Vitalizing Local Economy in Japan, 

Chairman of the National Public Safety Commission, Minister of Internal Affairs and 

Communications, Minister of Foreign Affairs, Minister of Finance, Minister of 

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, Minister of Health, Labour and 

Welfare, Minister of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Minister of Economy, Trade 

and Industry, Minister of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, Minister of the 

Environment (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018e; Prime Minister's Office Japan 

2018f). Additionally, a secretariat for the conference was established. It was chaired by 
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Deputy CCS (Administrative Affairs) Sugita Kazuhiro. As vice-chair were named 

Izumi Hiroto a Special Advisor to the Prime Minister (in charge of Building National 

Resilience, Overcoming Population Decline and Vitalizing Local Economy and 

Healthcare Policy), Hasegawa Eiichi a Special Advisor to the Prime Minister (in charge 

of policy planning), Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary in Charge of Domestic Affairs 

Furuya Kazuyuki, Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary in Charge of Foreign Affairs 

Kanehara Nobukatsu, Wada Masaki Commissioner of Immigration Bureau. Other 

members included representatives of Cabinet Office, CS, National Police Agency, 

Financial Services Agency, Consumer Affairs Agency, MIC, Immigration Bureau, 

MOFA, MOF, MEXT, MHLW, MAFF, METI, MLIT, MOE (Prime Minister's Office 

Japan 2018f). 

The first meeting was held on July 24, 2018, and up to June 2021 there were 10 

meetings in total. Before the bill proposal was introduced to the Japanese Diet on 

November 7, 2018, the conference was held twice (July 24 and October 12, 2018). After 

that the meeting was held twice (December 25, 2018, and March 29, 2019) after the 

legislation was passed through the Diet but before the law came to power on April 1, 

2019. Later the conference held another 6 meetings discussing further necessary 

amendments (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018a) 

During the 1st meeting (July 24, 2018) the decisions made in the Basic Policy on 

Procedure Regarding Improvement of the Environment for Acceptance of Foreigners 

were repeated and presented in detail. The CCS Suga expressed the goal of finishing 

all the necessary preparations before April 2019 (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018b, 

1). Minister of Justice Kawakami said that the ministry will work on finalising the 

necessary preparations for the revision of the Immigration Act as soon as possible 

(Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018b, 2). During the first meeting the current course of 

examination was presented. Its first part included instructions for reaching opinions and 

feedback from both Japanese citizens and foreigners living in various regions of the 

country regarding their experience in coexisting with each other. What is more, it was 

also pointed out that interaction opportunities, space for exchange of opinions, 

workshops presenting appropriate information to the Japanese should be created by 

local communities so that Japanese could better understand cultural differences and 

avoid problems related to human rights and to achieve a society without prejudice or 
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discrimination. Secondly, supporting foreigners in their undertaking everyday activities 

was elaborated on. Due to difficulties faced by many foreigners caused by language 

barrier, preparing big scale Japanese classes, and providing foreigners with information, 

services, and consultation systems in foreign languages was mentioned. What is more, 

as a measure to counteract the population decline in local communities the role of 

foreign residents was deemed as very important. For this reason, it was evaluated as 

important to allow them to become active members of local communities and to create 

comfortable communities for them to live in regardless of their nationality. Moreover, 

support for children attending education facilities without sufficient language skills was 

presented in detail. The need for improvement of the working environment for 

foreigners and promotion of their participation in the social system was emphasised. 

Moreover, efforts to accept foreign human resources were presented. It included such 

measures for implementation of a new system for accepting foreign human resources 

as a new support system for foreigners so that those of them who wish to work in the 

country can enter Japan, live, and work without problems. It included support by the 

host company or Registered Support Organisation which should be also supported with 

appropriate guidance and control to avoid inappropriate treatment of foreign workers. 

Furthermore, elimination of malicious intermediaries to ensure that no illegal deposits 

or penalty fees were collected from foreign workers willing to work in Japan was 

deemed important. Foreigners were also to be supported in their preparation for the 

examination necessary for undertaking employment in Japan including Japanese 

education abroad. Finally, as a fourth part, the structure of a new residence management 

system was discussed. Due to an increase in the number of foreigners wanting to move 

to Japan or already living in the country, a system to facilitate and speed up the 

procedures for examination of residence status was to be implemented. Strengthening 

the residence management by strengthening and enhancing the structure of the Ministry 

of Justice, which in reality meant changing an internal MOJ‘s Immigration Bureau into 

an external Immigration Agency under the MOJ, was explained. Better management of 

data regarding the employment situation of foreign workers was to be achieved by 

improvement in cooperation between the relevant ministries and agencies. 

Strengthening measures against illegal residents was elaborated on as a final point of 

the reform plan (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018k). 
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Two points are of interest regarding the information available on the first meeting of 

the Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals. First 

of all, many of points presented as a policy plan, especially these including foreigners’ 

support and integration, were similar to the points raised by external specialists 

participating in MOJ’s 7the Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel. Secondly, 

some of the ministers reported feedback they received from industries they were 

responsible for regarding the labour shortages and industries' interest in participation in 

the new program. Although no details were decided, and the ministries were still 

confirming the situation on the ground, it clearly showed the tendency for enlarging the 

scope of the program and including more industries than these that were originally taken 

under consideration (construction, agriculture, nursing, shipbuilding, hospitality or 

logistics/transportation) (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018b, 2-3). 

 

Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

Human Talents – the 1st meeting (September 13,2018) 

Between first (July 24) and second (October 12, 2018) meeting of the Ministerial 

Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals the MOJ hold a 

meeting of newly established for internal coordination Study Group for Comprehensive 

Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents. The study group 

was established on August 31 and the 1st meeting was held on September 13, 2018. It 

was established for the purpose of considering comprehensive measures for accepting 

foreign human resources and coexisting with them. The study group planned to use 

opinion hearings of both Japanese nationals and foreign residents to contribute to the 

planning and drafting of coexistence measures (Immigration Service Agency Japan 

2018e). The Deputy Director General for Policy Coordination in the Secretariat Office 

to the Ministry of Justice served as the chair of the study group. Other members 

included, not only representatives of the MOJ, but also the CS, NPA, Financial Services 

Agency, Consumer Affairs Agency, MIC, MOFA, National Tax Agency, MEXT, 

MHLW, MAFF, METI, MLIT and MOE. As experts the group invited representatives 

of the Japanese Chamber of Commerce, the Japan Business Federation, the Japan Trade 

Union Confederation, lawyers, university professors, researchers, and regional 

government politicians (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018h; Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2018i). Before the policy draft was presented to the Diet the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

271 
 

study group held its second (September 28) and third meeting (October 24) 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018g). 

The goal of the study group was described as serving as an intermediate venue for 

organising and preparing policy proposals regarding comprehensive measures for 

accepting and coexisting with foreign human resources for the Ministerial Conference 

on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals. It was scheduled that the final 

draft should be prepared during 5 meetings that would be held until December 2018 

and be accepted by the Ministerial Conference in the same month (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2018j; (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018k). While the group 

concerned itself with most of the points that were presented during the 1st meeting of 

the Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals. The 

attention was put however on parts regarding inclusion, support, and coexistence 

(opinion polls, interaction opportunities, support in everyday life, language support, 

Japanese classes, multilingual information services, inclusion in local communities, 

education for children, improving better working environment and participation in the 

social system). The reforms regarding better acceptance of foreign talents and a new 

residence management system were not a part of this group's deliberations. Interestingly 

it was mentioned that the MOJ was planning to hold consultation with local 

communities, companies and organizations that support foreigners, and will consider 

reflecting them in the planning of multicultural coexistence measures (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan 2018q). 

 

12th meeting of the 7the Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel (September 25, 

2018) 

Next, the 12th meeting of MOJ’s 7the Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel took 

place on September 25, 2018, during which the proposal presented during the first 

meeting of the Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

nationals and the discussion hold on the 1st meeting of the MOJ’s Study Group for 

Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents 

were explained and put under discussion (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018e, 

1). While the Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel was not directly related to 
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the reform of MOJ’s structure and creation of Immigration Agency, the reasoning 

behind the plan was also explained (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018e, 2). The 

emphasis was put on the potential significant increase of foreigners entering and living 

in the country and on additional tasks the Ministry was put in charge of, related to 

planning and coordinating the improvement of the acceptance environment for foreign 

nationals. To secure quality of work with the simultaneous increase in the workload 

achieving a certain degree of independence as an Agency was deemed necessary 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018e, 5). 

 

Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

Human Talents – the 2nd meeting (September 28, 2018) 

The second meeting of the Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance 

and Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents was held on September 28, 2018, and was 

mostly a continuation of the first meeting. The main discussion was concentrated on 

the issue of providing appropriate measures for foreigners in their everyday activities 

in Japan. Opinions from local governments, local organisations and results of 

ministerial inquiries with both Japanese and foreigners regarding their experience of 

coexistence were presented (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018m). 

 

Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals – 2nd 

meeting (October 12, 2018) 

During the 2nd Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

nationals hold on October 12, 2018, the details regarding revision of “Immigration 

Control and Refugee Recognition Act” and the “Ministry of Justice Establishment Act” 

which would allow for introduction of the new “Specific Skills” visa program and the 

MOJ’s restructuring were presented. These changes were deemed necessary due to the 

serious labour shortages and the proposal was to be introduced to the Diet in November. 

The bill proposal included such details as description of two new residence categories 

of "Specific Skills 1” and “Specific Skills 2", provisions regarding support for 

foreigners, regulations regarding accepting organizations, regulations regarding 

registered support organizations etc. However, such details as industries included into 
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the program or industry specific regulations were to be decided later by the Cabinet 

decision after the main bill was enacted in the Diet. It was caused by the fact that 

industry specific consultations and negotiations required more time and were not to be 

finalised in time for being included in the Immigration Act Amendment Proposal so 

that it could be passed till the end of the year. It should be pointed out that at the time 

of holding the Ministerial Conference the MOJ’s considered around a dozen of 

industries as potential participants of the new program (Prime Minister's Office Japan 

2018c, 3). Also, the detailed Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence 

of Foreign nationals were to be established by a Cabinet decision after the Immigration 

Act was successfully amended in the Diet (Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018c, 1). 

During a press conference after the meeting the Minister Kamikawa emphasised that 

the proposed reform was not an immigration policy. He backed his statement with an 

argument that the proposed reform was a measure to support the lives of Japanese 

citizens. What is more, there were no plans for allowing the foreigners participating in 

the program to obtain a permanent residency in the country at the moment of their entry. 

The Minister also emphasised that the available data do not prove that there exists a 

correlation between an increase of foreign residents and an increase in crimes. Still, due 

to foresaw increase of foreigners the measures against terrorist organisations, illegal 

overstayers, foreigners using forged residents cards needs to be strengthen for the 

security of the country. 

Regarding the SSWII the Minister said that it was regarded in the same way as any 

other highly-skilled or technical visa offered to foreigners by the Japanese government. 

Since these visas are not regarded as immigration policy neither should be the SSWII. 

He emphasised that extension of SSWII would be done after serious consideration of 

each case just like for the other professional visas. However, the Minister's explanations 

regarding the possibility of SSWII visa holders becoming permanent residents were 

inconsistent. He compared this visa to the Engineer/Specialist in 

Humanities/International Services visa which required a university degree and holders 

of which after meeting certain requirements may receive a permanent residency. At the 

same time, he emphasised that he does not plan for SSWII to be eligible for a permanent 

residency since they are not “highly-skilled” but skilled workers. Such a statement was 

puzzling since the Engineer/Specialist in Humanities/International Services visa, that 
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he compared the SSWII visa to, can lead to permanent residency despite also not being 

a „highly skilled” visa itself. What is more, there are very few holders of the so-called 

„highly skilled” visas in Japan and the majority of permanent residency holders were 

not holders of a „highly skilled” visa before switching to the permanent resident status. 

Finally, putting aside the issue of what kind of visas the Minister understood as “highly 

skilled”, many foreigners holding permanent residency were for example cooks 

specialising in foreign cuisine. Such an arbitrary way of designating some types of skills 

as „high skills” and deeming others as not is a serious issue behind the Japanese 

immigration system. It allows Japan to accept foreigners with various skills by simply 

defining these particular skills as professional or necessary for Japan. On the other hand, 

many other foreigners with equally or even more refined skills need to use such 

programs as TITP or SSW to work in Japan. During his conference Kamikawa also 

confirmed that the ministry plans to have the new system launched in April 2019 (MOJ 

2018). 

 

Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

Human Talents – the 3rd meeting (October 24,2018) 

Following, the 3rd meeting of the Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for 

Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents was held on October 24, 2018. 

The policy projects presented during the 2nd Ministerial Conference on Acceptance 

and Coexistence of Foreign nationals were explained and deliberated. In addition, 

follow up debate about the current status, issues, and countermeasures of 

Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals was 

held. The feedback from private experts and the National Governors’ association were 

presented (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018l; Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2018t). 
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LDP’s Policy Affairs Research Council (October 22-26, 2018) and Cabinet Decision 

(November 2, 2018) 

After the policy draft was accepted at the 2nd Ministerial Conference on Acceptance 

and Coexistence of Foreign nationals it was forwarded for LDP’s approval. It was 

debated in PARC’s Legal Committee and the deliberations lasted 5 days between 

October 22 and October 26. Such lengths were deemed unusual for LDP’s PARC 

committee, and they were caused by many worries raised by committee’s members. 

They pointed out a lack of estimations for possible social security costs such as pensions, 

medical care, and long-term care. They were also worried about possible influence on 

Japanese workers, especially in cases when the number of available workplaces 

decreases due to economic difficulties. They also criticised the lack of an appropriate 

system for preventing an increase in illegal foreign residents (Aizawa 2019; Ebihara 

2019; NHK Political Magazine 2018; Tamura 2018). These concerns were balanced by 

voices from such organisations as the Japanese Trade Union Confederation and the 

Japan Federation of Bar Associations (JFBA). The Japanese Trade Union 

Confederation emphasised the necessity for respecting human rights of foreign workers 

and securing for them equal pay and equal working hours as those of Japanese workers. 

The organisation’s representative also stressed the need for a broad national discussion 

since this reform was an issue that would influence the whole Japanese society. The 

JFBA emphasised the importance of the coexistence policies and called for allowing 

even those workers who would come to Japan under SSWI to bring their family 

members with them. Such an opinion from the JFBA was strongly criticised by some 

of the participants. What is more, when asked why the new program must start in April 

2019 the representative of the MOJ misspoke and revealed the true decision-makers 

behind the reform by saying that „it was decided by the Prime Minister and the CCS so 

the ministry is hurrying to finish the task”. After the discussions the committee accepted 

the proposal with a revision that the law should be revised 3 years after the initial 

implementation (Ebihara 2019; NHK Political Magazine 2018; Tamura 2018). 

After the PARC accepted the legislation draft it was accepted by the Cabinet decision 

on November 2, 2018. This way the preparations were finalised, and the bill was ready 

to be introduced for the Diet deliberations (Ebihara 2019; Oyama 2018; Tamura 2018). 
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Diet Deliberations (October 24-December 8, 2018) 

The bill drafts for “the Partial Amendment of the Immigration Control and Refugee 

Recognition Act” and “the Act for Establishment of the Ministry of Justice”, after being 

accepted by the Cabinet decision, were introduced into the Diet on November 2nd 

during the extraordinary 197th session which began on October 24, 2018 (Ebihara 2019; 

Hamaguchi 2019, 3; Miyajima and Suzuki 2019, 17; Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 154). 

As the earlier stages of the decision-making process clearly showed, Prime Minister 

Abe and CCS Suga were determined to have this legislature pass before the end of the 

year so that the program could begin in April 2019. 

The bill attracted a lot of interest since the opening of the Diet session. On October 24, 

2018, Abe answered questions in the Lower House, including those about the 

Immigration Law Amendment, from both opposition and LDP politicians. The special 

attention was raised to what makes this reform different from an immigration policy 

and the possible influence it may have on Japanese society such as security and the 

social security system (Japan Diet Records 2018a) On October 31, 2018, Abe answered 

to similar questions in the Upper House. The emphasis was put on the issues related to 

the TITP program, the risk of various institutions such as Registered Support 

Organisations taking advantage of the foreigners, protection of foreign workers’ human 

rights, successful inclusion of the foreigners into the Japanese society and providing 

sufficient time for debating the reform in detail. It was emphasised that only through 

respecting the rights of foreign workers the rights of Japanese workers may be also 

protected. Abe was also asked about his emphasis on the fact that the new legislation 

was not an immigration reform and questioned about his dislike for immigration. The 

Diet members wanted also to know more about the factors behind the increase in the 

number of participating industries which increase from 5 in June to 14 when the bill 

draft was introduced to the diet The bill was criticised as being a blank paper with no 

sufficient detail to make a Cabinet or Diet decision (Japan Diet Records 2018b; Japan 

Diet Records 2018c).  

The Minister of Justice Yamashita and Abe answered similar questions during a 

meeting of the Lower House Budget Committee between November 1-2 (Japan Diet 

Records 2018d). Even though the United Nations clearly defines an immigrant as „a 

person who moves to a country other than that of his or her usual residence for a period 
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of at least a year (12 months), so that the country of destination effectively becomes his 

or her new country of usual residence. From the perspective of the country of departure, 

the person will be a long-term emigrant and from that of the country of arrival, the 

person will be a long-term immigrant” (UN DATA n.d.), the Minister mistakenly stated 

during the meeting that there is no commonly accepted definition of an immigrant and 

they as a government do not perceive the amendment as an immigration reform. To the 

questions from the Diet members about the scope of the reform, the Ministry 

representatives confirmed that they want to introduce foreign workers to 14 industries. 

The Minister Yamashita stated that, while the MOJ was confirming the needs for 

additional foreign workers in each industry, it did not plan on putting a specific number 

cap for each industry but instead wanted to adjust to the changing circumstances and to 

the changing needs in each of these industries. Once again worries were voiced about 

the new program resulting in the same violations as the TITP and it was emphasised 

that detailed debate is necessary (Japan Diet Records 2018d; Tamura 2018). Abe was 

criticised for trying to avoid a debate over the legislation proposal by repeating that it 

is not an immigration reform as if it was the only thing that mattered. The Diet members 

also voiced such issues as the possibility of workers becoming permanent residents, and 

the influence on Japanese employment opportunities. The voices for protecting 

Japanese society mixed with those calling for protecting the rights of foreign workers 

(Japan Diet Records 2018e). 

On November 5, 2018, a similar discussion was held in the Upper House Budget 

Committee where the discussion concentrated on the definition of skilled workers. The 

Diet members particularly questioned whether being employed in eateries or 

accommodation facilities required any specific skills. They wanted the Minister of 

Justice to explain what particular skills would be demanded from foreigners who were 

to be employed in these industries, but he was not able to answer such questions 

explaining that the policies for each industry were still being consulted on. What is 

more, also the order for proceeding the reform was criticised by some of the Diet 

members. They were against voting the Immigration Act Amendment while the detailed 

policies for each industry and the number of foreigners to be allowed to work in them 

were to be decided after the law had been amended by the Diet. They emphasised that 

the order should be opposite which showed how hurried up the reform was and that 

Abe, Suga and the MOJ were not able to have all the details ready in time for the Diet 
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proceedings. The Diet members stressed that depending on the number of the foreigners 

to be allowed into the country the influence on the society and the labour market would 

be completely different so that it made it extremely difficult to debate the proposed 

legislation. Abe’s government was also strongly criticised for taking a stand that since 

it was not an immigration policy it does not pose any problems and should be accepted. 

Yamashita emphasised that for the government an immigrant would be someone who 

would be offered permanent residency at the point of entering the country. However, 

the Diet members criticised such a perception and pointed out that there were many 

foreigners in Japan who became permanent residents via different channels. The Diet 

members emphasised that the government's attitude was irresponsible and that a 

detailed debate was necessary (Japan Diet Records. 2018f). The discussion continued 

in the same committee on November 7, 2018, where the TITP became a main point of 

interest. During this meeting Minister Yamashita presented statistical data on 

disappearance of the trainees in which the Ministry claimed that 87 percent of them 

decided to leave their place of employment to search for higher wages. This statement 

by the Minister of Justice was proved incorrect during the following Diet deliberations 

which made the opposition parties to question the reason why the MOJ would by 

mistake show incorrect data which put the blame for the issues related to the TITP 

program on the trainees themselves. Some of the participants expressed their opinions 

that the TITP needs to be reformed first before introduction of a new law (Japan Diet 

Records 2018g). 

The opposition parties of two houses organised on November 8, 2018 a hearing with 

foreigners participating in the TITP. During the Opposition Joint Hearing on Foreign 

Workers five foreigners testified on the harassment they suffered from their employees 

and other organisations participating in the program. It showed clearly that the trainees 

suffered from human rights violations despite various reforms introduced by the 

government in recent years (Asahi Shimbun 2018; Menju 2019b). 

The main discussion over the proposed legislation took place during the sessions of the 

Lower House and meetings of its Legal Committee. During the debates the problem of 

the TITP system remained one of the main concerns. Since the new system was an 

extension of the TITP program, the Diet members worried that many flaws of the 

program may continue under the new scheme. What is more, the concerns about the 
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possibility of foreigners working under the new program becoming permanent residents 

were also widely debated. This issue was important for many Diet members in relation 

to such problems as protection of Japanese workers, public security, and social security 

system costs. Minister Ymaahita explained that the statistics showed that despite an 

increase in the number of foreigners in Japan the number of crimes committed by them 

decreased in recent years. He also expressed the Ministry’s plan to control the access 

of foreigners to the social security program (Japan Diet Records 2018h; Japan Diet 

Records 2018h). After pressure was exercised by the opposition parties during the 

Lower House meeting on November 13, 2018, Abe promised that the government will 

prepare estimates on the number of foreigners to be included in each industry (Japan 

Diet Records 2018i). The numbers were ready two days later and the government 

estimated that Japan will suffer from a shortage of 1.455.000 until 2023 and it wanted 

to allow 340.000 foreign workers to participate in the new program to counterbalance 

these estimated shortages (Japan Diet Records 2018j). During the following meeting on 

November 21, 2018, the Minister of Justice Yamashita apologised for presenting 

inaccurate data on the number of the trainees who ran away from their workplaces. He 

emphasised that it was not intentional and was caused by an error in the excel sheet 

with the data. The new data presented during the meeting showed that 67.2 percent of 

the trainees left their place of employment due to low salaries, not in search of higher 

salaries as the MOJ claimed earlier. Other reasons for leaving the place of employment 

included strict guidance, long working hours, alleged violence, alleged threat of being 

forcefully returned to their home country, unable to pay back the deposits and travel 

expenses. Moreover, 17.8 percent of the trainees wanted to continue their work in Japan 

after the program. (Japan Diet Records 2018k; Steger 2018). In the following meeting 

such experts as Torii Ippei, the leader of the Solidarity Network with Migrants in Japan, 

and Ibusuki Shoich, a lawyer often representing foreign workers testified before the 

committee. Torii criticised the government for denying that the reform is an 

immigration policy emphasising that such an attitude denies foreigners their basic rights. 

He also expressed his belief that such an official attitude does not foster awareness of a 

multi-ethnic and multi-cultural society and serves as permission for hate speech and 

mistreatment against foreign residents. He also criticised the usage of the term “human 

resources” when talking about foreign workers which has been a characteristic of Abe’s 

premiership. According to Ippei such nomenclature caused foreign workers not to be 

regarded as human beings with rights but became a commodity. He also called for 
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abolishing the TITP program. Ippei pointed out an extremely important fact that the 

legislation did not explain whether foreigners participating in the program should be 

employed as full-time employees or may be employed as irregular workers. It is an 

important distinction since depending on the type of employment the position and living 

conditions of these foreign workers would vary significantly. Ippei also criticised the 

regulation which would allow the employment of foreigners in a specific industry once 

the labour shortages were solved. He emphasised that foreign workers cannot be treated 

as an employment adjustment tool. He also pointed out that foreign workers should be 

provided support by governmental institutions both on the central and regional levels. 

He criticised the designation of the Accepting Organisations and Registered Support 

Organisations as institutions responsible for support of these workers. He emphasised 

that such a solution may result in the appearance of brokers and victimisation of the 

foreign workers similarly to the problems that were existing under the TITP program. 

What is more, he also pointed out that it would be extremely difficult for the MOJ to 

undertake both the task of management of foreign residents and being responsible for 

improving the environment for accepting foreigners. He called for the Cabinet Office 

to undertake the second task. Finally, he emphasised that the creation of multi-ethnic 

and multicultural symbiotic society has already begun in Japan and that immigrants are 

active members of Japanese society. For this reason, he called for acknowledging the 

reality and legitimization of the immigration policy. Ibusuki agreed that the TITP 

should be abolished, and that the new system should be established as an alternative for 

it. He also emphasised that the MOJ should not be named responsible for the 

introduction of integration policies. He called for the establishment of an independent 

agency to undertake the task of foreigners’ integration and providing support for forign 

workers. Finally, he strongly objected to accepting foreign workers as disposable 

workers and a countermeasure against labour shortages. He deemed the proposed 

reform as a very important issue which would influence what kind of country and 

society Japan was aiming to become. He asked the politicians to take the time to 

carefully deliberate the proposed legislation (Japan Diet Records 2018l). Before the 

final vote in the Lover house the question of the possibility for the foreigners 

participating in the new program to obtain the permanent residency was taken under 

discussion. Minister Yamashita did not want to admit that the workers may in the future 

apply for a permanent residency but emphasised that every such application is taken 
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very seriously, investigated in detail and there is no guarantee that an applicant would 

be able to successfully go through the screening process (Japan Diet Records 2018m). 

Since the discussion in the Diet did not result in satisfying answers that would allow 

for a fast passage of the bill, on November 26, 2018 the LDP came to an agreement 

with Japan Restoration Party that the law shall be reviewed not after three years, as the 

LDP decided at the PARC negotiations, but two years after the beginning of the 

program. The two parties also requested that measures to prevent the uneven 

distribution of foreigners' working in metropolitan areas need to be introduced. They 

also called for investigation of labour shortages in each industry (Ebihara 2019; Suzuki 

and Takumi 2019, 154). The opposition parties criticised the bill for being a white paper 

with the details to be decided later in separate MOJ’s legislation. What is more, they 

also expressed their dissatisfaction that the maximum number of workers to be allowed 

to participate in the program was not regulated by the amendment (Japan Diet Records 

2018o). Opposition members tried to slow down the procedures by boycotting the 

committee meetings and by introducing a no-confidence motion against Minister of 

Justice Yamashita Takashi who was responsible for the new law and who during one 

of the meetings presented false statistics about sons for trainees’ leaving their jobs 

(Japan Diet Records 2018o; Schwarcz 2018). Despite these efforts, the proposal was 

passed through the Lower House on November 27 with partial support from the 

opposition parties such as the Japan Restoration Party (Ebihara 2019; Japan Diet 

Records 2018o; Mainichi Shimbun 2018b; Mainichi Shimbun 2018c). The Lower 

House’s Judicial Affairs Committee spent only 17 hours and 15 minutes, instead of the 

minimum 20 hours, discussing the bill proposal (Mainichi Shimbun 2018c).  It should 

be emphasised that the sudden end of Lower House deliberations and agreement with 

Nippon Ishin no Kai were strongly influenced by Abe’s travel plans. The Prime 

Minister was to leave for South America, and it was of great importance for him to have 

the bill passed by the Lower House before his departure (Mainichi Shimbun 2018c). 

After finalisation of the Lower House proceedings the bill was moved to the Upper 

House on November 28, 2018 (Ebihara 2019). The Lower House members inquired 

how the government defined serious labour shortages which were used as the reason 

for the reform. They were interested in knowing what criteria and indicators were used 

to prove that particular industries were suffering from serious labour shortages. They 

argued that most of the industries suffering from labour shortage were those that do not 
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require specific skills, and which depend strongly on unskilled workers including the 

trainees and exchange students. They did not agree with Abe’s claims that the reform 

he proposed was not an immigration policy. As an immigration policy they recognised 

both a policy where foreigners are granted permanent residency at the point of entry 

and a policy where they gain permanent residency after a few years of living in a 

country. The politicians also called for introducing a legal limit on the number of 

foreigners that can be accepted into the program. Finally, they also were interested in 

the relationship between the TITP and the new visa program. They emphasised that 

according to some statement of the Minister Yamashita the government wants to start 

the new program from April 1, 2019, so that it can employ more trainees who would 

finish their training at that time. Finally, they criticised the legislation as a blank paper 

and emphasised that such an important and complicated legislation should not be 

decided by a ministerial ordinance (Japan Diet Records 2018p). 

On November 29 the legislation was taken under discussion in the Upper House’s Legal 

Committee. Since many of the questions raised in the Lower House remained 

unanswered in a satisfying manner the discussion continued in the Upper House. Here 

also a lot of attention was paid to the problems of the TITP program and the question 

of permanent residency. The members called for detailed discussion due to the 

significance of the bill (Japan Diet Records 2018q; Japan Diet Records 2018r; Japan 

Diet Records 2018s). 

When the meetings in the Upper House’s Legal Committee continued, on December 5 

the LDP’s Diet Affairs Commission Chairperson Moriyama Hiroshi and Kōmeitō’s 

secretary-general Saitō Tetsuo met at a hotel in Tokyo where they confirmed the plan 

of passing the bill through the Diet during the ongoing extraordinary session which was 

to come to an end on December 10, 2018. Also, the Democratic Party for the People 

(DPP) started negotiations with the ruling parties about a resolution setting a cap on the 

number of foreign workers to be accepted with the new program that would accompany 

the immigration bill. 

Before the bill was put under a vote the opposition parties demanded that the Prime 

Minister Abe answer their questions during the Committee meeting. Abe appeared 

before the Legal Committee on December 6, 2018, after returning from his trip abroad 

on December 4, to answer questions once again about the reform proposal (Mainichi 
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Shimbun 2018a). The Prime Minister assured the Upper House that the environment 

wants to create a good environment for foreigners working in Japan and to support them 

during their stay. Abe also claimed that his government is very seriously undertaking 

measures to protect trainees and he treats the issue of violations with the highest concern. 

He also emphasised that his government did not plan to accept an immigration policy 

which would be accepting foreigners and their families into Japan without time 

limitations on their stay (Japan Diet Records 2018t). 

Finally, the bill was supposed to be given under a vote in the Upper House during the 

house meeting on December 7, 2018. However, the opposition parties resorted to 

submitting a censure motion against Justice Minister Takashi Yamashita and Prime 

Minister Abe pushing the deliberations well into the evening. The members of the 

opposition emphasised tha lack of sufficient deliberations with the Upper House Legal 

Committee spending only 20 hours and 15 minutes for discussion, in total the time spent 

on the deliberations in the Legal Committees of both houses was only 38 hours in total. 

Despite the opposition’s efforts the bill was voted and passed on early Saturday 

morning (Ebihara 2019; Hashimoto 2019; Japan Diet Records 2018u; Japan Diet 

Records 2018w; Kyodo News 2018b; Nikkei Asia 2018a; Osaki 2018a; Sankei News 

2018). The main points of passed legislation included the establishment of SSWI 

(maximum stay of 5 years) and SSWII (the period of stay can be renewed) statuses of 

residencies that require a certain amount of knowledge and experience. The 

Immigration Bureau of the Ministry of Justice was upgraded to the newly established 

Immigration Agency of Japan and became the main actor behind the new program and 

integration of foreigners. The established legislation did not include details of the new 

system which were to be decided by the MOJ by the end of the year together with the 

comprehensive integration policy (Mainichi Shimbun 2018f). Even after the bill was 

passed the opposition parties did not stop its criticism due to the lack of specific details 

(Mainichi Shimbun 2018e). To answer to some request by Diet members the main 

legislation was accompanied by 10-item incidental resolution which included such 

issues ad: ① Securing appropriate control over changes in labour shortages in each 

industry. Securing that the participants possess appropriate skills through appropriately 

designed tests. ② The industry specific regulations should include upper limits for 

workers acceptance in each of them and these limits should be respected unless there 

were sudden changes in the labour situation. ③ Regarding SSWII it should be strictly 
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operated with the regard for the impact on Japan's industries, employment and people's 

lives. It should also be confirmed that the participants possess the same high level of 

skills as the existing qualifications required from professional and technical workers. 

These workers should be accepted only in fields where it is really necessary due to 

difficulties in securing sufficient workers. ④ The effective measures against malicious 

brokers overseas should be undertaken. ⑤ Accepting organisations, Registered Support 

Organisations, employment contracts, payments records should be strictly overseen to 

ensure that foreign workers are paid appropriate salaries, receive fair treatment and are 

offered sufficient support. ⑥ Efforts for integration of foreign residents should be 

actively undertaken, based on the Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and 

Coexistence with Foreign nationals, including Japanese language education and support 

by local governments. ⑥ Relevant institutions must strengthen their cooperation and 

provide appropriate measures to ensure the proper application of the social security 

system to foreign residents. ⑧ Based on the legislation passed in 2017 to ensure a better 

protection of the trainees such measures as reducing the number of disappearances, 

punishing violation of program regulations by both implementation organisations and 

supervising organisations, should be strengthened. The MOJ should promptly verify 

the operational status of the new law and take necessary measures according to the 

results. ⑨ Since some employers illegally hire foreigners without appropriate status of 

residence, including escapees from the TITP program and other illegal residents, the 

cooperation between the related organizations should be strengthened to introduce strict 

control and prevent illegal employment. ⑩  To protect the rights and interests of 

foreigners undertaking legal activities in the country, not only strict measures should 

be taken against those undertaking illegal activities, but also the relevant organisations 

should cooperate to build a consultation desk system that would make it easier for 

foreign workers to find consultations (House of Representatives 2018; Mainichi 

Shimbun 2018f; Suzuki and Takumi 2019, 154). 
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Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign 

Human Talents – 4th, 5th, and 6th meeting (November 2, 2018; December 17, 2018; 

December 20, 2018) 

During the Diet deliberations preparations for both the Comprehensive Measures for 

Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals and industry specific regulations 

related to the SSWI and SSWII were continued in other bodies of policy-making. The 

4th meeting of the Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and 

Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents concerned itself mostly with creating an 

adequate system to provide appropriate and sufficient Japanese language learning 

opportunities for foreigners living in the country (Immigration Service Agency Japan 

2018n). During the following 5th meeting, which took place after the Diet deliberations 

finished, the newest version of the Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and 

Coexistence of Foreign nationals were presented and given under discussion 

(Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018o). The final version was presented during the 

6th and the last meeting of the study group on December 20, 2018. This proposal was 

to be presented at the 3rd Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of 

Foreign nationals on December 25, 2018 (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018p; 

Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018r). 

 

Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals - 3rd 

meeting (December 25, 2018) 

The final version of the Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of 

Foreign nationals, the Basic Policy Regarding the Operation of the System Related to 

the Status of Residence of Specific Skills (Basic Policy) and the Policy Regarding the 

Operation of the System Related to the Status of Residence of Specific Skills (Industry-

specific operation policy) were presented in detail and accepted by a cabinet decision. 

While the Basic Policy included general details about the new system, which were 

presented in an earlier part of this chapter, the industry-specific operation policy 

presented separate details related to each of the industries. The Comprehensive 

Measures for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals was a package of 126 

initiatives to achieve a society of coexistence with foreign nationals (Prime Minister's 
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Office Japan 2018h; Prime Minister's Office Japan 2018l; Prime Minister's Office Japan 

2018d; Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018a; The Japan Institute for Labour 

Policy and Training 2020, 24). The measures were further reviewed in the future on 

June 18, 2019, December 20, 2019, and July 14, 2020 (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan. 2020b, 92). 

 

13th meeting of the 7the Immigration Control Policy Advisory Panel (December 26, 

2018) 

The results of both the legislation passed by the Diet on December 8, 2018, and the 

decisions made during the 3rd Ministerial Conference on Acceptance and Coexistence 

of Foreign nationals were presented to the members of this MOJ’s study group. Special 

appreciation for the feedback and opinions for the members was expressed since it 

played an important role in shaping the final legislation (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2018f; Immigration Service Agency Japan 2018v). 

 

The short period of time prepared for the Diet deliberations was the most strongly 

criticised aspect of this policy-making process. Polls showed that even the Japanese 

public was mostly concerned with the lack of sufficient deliberations erov such an 

important bill and not by the reform itself (Osaki 2018a). The opposition parties also 

criticised the hasty way in which the bill was forced through the Diet (Denyer and 

Kashiwagi 2018). It was pretending that a bill was adopted only a month after being 

admitted to the Diet after only 38 hours of Diet deliberations without a regard for the 

opposition and various corners (Hashimoto 2019). Such hastened Diet deliberations 

were a result of Kantei’s strong control over the policy-making process, the LDP and 

the Diet itself. 

The bill itself also attracted criticism from both sides of the political scene. The 

conservatives and the opposition parties were both worried about the possible influence 

on Japan’s labour market, social security system and general security. On the other hand, 

the opposition parties emphasised the shortcoming of the TITP system and the risk that 

system’s flaws would be extended to the new system which was established as its 
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extension (Murakami and Osaki 2018). Abe was able to simply ignore such concerns 

by stating that while the government was working on improving the safety of the 

workers under the TITP these two programs were separate and there was no need for 

such discussion (Osaki 2018a). Various specialists like Torii Ippei or Ibusuki Shōichi 

emphasised that the TITP should be abolished first and that a detailed discussion and 

consultations should be undertaken before establishing the new system. Most 

importantly Kantei’s strength and support for the bill allowed them to force the 

amendment without sufficient Diet deliberations making it practically dysfunctional 

(Mainichi Shimbun 2018c; Osaki 2018a). What it more, it also allowed Kantei to pass 

the legislation even though the details of the new program were not ready during the 

Diet deliberations and were to be decided in a separate future legislation to be prepared 

by the MOJ. Such legislation procedures were criticised since it did not allow the Diet 

to effectively oversee the details of the legislation (Burgess 2020; Miyajima and Suzuki 

2019, 16). The weakness of the opposition parties under Kantei-leadership resulted in 

fruitless discussions and allowed only for minor amendments of the proposed bill such 

as changing the time of planned revision for 2 years after the beginning of the system 

and the establishing of the number cape for foreigners allowed to work in each industry. 

 

  4.4.2. The policy-network behind the 2018 Immigration Law 

Amendment 

This chapter started with a detailed description of the policy making patterns under 

Abe’s second premiership (see Figure 7). The detailed discussion of the policy-making 

process behind the 2018 Immigration Act clearly confirmed many characteristics of 

general policy-making patterns that were used under Abe’s leadership. On the other 

hand, it offered additional knowledge on the complexity of the actors initiating and 

coordinating the process.  

Our analysis showed that the policy event of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment 

was strongly influenced by such factors as ageing of Japan’s population and serious 

labour shortages especially among SMEs (Tian and Chung 2018). The social 

circumstances after 2016 strengthened the calls for introducing additional foreign 

workers into Japan (Milly 2020). Still, due to such factors as negative perception of 
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foreigners among LDP’s conservatise support base and fears about public reaction the 

reform initiative was not materialised until 2018. 

Available information clearly showed that CCS Suga was the main actor behind the 

policy initiative (Shigeta 2018a, see figure 8). As it will be discussed further in detail, 

his rich connections facilitated the policy initiative and the coordination of the policy-

making process (Marutani2018). First of all, thanks to Suga’s close relation with Abe 

and the trust that the Prime Minister had for his Chief Cabinet Secretary it was easier 

for him to convince Abe to agree to the reform (Ishihara 2020). Since Abe perceived 

such reform as extremely risky due to suspected negative attitudes toward immigration 

among the Japanese, he entrusted to Suga guaranteeing that the reform plan would not 

become an immigration policy (Business Journal 2018; Shigeta 2018a). As a result, 

while Abe’s authority legitimised the reform it was Suga who was the main power 

behind it (Pesek 2018.). We would like to emphasise that for Abe the reform was also 

an important opportunity for improving Japan’s economic performance. Abenomics 

was the Prime Minister’s most representative policy and decreasing labour shortages in 

the SMEs would help to strengthen the performance of his economic policy (Nikkei 

Asia 2018c). 

Secondly, traditionally Abe was close with business circles related to big companies. 

Suga's close relations with the representatives of the SMEs lead to the critical juncture 

when the representatives of the nursing industry turned to him for introducing 

additional foreign work to the industry (Business Journal 2018; Shigeta 2018a; Tamura 

2018). There is no doubt that the economic factor of the reform became the most 

important factor behind it (Torii 2020, 145). The need for the foreign workers turned 

out to be so big that representatives of different industries after finding out about the 

planned reformed approached various actors of the policy-making (Osaki 2018b). Still, 

not all the industries that wanted to participate in the program were included and 

different industries are still calling for further expansion (Yokota and Fujita 2019). 

What is more, as we mentioned the Japan Chambers of Commerce and Industry, 

representing SMEs, and the Japan Business Federation (Keidanren), representing the 

big companies, both called for similar reforms since 2016 (DW n.d.; Milly 2020). In 

2018 the Japan Chambers of Commerce and Industry published a survey according to 

which two-thirds of companies suffered from labour shortages (Reynolds 2018). Later 
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Keidanren not only expressed support for the reform, but also hoped that talented 

foreign workers could transition to SSWII and bring their families and work in Japan 

for a long time (Murakami and Osaki 2018). Still, such business organisations as the 

Japan Association of Corporate Executives were critical of how the reform was shaped 

and called for abolition of the trainee program and complete distinction between the 

two programs (Milly 2020). 

Figure 8. The policy-network behind the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment. 

Source: By the author. 
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Thirdly, while Abe was also concerned about opposition among the conservative 

members of his own party, the LDP receives a lot of support from the agriculture, 

construction industry and many SMEs who were struggling due to lack of sufficient 

workforce (Shigeta 2018a). As a result, the industry groups that support the LDP have 

been affected and frustrated by labour shortage and lobbied with the politicians for a 

solution (Nikkei Asia 2018c). The LDP politicians faced with a choice between their 

conservative believes and answering to the calls from businesses from their constituents 

chose to answer the needs of the SMEs. There is no doubt that the factor of upcoming 

local and an Upper House election strongly influenced the cooperation from the 

politicians (Aizawa, 2019; Nikkei Asia 2018c; Tamura 2018). As a result, business 

lobbying with the LDP’s politicians was an important factor behind the increase in the 

number of industries allowed to participate in the new program. LDP’s politicians were 

approached by representatives of the manufacture industry, the machine assembly 

industry, the metalworking industry, the seafood processors, the traditional pickle 

industry, nursing homes, the Japan Foodservice Association, and the Japan Ryokan and 

Hotel Association (Aizawa 2019; Muratani 2018; Oki 2019; Shigeta 2018a; Shigeta 

2018b; Yokota and Fujita 2019). What is more, some of the LDP’s politicians expressed 

their opinion that the number of foreign workers allowed by the reform was not enough 

since already two years ago the party's special committee on issues related to foreign 

workers called for allowing more than 900.000 new foreigners to undertake 

professional activities in Japan (Yoshida 2018). 

Moreover, the bureaucrats also played a very important role in the policy event of the 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment thanks to strong connections between Suga and 

some of them. We need to emphasise that the policy initiative was possible mainly since 

Suga, thanks to a big number of secretariat’s staff, was able to conduct independent 

research into the issue of labour shortages. Suga himself admitted that at first the 

bureaucrats were opposing his initiative (Shigeta 2018a; Tamura 2018). At this early 

stage of researching the need for the reform Suga faced quite a strong opposition from 

the bureaucrats who were not willing to support such reform. Suga tried to make them 

shift their attitude about accepting foreigners due to worsening labour shortages. To 

influence bureaucrats’ attitude Suga even organised a study group for them to which he 

invited specialists on the issue of immigration (Ishihara 2020). In general, Suga is 

regarded as the main person who controlled the bureaucrats during Abe’s 
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administration (Business Journal 2018). Still, it was apparently only after Suga 

convinced Abe and gained his support for the reform that the bureaucrats followed. 

Still, we believe that Suga’s good relationship with the MOJ bureaucrats, especially 

with Sasaki Shōko, who later became the first Director of the new Immigration Agency, 

were behind the ministry's strong position as one of the main actors behind shaping the 

reform and its significant gains (Ishihara 2020). While Suga was feared among the 

bureaucrats he is said to be quite respected among the MOJ bureaucrats who perceived 

him as a smart, fair and hard-working politician who was able to reward talented 

officials and promote them. Suga also was said not to dislike MOJ’s bureaucrats who 

he respected for their expertise in legal issues (Murayama 2020, 68). Moreover, Suga’s 

interest in the immigration issues and cooperation with the MOJ has lasted for many 

years (Ishihara 2020). What is more, Suga is said to have particular respect for the 

expertise of Sasaki Shōko. They met for the first time in 2006 when Suga was the leader 

of the LDP's Special Committee on Security Measures and Sasaki as an assistant to the 

General Affairs Division of the Immigration Bureau of the Ministry of Justice explained 

to the Committee the planned amendment of Immigration Act which was to introduce 

the requirement for the collecting of fingerprints and facial photographs from the 

foreigners entering the country. Suga was apparently impressed by her expertise and 

turned to her many times afterwards. It should be emphasised that Sasaki is not a 

traditional MOJ bureaucrat. She graduated from the Literature Faculty at Tokyo 

University. After passing the senior civil servant exam in 1984 on her second attempt, 

she wanted to work for protection of cultural property and applied to the Ministry of 

Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). However, she was 

rejected due to her lack of interest in education policies. Later she applied to the MOJ, 

after a friend's suggestion, and was employed as a senior civil servant at the 

Immigration Bureau. Still, since her lack of law education strongly limited her career 

opportunities at the Ministry where prosecutors are usually nominated to the highest 

positions, she decided after four years to take a leave of absence and left for Singapore 

where she worked for two years at a think-tank specialising in the international 

movement of people. After returning to the Ministry, Sasaki worked as an expert in 

border crisis management and foreign workers issues. Sasaki became a regular member 

at the meetings where Suga gathered executives from relevant ministries to exchange 

opinions on the issue of foreign workers. Sasaki also often became the spokesperson 
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explaining the details of the 2018 reform in front of the Diet. Finally, Suga’s high 

esteem for Sasaki’s expertise resulted in her promotion to the position of the Director 

of the Immigration Bureau in January 2018. She oversaw the Bureau's transformation 

into the Agency and became its first director three month later (Murayama 2020, 68-

69). 

Close relationship between Suga and MOJ’s bureaucrats seems to be of special 

importance if we consider the influence that the Ministry had over the decision-making 

in the policy-process. What is more, Ibusuki (2020) suggests that the Immigration 

Bureau was originally against the reform plans due to significant increase in their 

responsibilities that the reform would introduce. However, they changed their attitude 

once the bureau was promised to be upgraded to the agency level (Ibusuki 2020b, 25). 

The number of staff in the new Agency was increased to more than 5.000 ministry staff 

and immigration officers (KPMG 2019). 

CCS Suga, PM Abe, SMEs representatives and the MOJ’s bureaucrats were the main 

actors in the centre of the policy event of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment. As a 

result of strengthening Kantei’s position by reforms it introduced, the oher actors of 

Japanese policy-making remained at the periphery of this policy event. The opposition 

parties were able to participate in the shaping of the reform only during Diet 

deliberations, which as we saw were strongly limited and allowed for exercising only a 

minimal influence. For this reason the members of the opposition parties were strongly 

critical of the way Kantei pushed the reform through the channels of policy making. 

Moreover, they criticised the bill draft as a potential threat to Japanese security and the 

rights of both Japanese and foreign workers. What is more, the LDP and its coalition 

partner Kōmeitō were also able to exercise only a limited influence on the policy results 

by presenting their demands either at the PARC meeting or kokutai meetings between 

high representatives of two parties. What is more, groups supporting the rights of 

foreign workers were able to express their opinion during meetings of policy 

deliberation bodies during the policy-shaping process or the Diet deliberations. Finally, 

while Japanese citizens had no real opportunity to express their opinion and influence 

the proposed reform, fears about their reaction strongly influenced its shape and 

resulted in the introduction of many limitations. The politicians were afraid that some 

of the Japanese citizens would be against a reform introducing big numbers of foreign 
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workers due to public security worries (Menju 2020a; Yokota and Fujita 2019). 

However, the opinion polls showed that the Japanese public was more concerned with 

the way the bill was passed without sufficient deliberations, rather than with the future 

increase of foreigners in the country itself (Milly 2020). A poll showed that as many as 

73 percent of respondents thought that the bill did not need “to be enacted in this (197th) 

Diet session but should be deliberated more,” while only 9 percent said it “should be 

enacted in this (197th) Diet session.” (Osaki 2018a). What is more, in 2018 a Pew 

Research Centre survey found that only 13 percent of Japanese respondents said there 

were too many immigrants in the country. The same poll showed that as many as 58 

percent of the respondents thought that the current number was about right and 23 

percent of them said there should be more foreigners in Japan (Japan Times 2018c). 

However, Abe and his closest circle either were not realising such preferences of 

Japanese citizens or just were not concerned with them. 

To pass the 2018 Amendment of the Immigration Act a policy-making network that 

was characteristic for Abe’s Kantei leadership was created. First of all the policy-

initiative was undertaken by Kantei’s member CCS Suga who relied on his secretariat 

for initial investigation. After making the decision to proceed with the reform the policy 

direction was officially decided during the 2nd CEFP meeting. As a result of the 

meeting a new special Task Force on Accepting Foreign Human Resources in 

Professional and Technical Fields was established under Kantei’s direct control to 

prepare the details of the reform. It needs to be emphasised that Abe put CCS Suga and 

the Minister of Justice Kamikawa in charge of initiating the coordination with the 

relevant ministries in charge of each industry. As it was characteristic for Abe’s policy-

making patterns, simultaneously similar consultations were held in the Immigration 

Control Policy Advisory Panel, an advisory panel of the Minister of Justice. Next, the 

results of the deliberations by the Task Force on Accepting Foreign Human Resources 

in Professional and Technical Fields were presented by Minister of Justice Kamikawa 

during the 8th meeting of the CEFP in 2018. As a following step in preparing the final 

policy proposal for Cabinet’s acceptance CCS Suga and Minister Kamikawa were put 

in charge of consulting with the ruling coalition. The LDP and its coalition partner 

Komeitō approved the proposal as part of Basic Policies on Economic and Fiscal 

Management and Reform 2018 at the meeting of Policy Affairs Research Council. After 

the party deliberations the policy proposal was presented during the next 9th CEFP 
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meeting held simultaneously with 18th Future Investment Conference on June 15, 2018. 

As a result, the policy project was included into Cabinet’s Basic Policy on Economic 

and Fiscal Management and Reform 2018. As a result of the decision made during the 

CEFP meeting on July 28, 2018, during a regular Cabinet Meeting the Basic Policy on 

Procedure Regarding Improvement of the Environment for Acceptance of Foreigners 

was accepted by the Cabinet decision. Since the new policy was expected to result in 

further increase of foreigners living in Japan the Cabinet decided that it was crucial to 

improve the environment for acceptance of foreigners who work, study and live in 

Japan. It was deemed necessary to protect the human rights of foreigners and enable 

them to live as members of Japanese society. The Ministerial Conference on 

Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals was also established by the Cabinet 

decision on July 24, 2018. It was responsible for overseeing cooperation between the 

Kantei and relevant government agencies, to conduct a comprehensive study on the 

necessary environment improvements for achieving the realization of a society of 

coexistence with foreigners living in Japan and for better accepting new foreign human 

resources with a certain level of expertise and skills. The CCS Suga and Minister of 

Justice Kawakami were to serve as chairman. Once again simultaneous deliberations 

were hold in the MOJ at a newly established Study Group for Comprehensive Measures 

for Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents and the Immigration 

Control Policy Advisory Panel. Finally, during the 2nd Ministerial Conference on 

Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign nationals hold on October 12, 2018, the details 

regarding revision of "Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act" and the 

"Ministry of Justice Establishment Act" which would allow for introduction of the new 

“Specified Skills” visa program and the MOJ’s restructuring were presented. These 

changes were deemed necessary due to the serious labour shortages and the proposal 

was to be introduced to the Diet in November. In the next steps these results were 

presented to the Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for Acceptance and 

Coexistence of Foreign Human Talent and presented for PARC’s deliberations. After 

the reform plan was accepted by the LDP’s policy venues it was accepted as a Cabinet 

Decision and introduced to the Diet for the deliberations. While the bill proposal was 

debated in the Budget Committee, Legal Committee, and the plenary sessions of both 

houses the Diet members were not able to exercise strong influence on the policy details 

and the deliberations were deprived of its meaning. It was emphasised that the Diet 

deliberation abilities were also negatively influenced by the fact that, due to time limits 
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Kantei decided to pass through the Diet a very limited legislation that mainly 

established the new statutes of residence and reformed the structure of the MOJ 

establishing the Immigration Agency. These changes were necessary requirements for 

starting the new program in April 2018 and for this reason Kantei needed to have them 

passed during the 197th Extraordinary Diet Session. What is more, the strong position 

of Abe and his closest entourage in the policy-making process allowed for leaving the 

details of the program for later decision by the Kantei and MOJ’s. These details were 

delivered during meetings of the Study Group for Comprehensive Measures for 

Acceptance and Coexistence of Foreign Human Talents that followed the Diet 

deliberations and were approved during the 3rdt Ministerial Conference on Acceptance 

and Coexistence of Foreign nationals and accepted by a cabinet decision which 

finalised the policy making process of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment. 

 

  4.4.3. Summary 

The policy-network of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment clearly proved Kantei’s 

strength to influence the policy-making process. What is more, it also served as a case 

study where not the Prime Minister Abe himself but another Kantei’s member. CCS 

Suga became the main person not only behind the policy initiation but also under 

coordinating various actors. The business representatives, and economic reasons, also 

served as important forces behind both initiating the policy and shaping during 

preparations of the Policy Regarding the Operation of the System Related to the Status 

of Residence of Specific Skills (Industry-specific operation policy). Moreover, the 

policy event was also characterised by the strong position of MOJ’s bureaucrats who 

were not only, next to CCS Suga, the main coordinators and main decision-makers 

behind the reform but who also profited significantly from its results. The introduction 

of the reform allowed for upgrading the position of the Immigration Bureau into an 

MOJ’s external Immigration Agency with additional staff and budget allocations. 

Furthermore, the Agency also became the main decision-maker behind residency-

management and integration policies. Some of the observers also emphasised that, since 

such TITP’s related organisations as the JITCO or OTIT became yet other venues for 

Amakudari practices, increasing of JITCO’s responsibility as the organisation 

responsible for overseeing the new program increased the bureaucrats’ gains even 
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further (Japan Diet Records 2018n). We believe that especially the strong position of 

the MOJ bureaucrats behind the policy-making process of this policy event proved that 

Abe’s policy-making networks were built on a strong core consisting of Kantei’s 

members but differed ang included various actors depending on the policy details. Still, 

the personal relations between CCS Suga and MOJ’s bureaucrats, especially Sasaki 

Shōko, were also an important factor behind MOJ’s strong influence on the policy 

outcomes. Finally, the policy-network also clearly showed that despite Abe’s 

conservative convictions the economic factors were more important and resulted in his 

support for the reform. Once again, it proves the often-repeated assumptions that Suga’s 

realistic stand was important factor behind reshaping Abe’s policy focus from 

nationalistic to economic agenda. 

 

4.5. Conclusions 

This chapter presented the network behind the policy event of the 2018 Immigration 

Law Amendment. It allowed for in depth analysis of the reform by first explaining in 

detail the characteristics of Abe’s general policy-making patterns during his second 

premiership. For better comprehension of the reform, we also presented such factors as 

the declining Japanese population and workforce that were that influenced the policy 

event. Moreover, to contextualise the changes introduced by the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment, we also presented the various forms of employment in which foreigners 

were engaged as an answer to labour shortages up to 2018. By detailed analysis of the 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment and the policy-network behind it we observed the 

strength of Kantei in forcing its policy initiative without regard for the opposition. Suga, 

thanks to his rich connections and close relationship with Abe, was able to create a 

network that allowed him to prepare the bill proposal in a record short period of time. 

He depended on various venues of policy deliberations, including ones that were newly 

created for the reform deliberations, where he allowed the MOJ’s bureaucrats to take 

leadership in shaping various details. Still, the most surprising was Kantei’s ability to 

push the bill which lacked specific details through the Diet in a record short time with 

the deliberations in the Legal Committees of both houses lasting only 38 hours. When 

we think about the scope of the reform and many details that were later decided by 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

297 
 

MOJ’s officials and accepted by Cabinet decision it is astonishing that Abe’s Kantei 

was able to push such a significant but void legislation through the Diet and make the 

deliberations practically meaningless. In the final chapter we will evaluate the outcomes 

of the legislation established thanks to Kantei’s strong control over the policy-making 

process. To achieve this goal, we will analyse the acceptance of the accommodation 

industry into the reform, present the first influence that the new program had on 

industry’s labour shortages, and learn from industry’s representatives about their 

perception of the program.  
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Chapter 5. The Results of Law Implementation and 

the Accommodation Industry 

The following chapter presents the results of the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment 

on Japanese labour shortages and on the accommodation industry in particular. The 

chapter presents the importance of tourism in Abe’s policies and the recent changes in 

the industry. Next, we introduced the accommodation industry as part of the tourism 

industry and discussed in detail the labour shortages that it had been struggling with. In 

the following part we elaborate on the industry’s hopes for its participation in the SSW 

program and present details related to how the program was introduced into the 

accommodation industry. Moreover, we presented the result of our pool conducted 

among professionals from the accommodation industry regarding their perception and 

interests toward the new program. Finally, we introduced the results that the reform 

brought to the accommodation industry and other participating industries. To conclude 

this chapter we evaluated the limited interest in the new visa program among foreign 

workers through various shortcomings of the program itself. 

 

  5.1. Japan as a Tourism-Oriented Country 

Changing Japan into a tourism-oriented country was one of various policies introduced 

by Abe during his second premiership as an attempt to revitalise Japan’s economy. 

Japanese policy-makers started to pay more attention to the potential profits of tourism 

for Japan’s economy in the 2000s. It was Koizumi Jun’ichirō who as the first Japanese 

prime minister understood the potential of tourism as a tool in revitalising the Japanese 

economy. In 2003 he launched a panel to explore ways to change Japan into a tourism-

oriented nation (JEF 2009, 20). In the same year he launched the policy of a tourism-

oriented nation in a bid to achieve the goal of “10 million foreign visitors to Japan by 

2010” (JEF 2009, 21). Later, the Tourism Nation Promotion Basic Law, which was 

established by the Japanese Diet in December 2006 and came to power in January 2007, 

described tourism as one of pillars of Japan’s policy. It emphasised that “the key to 

ensuring a good life for the people of Japan into the future is to respect region-led, 

innovation-oriented efforts while promoting the intake of domestic and international 

tourists through a sustainable evolution of vigorous regional communities capable of 

inspiring pride and love in its residents”. The government was to introduce reforms that 
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would allow for “developing internationally competitive and highly appealing tourism 

destinations, to enhance the international competitiveness of the tourism industry and 

develop individuals who will contribute to the promotion of tourism, to promote 

international tourism and to roll out measures needed to create an environment 

conducive to travel.” The government was to establish the Tourism Nation Promotion 

Basic Plan to achieve the goal of tourism nation (JTA 2016). During the Hatoyama 

government the tourism was regarded as the area of possible major growth and in 2009 

the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT)’s Growth Strategy 

Council became the main arena of policy deliberations for the tourism growth strategy. 

What is more, in the same year, the Office of Tourism Nation Promotion was 

established as a unified governmental structure for achieving tourism nation (JTA n.d.a). 

In 2012 Abe’s Cabinet accepted a New “Tourism Nation Promotion Basic Plan”. The 

goal of intensive tourist strategy was to serve as a pillar of Japan's growth plan, and to 

contribute to the recovery from the Great East Japan Earthquake. Abe presented various 

measures to realise the goal of the tourism nation via broadening the tourism base and 

improving tourism quality. The New Plan established various objectives for 2016 

including an increase in both the domestic travel consumption, by close to 5 trillion yen, 

to 30 trillion yen in 2016. What is more, as one of the measures to achieve this goal 

Abe’s government aimed at increasing the length of domestic travel by Japanese people 

from the average of 2.12 nights per year in 2010 to 2.5 nights per year by 2016. The 

number of international visitors to Japan was to be increased from 8.61 million in 2010 

to 18 million until 2016 and 25 million by the beginning of 2020. Abe also comprehends 

that to achieve this goal Japan needed to raise the satisfaction rates among foreign 

tourists which became another goal in Prime Minister’s strategy. The plan also aimed 

at increasing the number of Japanese travelling overseas from 16.64 million in 2010 to 

20 million by 2016. The Japan Tourism Agency was established and named as the lead 

actor for coordinating the introduction of the policy and achieving its goals (JTA n.d.a; 

NTA 2018). 

Tourism remained an important part of Abe’s policies and various measures for 

increasing the revenues from tourism were present in many of the policy plans 

introduced during his second premiership (Fukuyama 2017, 1). Among other policies 

the tourism constituted an important part of Abe’s „2013 Emergency Economic 

Measures for the Revitalization of the Japanese Economy”, „2015 New Strategies for a 

Tourism-Oriented Country”, “2016 New Tourism Strategy to Invigorate the Japanese 
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Economy”, „Japan Revitalisation Strategies”, „Investments for the Future Strategies” 

or „Basic Policies on Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform”. For example in 

2018, when the Immigration Act was amended creating the new visas for foreign 

workers, Abe’s „Basic Policy on Economic and Fiscal Management and Reform 2018„ 

stated: „To realize an advanced tourism nation and make tourism a key industry by 

achieving the target of 40 million foreign visitors to Japan and the target of travel 

consumption of 8 trillion yen by 2020, the government will take higher-level measures. 

(…) With the exploitation of tourism resources and achievement of comfortable and 

enjoyable travel environments, the government will attract foreign repeat visitors to 

regional areas, enhance experiential tourism, and promote measures to attract foreign 

tourists to stay longer in Japan. (…) The government will communicate the charm of 

tourism in Japan to the world in an effective manner utilizing platforms at home and 

abroad and strive to strategically relax visa issuance and promotion of MICE3. The 

government will facilitate the entry and departure procedures at international airports 

and harbours using cutting-edge technologies and the planned enhancement of CIQ4, 

and realize world-class tourism services by offering free-to-use Wi-Fi service. (…) The 

government will realize a globally competitive and attractive long-stay tourism by 

promoting IR 5 , which provides a complex of facilities including international 

convention halls, exhibition halls, and family-oriented entertainment facilities and 

introduces the contents representing Japanese tradition, culture, and arts. At the same 

time, all possible measures will be taken for people’s various concerns by developing 

the world’s strictest regulations on casinos and their enforcement systems. In addition, 

the government will implement countermeasures against problem gambling thoroughly 

and comprehensively. The Cabinet will make full effort to win the bid to host the World 

Expo 2025 in Osaka, Kansai. To ensure that the World Masters Games 2021 Kansai 

proceeds smoothly, the government will coordinate with the Organizing Committee and 

other organizations” (Cabinet Office 2018a). 

Abe’s proactive attitude for using tourism as a measure to enhance the Japanese 

economy brought unexpected results. While in 2013 Abe’s government established a 

goal of doubling the number of international visits to 20 million each year by 2020, 

 
3 Abbreviation of “Meeting,” “Incentive,” “Convention,” and “Exhibition/Event.” 
4 Abbreviation of Destination Management/Marketing Organization: Corporation that plays a leading 

role of creating sightseeing areas. 
5 Integrated Resort. 
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more than 31 million tourists visited Japan in 2018 and the government redefined its 

target to 40 million yearly visitors by 2020 (Fukuyama 2017, 1; Harris 2020, 315; 

Yagasaki 2019, 5). What is more, in 2018 foreign visitors spent roughly 4.5 trillion yen 

which was four times more than in 2012 when Abe came back to power (Harris 2020, 

315). The Japanese government estimated that this number would rise further to reach 

8 trillion yen in 2020 (Yagasaki 2019, 5). Before COVID-19 pandemic closed Japan to 

foreign tourists, the government aimed at welcoming 60 million foreign tourists who 

were to spend as much as 15 trillion yen (Yagasaki 2019, 8). Such numbers of foreign 

tourists were a result of weak yen and various policy measures introduced by the Prime 

Minister’s initiative (Harris 2020, 315). Japan relaxed entry requirements particularly 

for visitors from China and Southeast Asia, expanded the number of international 

arrivals at Haneda Airport by improving the infrastructure, improved free Wi-Fi 

availability across the country, introduced signs and announcements in multiple foreign 

languages (Harris 2020, 315; Milly 2018, 23). To further improve foreigners' 

experience, Japan Rail Pass tickets, that before 2017 could be bought only abroad 

before travelling to Japan, became available in the country. What is more, the number 

of tax-free shops was expected to double between 2014 and 2020 (Milly 2018, 24). 

Japanese government expected further increases in numbers of foreign tourists visiting 

Japan 

Due to intensive increase in the number of both domestic and international tourists, 

securing sufficient and high quality accommodation facilities became yet another 

challenge for the government especially as part of preparations for the 2020 Tokyo 

Olympics (Fukuyama 2017, 2; Tamura 2019, 60). As a result, a significant raise in the 

number of operating facilities, available rooms and facilities under construction was 

observed between 2017 and 2018 (Tamura 2019, 61; Taylor 2019, 47). In 2018 there 

were 10.402 hotels operating in Japan, which was a 3 percent increase from the previous 

year (Tamura 2019, 61; Yagasaki 2019, 11). According to the MHLW in March 2018 

the number of all kinds of accomodation facilities in the country reached 82.150 

(Yagasaki 2019, 11). Legislation was revised to allow diversification of facilities 

available to the tourists by including farmhouses and old folk houses (Yagasaki 2019, 

11). 
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  5.2. The characteristics of labour shortages in the 

accommodation industry 

The tourism boom that was the result of Abe’s policy strategy led to a situation where 

around 60 percent of accommodation facilities were suffering from labour shortages 

(Fukuyama 2017, 1,5; Taylor 2019, 47; Yagasaki 2019, 4). Together with the increase 

in the number of tourists between 2012 and 2018 the number of employees in the 

accommodation industry increased by 15 percent. It was a significant increase since the 

average increase in the number of employees for all the industries during this time was 

6 percent. Among the new employers in the accommodation industry there were more 

women (40.000) than men (30.000). What is more, there were more newly employed 

people above the age of 65 (60.000) than those aged between 15 and 64 who were old 

(20.000). Also, the average salary in industry increased between 2012 and 2017 by 7.8 

percent. Moreover, the industry’s income per employee also increased by 13.8 percent 

between 2012 and 2016 (Fukuyama 2017, 1; Yagasaki 2019, 13). However, despite 

these positive developments the industry was not able to retain its workers and on 

average workers quit within 3 years after starting work and the industry remained 

strongly understaffed (Fukuyama 2017, 1). The numbers were even higher for 

employed new university graduates among which 53.2 percent resigned within the first 

3 years, and new high school graduates of whom 66.2 percent resigned within the same 

period (Fukuyama 2017, 5). What is more in 2018 35 percent of hotel middle-level 

managers participating in an opinion poll said they were thinking about quitting their 

job within one year and 47 percent of them considered quitting in the next five years 

(Taylor 2019, 49). Moreover, the poll showed that 19 percent of these managers were 

thinking about leaving the industry (Taylor 2019, 53). As a result, operators of as many 

as 82.8 percent of accommodation facilities admitted that their business was negatively 

influenced by labour shortages (Taylor 2019, 49). What is more, while in 2017 the 

national job-opening ratio to one applicant was 1.38 jobs per applicant, in the 

accommodation industry this ratio reached 6.15 jobs openings per applicant (Yagasaki 

2019, 13). The situation got even more severe in January 2019 when the national 

average of full-time job offers was estimated at1.69 per applicant. This number was 

even higher when part time job offers were also included and reached 2.77 jobs per 

applicant. In the “customer service / waitperson” job category the estimates were higher 

than the national average and were respectively estimated at 2.69 and 4.09 job openings 
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per applicant (Taylor 2019, 48). What is more, such a big turnout among the employees 

posed an additional challenge for the industry regarding educating and preserving 

highly skilled staff (Fukuyama 2017, 2). It needs to be emphasised that this big turnout 

among employees of the accommodation industry is strongly influenced by very low 

salaries when compared to other industries, lack of life-work balance due to difficult 

shifts and overtime, and harsh working environment where bullying and power 

harassment often happens (Fukuyama 2017, 7; Taylor 2019, 55). 

 

  5.3. Foreign workers in the industry 

Due to serious labour shortages the accommodation industry turned to employment of 

foreign residents with different types of visa categories. They included permanent 

residents, Nikkeijins, dependents of a Japanese citizen, holders of 

Technology/Specialist in Humanities/International Service or Business Manager visas 

and foreign students (Yagasaki 2019, 15; Yoshida 2019, 193). What is more, according 

to the ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) in October 2017 among all 

places employing foreigners 27.779（14.3％）belong to either accomodation industry 

or restaurant industry. The total number of foreigners employed in the two industries 

was estimated at 157.866 which constituted 12.3 percent of all foreigners believed to 

be working in the country (Yoshida 2019, 194). The language abilities were an 

important factor when deciding about employing a foreigner at an accommodation 

facility. At least the Japanese skills equivalent to the Japanese Language Proficiency 

Test (JLPT) N2 level were often required. For this reason, many employed foreigners 

had experience of either studying or working in Japan. Despite high requirements 

regarding the language skills, they often turn out insufficient for the accommodation 

industry where a Japanese language with a very high and difficult level of politeness 

must be used. The experience of employing foreigners proved that the JLPT itself, as a 

test that does not include the speaking part, was often not a proof of sufficient 

communication skills since many of foreigners employed in the industry turned out not 

to be able to communicate with the customers on an appropriate level which led to 

complaints from the guests. What is more, Japanese culture and communication 

patterns existing in it are often referred to as „high-context communication” which 

makes establishing successful interpersonal relations very difficult for foreigners. For 

this reason, foreigners working in the accommodation industry had problems also in 
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communicating with their co-workers and faced various difficulties due to 

miscommunication. Such difficulties may negatively influence the working 

environment and the quality of provided services. What is more, some of the foreigners 

perceived their work-related responsibilities differently than their Japanese co-workers. 

While in many countries the concept of job description is very important, Japanese 

companies and hotels often require staff to undertake all kinds of tasks including 

washing dishes or cleaning. Such differences in opinions between foreign and Japanese 

staff may negatively influence the workplace even more (Yoshida 2019, 196-197). 

While foreigners working in the accommodation industry are not always provided with 

equal career development opportunities as their Japanese co-workers, on the other hand 

also some Japanese staff may find working with foreigners difficult and decide to leave 

their place of employment (Taylor 2019, 49; Yoshida 2019, 196). 

 

  5.4. Regional revitalisation and foreign staff 

The recent tourism boom became an important change for revitalisation of local 

communities in rural areas. Hotels’ revitalisation became a source of additional 

employment opportunities in these communities. Still, for many facilities in rural areas 

securing skilled staff for a long time has been a challenge (Yagasaki 2019, 14, 16). 

What is more, not only Japanese nationals turned to rural areas during their travels. 

Many foreigners, often visiting Japan many times, became interested in discovering 

fewer known parts of the country (Yagasaki 2019, 6). The government estimates that 

in 2018 in total foreigners spent 70 million nights in Japan’s rural areas. Before 

COVID-19 pandemic the government hoped to increase this number to 130 million 

nights in 2030 (Yagasaki 2019, 8). While the increase of the foreign tourists serves as 

an additional source of income for local communities it also became another challenge 

for the accommodation industry in these areas. Improving the quality of service has 

been one of measures for securing higher satisfaction among foreign visitors. What is 

more, employing staff that speaks foreign language well enough to communicate with 

the foreign guests became another important factor when preparing for foreign guests’ 

increase. Foreign workers become important human resources for accommodation 

facilities in remote areas. Their language skills and better understanding of many 

aspects of cultures foreign to Japan improves the quality of services provided to the 
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foreign guests which translates into higher revenues for both facilities and regions in 

general (JTA 2020c). 

 

  5.5. The accommodation industry as part of SSW program 

While foreigners had been working in the industry for years, some of their visa statuses 

officially limited the activities they were allowed to undertake while working at an 

accommodation facility. For example, the holders of Technology/Specialist in 

Humanities/International Service visa should not undertake tasks that did not require 

depending on their language skills for example cleaning or washing dishes. Hotels and 

other facilities usually put their staff to different tasks and doing only a narrow number 

of tasks is not possible. For this reason, professionals from the industry welcomed the 

new SSWI visa since it did not put any official limitations on work that the foreign staff 

could legally do (Yagasaki 2019, 15; Yoshida 2019, 196). Yagasaki (2019) states that 

according to an inquiry by the MOJ the accommodation industry was interested in 

employing additional foreign work to help them in such tasks as bed making or cleaning 

(Yagasaki 2019, 12). Still, officially the new regulations encourage foreigners working 

at accommodation facilities to take part in such professional activities as working at a 

front desk, promotion and marketing planning, customer service, restaurant service and 

other tasks that would be usually undertaken by Japanese workers (Immigration Service 

Agency Japan 2018u). To protect foreign workers from negative influence of malicious 

brokers the MOJ allowed only for direct-contract employment in the accommodation 

industry and forbade using dispatch companies (Immigration Service Agency Japan 

n.d.a.). 

In the Policy Regarding the Operation of the System Related to the Status of Residence 

of Specific Skills (Industry-specific operation policy), that was accepted by a Cabinet 

decision on December 25, 2018, the MOJ estimated that in 2018 there was need for 

additional 30.000 workers in the accommodation industry and that this number would 

increase to 100.000 in 2023 (Immigration Service Agency Japan n.d.a.; Yagasaki 2019, 

13). As a countermeasure to this decline the 2018 reform allowed for acceptance of 

22.000 foreign workers in the accommodation industry during the first five years after 

the beginning of the program (Immigration Service Agency Japan n.d.a.; Yagasaki 

2019, 15). The government emphasised that while such a number was clearly 

insufficient for solving industry’s labour shortages it believed that the industry would 
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improve labour efficiency by improving productivity (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan n.d.a.). 

The Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MILT) was the ministry 

in charge of implementation of the new visa program in the accommodation industry. 

It established “Accommodation Sector Specific Skills Council” that was composed of 

Accepting Organisations from the industry, industry groups and other related parties. 

The council served as a venue for facilitating communication and information sharing 

between the relevant parties to achieve proper acceptance and protection of foreign 

workers. The facilities interested in employing foreigners via SSWI program need to 

be facilities operating with a permission to operate inns and hotels under the Ryokan 

Business Law. They are required to register as Accepting Organisations with the MLIT, 

become members of the Council, corporate with received guidance, submission of 

required reports, providing necessary materials, inquiries, or field surveys (JTA 2020d). 

The Council for Promoting Foreign Workers’ Employment in the Accommodation 

Industry (which includes Japan Hotel Association, National Ryokan Hotel Living 

Hygiene Association, Japan Hotel Association, Japan City Hotel Association) has been 

one of the main actors behind lobbying for expanding the acceptance of foreign workers 

in the accommodation industry. It was established in October 2016. The Council held 

meetings when the reform preparations were in progress in which the representatives 

of the Japan Tourism Agency also participated as observers to transfer the industry’s 

needs to the MLIT (Kanko Keizai Shimbun 2018). The Council was also responsible 

for preparing industry skill measurement test and established in September 2018 

“General Incorporated Association Center for Accommodation Industry Proficiency 

Test” which was put in charge for carrying out the tests (CAIPT n.d.c.; Surya 2019). 

To increase the number of foreigners employed in the industry via the new visa scheme 

the MLIT or the Japan Tourism Agency organised various events to promote the 

program. It organised seminars for both Japanese interested in employing foreigners at 

accommodation facilities or becoming a Registered Support Organisation and for 

foreigners interested in working in the industry. What is more, additional lectures were 

held at local governments, Japanese language schools or industry groups. Moreover, on 

December 20, 2019, the Council for Promoting Foreign Workers’ Employment in the 

Accommodation Industry held a matching event for 85 Myanmar citizens who 

successfully passed the industry examination on October 27, 2019, and members of 10 
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companies who wanted to employ 47 foreigners at 19 facilities. The chosen foreign 

workers were supposed to start their employment in April 2020 (JTA n.d.c). 

What is more to further increase the potential number of foreigners that could be 

employed with the new visa program in the accommodation industry the efforts were 

made to introduce the industry also into the TITP since having workers transferred from 

the trainee system seems to be a much more efficient way of entering the SSW visa 

program than applying to it directly. While the accommodation industry was already 

able to employ trainees as part of TITP (i) this was not sufficient to have them transfer 

to the SSW program. As a result, in May 2019 the government announced that it is 

working on including the accommodation industry into the TITP (ii) (Asahi Shimbun 

2019). Accommodation industry became yet another occupation opens for trainees 

under TITP (ii) on February 25. 2020 (CAIPT n.d.a.). Trainees were allowed to pick-

up and drop-off guests, engage in customer service, undertake venue preparation and 

maintenance tasks. serving food and beverages, cleaning (both TITP(i) and TITP (ii)), 

helping with check-in and check-out (only TITP (ii)) (JTA n.d.b.; JTA. 2020a). Once 

again the Council for Promoting Foreign Workers’ Employment in the Accommodation 

Industry was the main force that called for extending the TITP (ii) program to the 

accommodation industry. The deliberations and preparations by the council started 

already before April 2018 (Kanko Keizai Shimbun 2018). The General Incorporated 

Association Centre for Accommodation Industry Proficiency Test which was put in 

charge for carrying out the tests is also responsible for conducting the evaluation tests 

required for transfer to TITP (ii) (CAIPT n.d.c.; Surya 2019). Before the industry was 

included into the TITP program it was able to depend on trainees employed by building 

cleaning companies who could be outsourced to accommodation facilities after hotel 

cleaning and bed making were added to the activities allowed to the trainees in the 

building cleaning industry in 2018 (CAIPT n.d.a; Librige 2019; PHDO n.d). 

 

5.6. Status of skilled workers’ employment in the 

accommodation industry 

Despite the high hopes for the new program the initial results were extremely 

worrisome (Mitsui & Co. Global Strategic Studies Institute 2019). The aim of the 

reform was to accept 47.550 workers employed under the new visa during the first year 

after its launch and to achieve the goal of 345.000 specified skilled workers over five 
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years. (Kyozuka, Yamashita and Endo 2019; Lane 2019). However, in June 2019 only 

20 foreigners were granted the new visa (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019b). 

What is more, all of them were transferees from the TITP program (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan n.d.b). The situation did not improve a lot till the end of 2019 

when only 1.621foreigners were issued the visa, a little over 3 percent of the 

government quota that year (Burgess 2020; Immigration Service Agency Japan 2019c; 

Milly 2020; Public Relations Office Government of Japan 2020a). Out of foreigners 

who received the SSWI visa in 2019 19 transferred from the care workers EPA program, 

1 transferred to the program by passing the third grade of the auto mechanic skill test, 

115 passed skills test in either accommodation or restaurant industry and as many as 

1.486 workers were transferees from the TITP program (Immigration Service Agency 

Japan n.d.b.). One year after the launch of the program, at the end of March 2020, out 

of 3.987 foreigners who were granted the new visa more than 90 percent transferred 

from the TITP program and only 7 percent entered the program by passing skills and 

language tests (Immigration Service Agency Japan n.d.b.; Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2020f). Two years after the start of the program, in March 2021, the number of 

foreigners working under the program increased to 22.567 people out of which 19.092 

transferred from the TITP, 115 transferred from the EPA program, 7 passed the third 

grade of the auto mechanic skill test, and 3.535 entered the program by passing skills 

test in nursing care, automobile maintenance, aviation accommodation, agriculture, 

fisheries, food and beverages manufacturing industry, restaurants, food service industry 

industries (Immigration Service Agency Japan n.d.b.; Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2021a). The latest data about the number of programs’ participants were provided 

in September 2021 when 38.337 foreigners were participating in the program out of 

which 30.734 transferred from the TITP, 182 transferred from nurse-care EPA, 42 

passed the third grade of the auto mechanic skill test, and only 19 entered the program 

by skills exam (Immigration Service Agency Japan n.d.b.; Immigration Service Agency 

Japan 2021b; see figure 9). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202200100

309 
 

Figure 9. Routes for entering SSW program (September 2021).  

Source: By the author based on Immigration Service Agency Japan. n.d.b. 

 

 

 

It should be emphasised that, as numbers clearly prove, the relative increase in the 

number of the participants since December 2020 was more a result of the government's 

attempts to preserve foreign workers who were already in the country since the Covid-

19 related border restrictions stopped new workers from coming to Japan (Immigration 

Service Agency Japan n.d.b., see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. TITP transferees and test takers among SSW program participants 

(September 2021).  

Source: By the author based on Immigration Service Agency Japan. n.d.b. 
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While the SSW visa program turned out not to be as popular among forieign workers 

as the government hoped for, the numbers of the participants were particularly low in 

the accommodation industry when compared with other industries. To secure new 

workers via the SSW system the industry related organisation undertook various 

initiatives. It organised skills tests in Japan April 2019 (seven locations; 280 

participants passed successfully), October 2019 (eight locations; 363 participants 

passed successfully), January 2020 (no data; 412 participants passed successfully), July 

2020 (five locations; 552 participants passed successfully), September 2020 (four 

locations; 259 participants passed successfully), November 2020 (six locations; 256 

participants passed successfully); April 2021 (no data; 163 participants passed 

successfully), June 2021 (no data; 212 participants passed successfully), September 

2021 (no data; 137 participants passed successfully), November 2021 (six locations; no 

data) another test was planned for February 2020 at 4 locations (CAIPT n.d.b.; CAIPT 

2021a.; CAIPT 2021b.; CAIPT 2021c.; CAIPT 2021d.; CAIPT 2021e.; JTA 2020b.; 

Skilled Accommodation Worker Portal 2020). What is more, as it was previously 

mentioned, an additional test was held in October 2019 in Myanmar where 85 

participants passed the exam (JTA 2020b.; Skilled Accommodation Worker Porta 

2020). Despite all these efforts after August 2019, when first foreigners were accepted 

into the industry, only 121 foreigners worked in the industry at the end of September 

2021, which was the second lowest number among all participating industries except 

for the aviation industry (Immigration Service Agency Japan 2020h; JTA 2020b.). 

Such a low number of participants was for sure influenced by the border control 

measures introduced by the Japanese government which for most of the time between 

April 2020 and end of 2021 almost completely barred the arrival of new foreigners into 

the country (Kyozuka, Yamashita and Endo 2019). What is more, the Covid-19 

pandemic negatively influenced performance of many accommodation facilities, 

restaurants, and factories in the manufacturing industry which, not only resulted in 

many foreign workers being suddenly fired, but also further negatively influenced work 

opportunities for foreigners and industries’ interest in the program (Nagayoshi 2021, 8). 

Still, the program has been proceeding slowly also due to other factors. For the first 

nine months after the launch of the program the infrastructure necessary for the program 

was not ready in many industries. Japan needed to sign agreements with sending 

countries and industries needed to prepare necessary examination procedures. By 

February 2020, approximately 3.800 Registered Support Organizations were approved 
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by the relevant governmental institutions. Still, for many companies the program has 

not seemed interesting due to lack of sufficient information, overcomplicated 

procedures, and additional costs. On the other hand, since getting the new visa requires 

foreigners to sign a contract with an employer that has secured a relationship with a 

Registered Support Organization, meeting this and other requirements was easier for 

TITP participants staying in the countryside (Milly 2020). Gathering 20 types of 

required documents was another obstacle for foreigners willing to find employment 

under the new program (Burgess 2020). As a result, foreign residents already in Japan 

on other types of visas were the ones that had easier access to information, exams and 

employment opportunities (Milly 2020). 

 

  5.7. Questionnaires 

The MLIT held a questionnaire survey among facilities being members of any of four 

organisations constituting the Council for Promoting Foreign Workers’ Employment in 

the Accommodation Industry on their situation of labour shortages and experience with 

accepting foreigners with the SSW visa program. Based on 649 replies that the ministry 

obtained from the facilities it was found out that 57.2 percent of them suffered from 

labour shortage while 37.6 percent expected labour shortages in the future. Only 5.2 

percent of participating facilities were not worried about securing enough workers for 

their operations. As of April 2017, 54.7 percent of them employed foreign workers 

compared to 39.6 percent who did not. What is more 58 percent of respondents 

considered employing foreigners in the next 5 years. On the other hand, 31 percent were 

not convinced whether they would employ foreign workers and 11 percent were not 

considering such a possibility (MLIT n.d.) 

To evaluate the effectiveness of Abe’s policy-making process and of immigration 

decision-making we conducted a questionnaire among professionals working at 

managerial positions in the accommodation industry. Our questionnaire included 20 

questions regarding respondents’ or their company’s need for employing additional 

workers, their experience of working with foreigners and interest in taking advantage 

of the SSW program (see Appendix 1). Due to Covid-19 pandemic we conducted the 

questionnaire online. The participants were informed about the reason for the 

questionnaire and participated from their free will. 
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We received answers from 22 professionals working in hotels from various parts of 

Japan including Hokkaido, Okinawa, Kyoto prefecture, Nara prefecture, Fukui 

prefecture, Kanagawa prefecture and Osaka prefecture. What is more, one of the 

respondents worked for a company having facilities all over Japan. The size of facilities 

they worked at varied. Out of 20 respondents who provided information regarding the 

size of facilities they owned or worked at, 40 percent of them worked at big facilities 

with over 100 rooms. What is more, 25 percent of them worked at accommodation 

facilities that have between 50 and 100 rooms and 20 percent worked at facilities. They 

are working at different types of facilities including luxury hotels, business hotels, 

hotels, guest houses, or traditional ryokans, minpaku (like B&B) (see Figure 11). Seven 

of the respondents worked for companies employing more than 100 persons, six in such 

employing between 10 and 20 workers, four in companies employing below 10 people, 

three worked in companies employing between 21-50 persons, and two is those 

employing between 51 and 100 workers which also provides a broad representation of 

the industry. 

 

Figure 11. Type of accommodation facility. 

Source: By the author based on questionnaires. 

 

 

It was interesting to find out that, out of 20 respondents who shared their opinion 

regarding the labour shortage in the industry, relatively few regarded it as bad or very 

bad (30%). While only 20 percent thought the situation was good, as many as 40 percent 

of respondents emphasised that the situation differs depending on the facility. Our 
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research based on secondary resources suggested that labour shortages should be 

especially serious in the remote areas of Japan. However, only 20 of respondents 

believed that the circumstances differ depending on the region. 

Regarding the staff shortages, only four respondents answered that they have sufficient 

staff (hotel/company with less than 10 rooms and less than 10 staff; hotel/company with 

10-20 rooms and between 10 and 20 staff; hotel/company with over 100 rooms and less 

than 10 staff; hotel/company with over 100 rooms and over 100 staff) and one replied 

that due to Covid-19 crisis they were forced to lay off their staff (minpaku (similar to 

B&B) with 51-100 rooms, and staff between 21-50). All the remaining 17 respondents 

answered that their facility suffered from labour shortages. However, seven of them 

answered that even though they lack sufficient staff they cannot afford to hire more 

workers due to the required costs. What is more, one respondent answered that they 

were suffering from staff shortages only during the busiest season in March and April 

(see Figure 12). 

 

Figure 12. Labour shortages. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

Among the 16 respondents who provided information about the workers they need to 

employ they mentioned front staff (75%), restaurant staff (50%), cleaning staff 

(43.75%), kitchen staff (35.5%) and night staff (18.75) which show a large diversity of 

workers needed in the industry. These numbers are interesting when compared with the 
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positions that foreign staff are/were employed at the same facilities. It clearly shows 

that the foreigners are covering the existing labour shortages (see Figure 13). 

Four of the participants did not have experience with employing foreign workers 

(facility with over 100 rooms employing 10-20 staff; facility employing 10-20 staff; 

facility with between 51 and 100 rooms employing between 51-100 staff; facility with 

over 100 rooms employing over 100 staff). Among the 18 respondents with experience 

in hiring foreign staff including these foreign workers were employed both as full-time 

and part-time employees. What is more, among 16 respondents who shared their 

reasons for hiring foreigners, 56.25 percent chose foreign language skills as the most 

important reason behind the decision to employ foreigners. On the other hand, the same 

number of respondents chose high Japanese skills as a reason for employing their 

foreign staff. Moreover, a good understanding of Japanese culture was an important 

reason for 43,75 percent of them. Comprehension for foreigners' culture (25%) and 

experience in the industry (25%) were also important factors behind employing foreign 

staff. On the other hand, inability to employ Japanese staff, as a reason for turning to 

foreign staff, was chosen by only one respondent. 

 

Figure 13. Needed staff and foreign workers’ positions. 

Source: By the author. 

 

As a result of their experience in employing foreigners, out of 18 respondents, 33.3 

percent evaluated foreigner’s performance “very well” and another 38.9 percent 
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thought foreigners worked “well”. While none of the respondents thought negatively 

about foreign workers, 22.22 percent said that “it depends on the person” and 5.55 

percent stated that they “did not know how to evaluate” their performance. Despite such 

positive perception, out of 20 respondents 40 percent of respondents had no plans for 

employing foreigners. On the other hand, 25 percent were planning or considering 

hiring a full-time foreign employee. What is more, 30 percent were planning or 

considering hiring part-time foreign staff. It is a finding worth further research since it 

may be indicating that foreigners are more perceived as an additional source of the 

working force and may more often end up working under contracts that do not provide 

stability. On the other hand, 20 percent of respondents emphasised that when employing 

staff they are not taking into consideration their nationality but their skills or experience. 

Nineteen of the respondents shared their experience or opinions concerning 

employment of foreigners via SSW visa scheme five respondents did not hear about the 

program and eight were not considering or have not considered till now taking 

advantage of the program. On the other hand, four respondents answered they were 

employing Specified Skilled Worker(s) when answering the questionnaire. What is 

more, one of them employed Specified Skilled Worker(s) in the past and was 

considering employing more staff through the program. Two additional respondents 

were interested in the program which gave a total of six respondents having experience 

or interest about the program, compared with thirteen who had no knowledge or interest 

in it. When comparing these answers with the type of the facility that the respondents 

were employed at there was no significant correlation between its type and the interest 

in the program (see figure 14). 

The answers showed that the facilities that were interested in the program were the ones 

with a big number of rooms and the small facilities lacked interest (see figure  15).  
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Figure 14. Type of the facility and interest in the program. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Size of the facility and interest in the program. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

The similar correlation could be seen regarding the number of staff employed by a 

facility/ company. When the respondents whose facility/company employed over 100 

staff were the most interested in the program, smaller facilities/companies employed 

less than10 people expressed their lack of interest in it (see figure 16). It is an important 
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distinction since the program was officially aimed at helping small businesses that were 

struggling due to lack of staff. While our questionnaire, due to its small scale, cannot 

be representative for the industry it suggests that various requirements and costs related 

to the program may make it less appealing or inaccessible for the smaller business and 

be profitable only for big companies.  

 

Figure 16. Number of employees and interest in the program. 

Source: By the author. 

 

 

 

Even though the questionnaire itself did not show a high interest in the new Specified 

Skilled Workers program in a detailed question about whether or not the respondents 

thought that the program will become a good opportunity for the industry as many as 

nine respondents believed it should become an opportunity for the industry. Among the 

respondents who answered this question, none regarded the new program in a negative 

or unpromising way, but one said it is still difficult to evaluate the influence the program 

may bring to the industry. What is more, one respondent admitted that, despite the 

program itself being a good opportunity for the industry, his/her company did not have 

sufficient resources to take advantage of it. Such a point proves our worries that the 

program is overcomplicated by inclusion of too many additional actors or putting too 

many costs on the employers. What is more, another respondent expressed a worry that 

even though access to additional workers would be a good opportunity for the industry, 
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it was difficult to foresee when the workers would be able to come to Japan due to the 

strict border restrictions.    

When asked about their general opinions about the labour shortages in the industry and 

the presence of foreign workers, two respondents called for further relaxation of the 

immigration regulations. What is more, one of them emphasised the need for allowing 

workers to settle in Japan with their families. On the other hand, while two respondents 

stressed that foreign staff become valued assets by helping with communication with 

foreign guests, another one simply stated that since there are no foreign tourists in Japan 

due to Covid-19 pandemic there is no need to hire foreign workers in the industry. This 

clearly shows that the industry and its attitude toward foreign workers is divided just as 

the Japanese society itself. 

  

  5.8. Conclusions 

The outcome of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment and its results were strongly 

influenced by the Covid-19 pandemic. Japan decided to impose strict border regulations 

which strongly influenced the access to additional foreign workforce and foregin 

tourists, both of which were of great importance for this study. Since both foreign 

workers and the income from the tourist industry became an important part of the 

Japanese economy the restrictions dealt it a significant blow (Nikkei Kiezai Shimbun 

2020; Menju2020b; nippon.com 2020; Osumi 2020b). 

It resulted in a dual situation where in such industries as construction, food processing, 

manufacture, fishery, agriculture, or convenience stores were not able to access new 

foreign workers and often secure sufficient numbers of staff (Japan Today 2020; Matsui 

and Asakura 2020; Nikkei Kiezai Shimbun 2020). On the other hand, in such industries 

as the service industry, due to economic difficulties employers’ interest in employing 

foreigners did not only decrease but also many of them were laid off (Fujino 2020; 

Japan Today 2020; Matsui and Asakura 2020). What is more, there were reports of 

companies illegally terminating their workers’ contracts (Matsui and Asakura 2020). 

The manufacturing industry seems to be facing dual problems, while some companies 

are unable to employ sufficient workers due to border controls, others have been firing 

their Nikkeijin employees (Fujino 2020; Japan Today 2020). What is more, the trainees 

seemed to be especially vulnerable to such practices due to their lack of Japanese 

language skills and legal knowledge (Matsui and Asakura 2020; Yomiuri Shimbun 
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2020). Some farmers in Nagano prefecture turned to laid off foreigners who worked in 

the hotel industry and offered them work at their lettuce farms. Still, such a shift was 

only possible with foreigners holding permanent residency, special permanent 

residency, being spouses of Japanese or residents and Nikkeijins. For the trainees, 

whose employment possibilities are strictly restricted, such shifts were not possible 

(Matsui and Asakura 2020; Menju 2020b). Later the government undertook special 

measures to help foreign workers continue employment in the country due to the lack 

of new workers inflow (Menju 2020b; Yomiuri Shimbun 2020). The MOJ as „special 

measure” allowed trainees who lost their employment due to the pandemic to stay in 

the country for a year under „special activities visa (tokutei katsudō)” and undertake 

alternative employment. The MHLW, faced with many reports about fired foreign 

workers, started a special information system in 14 languages and „simple Japanese” 

and advises foreigners about their legal rights (Menju 2020b). 

Such a difficult situation strongly influenced the results of foreign workers acceptence 

via the SSW program. Since many foreigners who invested and prepared to come to 

Japan to work under the SSW visa, or were simply considering it, remain unable to 

enter the country, majority of foreigners working under the new visa program constitute 

of transferees from the TITP program who were already in the country when the 

pandemic began (see Figure 10). 

The accommodation industry was one of the industries hit the hardest by the pandemic 

due to lack of foreign tourists caused by the border controls and serious decrease in 

national travels (nippon.com 2020). The impact on the industry was even harder since 

it has been increasing its operation due to expected further tourism boom related to 

hosting 2020 Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics (Imahashi 2020; Martin 2020). As a 

result of decreased revenues many hotels turned to decreasing their employment 

(Murayama 2020). Similarly, to other businesses, the foreigners seemed to be the most 

vulnerable workers often to be let go. News reports informed about eight trainees from 

Myanmanr being forced to sign documents agreeing to terminate their contracts with a 

hotel in Nagano prefecture (Matsui and Asakura 2020). Although the available 

information mentions trainees, not specified skilled workers, it clearly shows industry’s 

attitude towards foreign workers and how vulnerable foreigners working in the industry 

are. 

This situation for sure influenced the low increase in the number of foreigners working 

in the industry with the SSW visa (Figure 17). 
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Figure 17. Increase in the number of SSW workers in the accommodation industry. 

Source: By the author based on Immigration Service Agency Japan. n.d.b. 

 

 

 

What is more, the only recent inclusion in the TITP program and lack of trainees 

experienced enough to transfer to the SSW additionally decreased industry’s chances 

of employing staff with this new program.  

 

Figure 18. SSW workers in14 industries (September 2021). 

Source: By the author based on Immigration Service Agency Japan. n.d.b. 
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As a result the accommodation industry remains second the least popular industry after 

the aviation industry (see Figure 18). 

Still, since the results in all industries remain significantly below the official goal of 

accepting 345.000 specified skilled workers over five years it clearly shows that the 

scheme itself is not attractive to foreign workers. (Kyozuka, Yamashitaa and Endo 2019; 

Lane 2019). The low interest in the program is caused by, not only the Covid-19 

pandemic, but also by shortcomings of the program itself. The program presents itself 

as a continuation of Japan’s overcomplicated, ineffective, and short-sighted 

immigration decision-making just like the TITP or nurse-care EPA programs.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusions 

This research was conducted with the dual aim of analysing the originality of policy-

making patterns under Abe’s second premiership by presenting them in a comparison 

with other Japanese prime ministers and of evaluating if Abe’s patterns led to changes 

in the quality of the policy-making outcomes when it came to Japan’s labour-related 

immigration decision-making. 

Our first goal was to present a general policy-network structure under Abe’s leadership 

between 2012 and 2020 (see Figure 7). Our detailed analysis clearly showed that Prime 

Minister Abe learnt from successes and failures of the previous prime ministers and 

from his own mistakes during his first time in office. Most importantly during his 

second time in office there was no hastiness in the introduction of structural changes or 

reforms. Abe, with the influence of CCS Suga, decided to build his image as economic 

reformist and guarantor of economic development which strengthened his position 

within his own party and against other actors of the policy-making. Abe’s stable 

government, international recognition and emphasis on the economic outcomes led to 

strong support among the Japanese citizens. It was a radical change in Japanese politics 

where various prime ministers often appeared as weak and unable to present their 

policy-goals to the public. Relative positive perception among the public resulted in 

electoral victories and served Abe as a tool to impose his will and agenda on the LDP, 

Kōmeitō and bureaucrats. 

Similarly, to Koizumi, his strength and control over policy-making increased gradually 

with the length of his tenure. When taking control over the policy-making structures 

Abe also showed patience and used to his advantage the available institutions 

introducing changes gradually by adding to the network new institutions under his 

direct control. Many researchers and commentators emphasise that another important 

reason behind Abe’s strength was his “divide and rule” approach to decision-making. 

The large variety of advisory bodies under Abe’s control, whose agenda often 

overlapped, turned out to be instrumental, not only in circumventing the traditional 

LDP’s and bureaucratic policy-making mechanism, but most importantly allowed Abe 

to become the final arbiter once again in deciding the policy direction. The councils 

became such executors of Kantei’s will and their reports often followed cabinet 

decisions instead of shaping it. Among various headquarters and councils established 

under Kantei’s direct control the NSC and its Secretariat served Abe to take foreign and 
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security policy initiatives from the hands of the ministries and to become the final 

arbiter for these policy domains. The Abenomics were shaped with the use of such 

councils like the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization or the Industrial 

Competitiveness Council and the Regulatory Reform Council (later Regulatory Reform 

Promotion Council). Abe’s control over internal politics and power struggle was 

possible thanks to CCS Suga’s management skills and the Cabinet Secretariat or the 

Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs which remained under Suga’s control.  

Based on our research we believe that Abe’s second premiership should not be 

evaluated simply as a period of his strong leadership and control over policy-making. 

Detailed analysis of Abe’s Kantei shows that many of his closest co-workers were 

strongly shaping the government's policies and were important forces behind Abe’s 

strong hold on decision-making. Abe’s economic policy was strongly shaped by his 

Executive Secretary Imai who also took interest in international affairs and strongly 

influenced Japan’s policies toward China and Russia. Minister in Charge of Economic 

Revitalization and Minister of State for Economic and Fiscal Policy Amari was also 

behind Abe’s economic policies. The security policies were shaped by National 

Security Adviser Yachi. Finally, there is little doubt that Abe’s second premiership 

would not be so strong or long-lasting without Suga acting as the CCS. Suga's political 

views and convictions were significantly different from those of Abe's typical 

confidants and political allies. Suga served as an important balance against nationalistic 

tendencies represented by many politicians in Abe’s closest circles. His pragmatic 

attitude helped to control Abe’s radical tendencies and secured the longitude of Abe’s 

leadership. It was also Suga’s pragmatism that was a key factor behind Abe's shift from 

focusing on changing Japan's pacifist constitution to jump-starting the nation's economy. 

Furthermore, Abe’s trust for Suga and his skills allowed him to entrust his CCS with 

domestic affairs and concentrate on undertaking many of his international activities 

which further strengthened his image and recognition. Suga was responsible for 

coordination and smooth implementation of different Kantei’s decisions by efficient 

management of various policy actors. He also was the person behind many policy 

initiatives such as including the regional revitalisation and decentralisation, the 

coverage of infertility treatment by the National Insurance System, price reduction for 

telecommunications services, the creation of Integrated Resorts with casinos and the 

2018 Immigration Act Amendment.  
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Such a significant role of various Kantei’s members in shaping Abe’s policy direction 

and agenda shows that he often served as the power to legitimise policy initiatives that 

were proposed and shaped by his closest advisors. For this reason, we argue that there 

is a need to analyse Abe’s decision-making in more detail to present these diverse 

factors behind his agenda. While the existing, English-language, literature strongly 

concentrates on Abe himself as the main decision-maker and power holder, we argue 

that more attention should be paid to a detailed analysis of the influence that was exerted 

by other Kantei’s members on the prime minister and his policies.  

Our second goal was to analyse the policy-making process behind the 20018 

Immigration Act Amendment as a case study to deepen our understanding of Abe’s 

decision-making patterns. This policy event clearly showed that different Kantei 

members were able to initiate and shape policies introduced under Abe’s second 

premiership. As various academic research on policy-making in Japan suggests, 

different policy events result in establishment of various detailed policy-networks 

including different actors interested in a particular policy. Our analysis of the policy-

network behind this policy event clearly showed that the Prime Minister served more 

as a legitimizing force behind the reform while CCS Suga was the main actor behind 

its initiation, shaping and introduction (see Figure 8). What is more, CCS Suga’s 

personal connections with the MOJ’s bureaucrats, especially Sasaki Shōko, allowed the 

ministry, not only to shape the new law, but also to increase the position and power of 

the Immigration Bureau. What is more, this case study also clearly confirmed Abe’s 

policy-making patterns of creating additional policy-deliberation bodies under Kantei’s 

direct control to exclude many policy-making actors from shaping the legislation.  

Still, the 2018 Immigration Law Amendment also showed that, even under Abe’s strong 

control over the policy-making, in some policy domains the bureaucrats and business 

groups were able to exert strong influence on the policy outcome and protect their 

interest. We believe that it was possible since, while this reform was not of great interest 

for Abe himself, it presented a chance for providing SMEs with an additional cheap 

labour force and improving Japan’s economic performance and Abenomics image. 

Finally, Abe’s strong hold on power during his second premiership led to cases of 

cronyism, corruption, and electoral law violation. It caused worries that such 

centralisation of the power in hands of the Kantei may lead to close to dictatorial 

tendencies by prime ministers and required introduction of independent and efficient 
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oversight bodies that could improve government’s transparency, boost Kantei’s 

accountability and protect Japan from the top executive claiming extensive powers. The 

case of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment clearly showed how strong and 

centralised Kantei may push its own policy agenda through the organs of policy-making 

regardless of existing opposition. The 2018 reform was opposed, although for different 

reasons, by both many of the LDP’s politicians and opposition parties. Despite that 

Kantei set a goal of enacting the legislation before the end of 2018 and was able to use 

its power to push it through all organs including the Diet in a record short time. What 

is more, Kantei was able to enact this legislation even though many of its details were 

not even ready when the bill was passed through the Diet. To have the legislative base 

necessary for the reform passed by the Diet many of its details were not included in the 

amendment itself but were decided later by MOJ’s bureaucrats and accepted as a 

Cabinet decision which was another exception from traditional policy-making patterns. 

To further comprehend the details of the 2018 Immigration Act Amendment we wanted 

to find out what kind of factors led to the inclusion of the accommodation industry into 

the reform. Based on analysis of secondary resources and the content of our 

questionnaire we believe that the factors that led to the inclusion of this industry into 

the new visa program were not significantly different from other participating industries. 

Strong labour shortages and pre-pandemic expansion in the industry were main factors 

behind its interest in accepting additional foreign workers. Still, while for many 

industries the new program was mainly a measure to allow the trainees already working 

in these industries to extend their stay in Japan, the accommodation industry was not 

able to use it in such a way due to the fact that it did not participate in TITP(ii) before 

May 2019. However, through the efforts of the Council for Promoting Foreign Workers’ 

Employment in the Accommodation Industry the industry was later included into 

TITP(ii) which shows its increased interest in securing unskilled foreign labour for its 

operations. It needs to be emphasised that the industry was not satisfied with 

employment of foreigners holding „Engineer/Specialist in Humanities/International 

Services” visas since legally they were not able to require these workers to undertake 

manual tasks. While these legal restrictions did not necessarily stop some of the 

facilities from delegating aslo the manual tasks to these workers, the industry perceived 

the SSW visa program as a chance to employ foreigners that legally can undertake such 

tasks as  cleaning the rooms and conducting other manual works. 
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Finally, it is important to try to answer the question whether Abe’s policy-making 

patterns allowed for the introduction of a labour-related immigration reform that was 

different from the previous legislation. There is no doubt that the scale of the reform 

was very significant since it was the first legislation that introduced a new system that 

openly allowed for employment of unskilled foreign workers. Such a reform was 

possible thanks to Abe’s strong control over the policy-making actors and venues. 

Abe’s strength in the Diet made it practically dysfunctional during the deliberations 

over the amendment and allowed for enactment of a “while card” legislation despite 

opposition’s protest. 

Still, the details of the reform are not revolutionary and are nothing more than a build-

up on a dysfunctional and controversial TITP program. As a result, the new SSW visa 

status shares many flaws with the TITP including existence of middle-man 

organisations, lack of sufficient protection of the workers or overcomplicated 

requirements and procedures. What is more, while the program was to help the most 

disadvantaged of the SMEs, costs related to the program's participation and various 

requirements, or responsibilities put on the employers make it of little interest for small 

firms in the remote areas. First comments suggest that the smallest firms may continue 

to depend strongly on the TITP while the new program may be an interesting option for 

bigger companies with sufficient resources to meet program’s requirements.  

It needs to be emphasised that Covid-19 pandemic made implementation of the program 

very difficult. For this reason, there is no doubt that the pandemic is one of the important 

reasons behind the low number of program’s participants. Still, based on the details of 

the program, we believe that it is difficult to expect it to become an interesting option 

for foreign workers and to serve as anything more than a mere extension of the TITP. 

What is more, the legislation itself falls far from introducing revolutionary changes. 

Most importantly, it served as a measure to protect the interest of various groups that 

have been profiting from the labour immigration for years. By establishing the new visa 

program as an extension of the TITP the profits of private organisations, politicians and 

bureaucrats participating in the TITP were increased even further.  

While Abe’s policy-making patterns allowed him to introduce an unpopular reform 

despite the opposition, the reform itself did not introduce revolutionary changes to 

Japanese society and immigration legislation. For decades Japan relied on cheap labour 

force from abroad introduced by various visa programs without openly admitting that 
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it is in a serious need pf foreign workers. For this reason, the 2018 Immigration Act 

Amendment is no different from previous legislation. While the reform opened the 

Japanese labour market to unskilled workers the government openly emphasised that it 

was not an immigration policy and strongly restricted the rights of the new workers 

making it more a continuation of long-lasting tendencies. 

Providing the Japanese economy with additional supplies of cheap foreign workers 

cannot solve important problems of Japanese society and economy. What the Japanese 

labour market needs is most importantly an internal reform of its corporate culture 

which results in low efficiency of Japanese firms and extremely harsh working 

conditions. Providing unsustainable Japanese businesses with yet another source of 

cheap labour, that is expected to undertake tasks that Japanese workers are not willing 

to do for extremely low wages, cannot become a long-term solution for revitalising 

Japan’s economy. For this reason, the new legislation instead of revolutionising the 

Japanese labour market only helps to preserve its most serious problems and allow 

inefficient companies to avoid introducing necessary reforms. 

For this reason, we believe that Abe’s strong leadership and hold on policy-making 

process, instead of becoming a catalyst for necessary significant change, only helped to 

preserve the status quo by closing itself on consultations and introducing a seriously 

flawed and inefficient reform. Rapid ageing and shrinking of Japanese society cause 

many challenges for its economy and society which cannot be solved with a patch-work 

of short-sighted policies but require introduction of wide comprehensive reforms. Only 

after reforming its corporate culture and improving the situation of Japanese workers 

on the labour market may we hope that Japan stops using foreign workers as disposable 

commodities and undertakes honest debate about the country's future and the role that 

the foreign workers may play in revitalisation of its economy.  

Unfortunately, the structural changes that allowed Abe to efficiently introduce his 

policy agenda were not enough to bring significant changes into the content of the 

labour-related immigration policies.  
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APPENDIX 1: Questionnaire Details (English translation) 

 

Questionnaire survey on the employment situation of foreigners in  

My name is Agata Fijalkowska and I am a doctoral candidate at IDAS International 

Doctoral Program in Asia-Pacific Studies in the Department of Social Sciences of the 

National Chengchi University in Taiwan. 

The purpose of this study is to deepen the understanding of the staff shortage in the 

accommodation industry. This questionnaire is conducted to research the prospect of 

employment of foreign human resources with specified skills. 

The survey data will be strictly stored and statistically processed by research staff. We 

will give due consideration to the protection of respondents' privacy and will not cause 

any inconvenience to those who respond. 

We use the data from the survey to prepare a graduation thesis and submit it to the 

National Chengchi University. It will not be used for any purpose other than research 

purposes. 

Upon understanding the above purpose of the study, please answer the questions frankly. 

Cooperation with the questionnaire is voluntary, and you will not be disadvantaged if 

you do not cooperate. By submitting the answers to the questionnaire survey, you agree 

to cooperate with this research. 

（Please note: It is not necessary to fill in the answers to all the questions, so please 

feel free to fill in the questionnaire as much as possible.） 

 

<Regarding the research> 

Researcher: Agata Fijalkowska, PhD Candidate at IDAS International Doctoral 

Program in Asia-Pacific Studies in the Department of Social Sciences, the National 

Chengchi University, Taiwan 

Advisor: Professor Tsai Chung-min, IDAS International Doctoral Program in Asia-

Pacific Studies in the Department of Social Sciences, the National Chengchi University, 

Taiwan 

Contact: phone number: 080-4859-7583 

e-mail：agata.fijalkowska@gmail.com  
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1. Has your company/facility been suffering from labour shortages? (single-choice 

question) 

● Yes, we have serious labour shortages. 

● Yes, we have some labour shortages, and we would plan to hire some 

additional staff. 

● We have staff shortages, but employing additional staff is difficult for us due 

to additional costs that it would require. 

● No, we have enough employees. 

● Other: 

 

2. What kind of workers do you need?  (multiple-choice question) 

● Front staff. 

● Restaurant staff. 

● Kitchen staff. 

● Cleaning staff. 

● Night-shift staff. 

● None. 

● Other: 

 

3. What type of employees do you need?   (multiple-choice question) 

● Full-time employees. 

● Contract full-time employees. 

● Other types of contract employees. 

● Part-time workers. 

● Dispatched workers. 

● None. 

● Other: 
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4.  What kind of skills do you require from your workers?  (multiple-choice question) 

● Experience in the accommodation industry. 

● Native level Japanese skills. 

● Understanding of Japanese culture. 

● Foreign language skills. 

● Hard-working. 

● Team-player. 

● Other: 

 

5. Do you have experience with employing foreigners?  (multiple-choice question) 

● We employ foreigners as full-time workers. 

● We employ foreigners as part-time workers. 

● We employed foreigners as full-time workers. 

● We employed foreigners as part-time workers. 

● We do not have experience with hiring foreigners。 

● Other: 

 

6. What kind of work were foreigners employed to do at your company/facility 

responsible for?  (multiple-choice question) 

● Management 

● Front staff. 

● Restaurant staff. 

● Kitchen staff. 

● Cleaning staff. 

● Not applicable. 

● Other: 
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7. What were your reasons for employing foreigners? (multiple-choice question) 

● We were not able to hire Japanese staff. 

● Foreign language skills. 

● High-level of Japanese language skills. 

● Experience in the accommodation industry. 

● Experience in working at a Japanese company. 

● Understanding of foreigners' culture. 

● Understanding of Japanese culture. 

● Not applicable. 

● Other: 

 

8.  In general, how do you evaluate the performance by foreign employees at your 

company/facility? (single-choice question)  

● Very well. 

● Vell. 

● I do not know. 

● Poorly. 

● Very poorly. 

● It depends on the person. 

● Not applicable. 

● Other: 

 

9. Is your company/facility planning on hiring additional foreign workers? (multiple-

choice question) 

● We want to hire foreign full-time employees. 

● We want to hire foreign part-time employees.。 

● We are considering hiring foreign full-time employees. 

● We are considering hiring foreign part-time employees. 

● We are not planning to hire foreign staff. 

● Other: 
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10.  Is your company/facility considering participating in the new Specified Skilled 

Worker visa program? (multiple-choice question) 

● We employed Specified Skilled Worker(s). 

● We are employing Specified Skilled Worker(s). 

● We are considering employing Specified Skilled Worker(s). 

● Up till now we did not consider employing Specified Skilled Worker(s). 

● We are not considering employing Specified Skilled Worker(s). 

● I did not know about the Specified Skilled Worker visa program. 

● Other: 

 

11. What is your opinion about the labour situation in the industry? (multiple-choice 

question) 

● Very good. 

● Good. 

● I do not know. 

● Difficult. 

● Very 

● It depends on the region. 

● It depends on the facility. 

● Other: 

 

12. Do you think that the ability to hire foreign workers via the new Specified Skilled 

Worker visa program will become a good opportunity for the industry/your 

company/your facility? (fill in type)  

 

13. Please feel free to write your opinions or any additional feedback you would like 

to share regarding the staff shortages or foreigners’ employment in the 

accommodation industry / your company / your facility. (fill in type)  

 

14. Thank you very much for your cooperation and feedback. We would be very 

happy to hear more about your opinion on the situation in the accommodation 

industry or employment of foreigners. If you are interested in taking part in an 

additional interview (face-to-face or via Zoom) please enter your email address and 

we will contact you to schedule it. (fill in type)   
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15. Number of company employees:  (single-choice question)  

● below 10 people 

● between 10 and 20 people 

● between 21 and 50 people 

● between 51 and 100 people 

● over 100 people 

 

16. Type of facilities:  (multiple-choice question) 

● Minpaku (similar to B&B) 

● Ryokan (traditional Japanese-style facility) 

● Machiya (traditional old housing) 

● Guest House 

●  Hotel 

● Capsule Hotel 

● Apartment-type Hotel 

● Business Hotel 

● Luxury Hotel 

● Other: 

 

17.  Average size of facilities: (multiple-choice question)  

● 10 部屋以下 

● 10-20 部屋 

● 21-50 部屋 

● 51-100 部屋 

● 100 部屋以上 

18. City or region in Japan: (fill in type)  

 

19. Your position: (fill in type)   

 

20. Company name: (fill in type)  
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APPENDIX 2: Questionnaire Details (Original Japanese 

version) 

 

宿泊業界での外国人材の雇用状況に関するアンケート調査 

台湾国立政治大学社会科学学部亜太研究英語博士学位学程の博士課程の候補

者のフィヤウコフスカ・アガタと申します。 

本研究の目的は宿泊業界のスタッフ不足の理解を深めることです。このアンケートは、

特定技能外国人材の雇用見込についてリサーチするために実施するものです。 

 調査データは研究スタッフのもとに厳重に保管され、統計的に処理されます。個人

のプライバシーの保護については十分配慮し、お答えしていただいた皆様にご迷惑

をおかけすることはありませ ん。  

ご協力いただきました調査データに基づき卒業論文を作成し、台湾国立政治大学

に提出することを予定しております。研究目的以外には使用いたしません。  

上記の趣旨を理解いただき、率直にありのままのお考えをご回答ください。なお、調

査 への協力は任意であり、協力しなかったことで不利益を被ることはありません。 ア

ンケート調査への回答の提出によって、本研究への協力について同意したこととみ

なさせていただきます。 

（注意点：全部の質問に回答を記入する必要がありませんので、ご安心して可能な

程度でご記入くださいませ。） 

 

<本研究の問い合わせ先>  

研究実施者：台湾国立政治学社会科学学部亜太研究英語博士学位学程  アガタ・

フィヤウコフスカ 

研究責任者：台湾国立政治学社会科学学部亜太研究英語博士学位学程役職 指

導教員蔡中民  

連絡先：080-4859-7583  

e-mail：agata.fijalkowska@gmail.com  
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1. 貴社/貴施設はスタッフ不足で悩んでいますか？ (単一選択問題)  

● 深刻なスタッフ不足で悩んでいます。 

● スタッフ不足で悩んで、もっとスタッフを雇う予定です。 

● スタッフ不足ですが、人件費の問題でスタッフを増やすのは難しいです。 

● スタッフが十分いますので、スタッフ不足で悩んでいません。 

● その他: 

 

2. どんなスタッフが不足していますか? (複数選択の質問) 

● フロントスタッフ 

● レストランスタッフ 

● 調理場スタッフ 

● 清掃スタッフ 

● 夜勤スタッフ 

● なし 

● その他: 

 

3. どのような形態でスタッフを雇用されるのが望ましいですか? (複数選択の質問) 

● 正社員 

● 契約社員 

● 嘱託社員 

● アルバイトスタッフ 

● 派遣スタッフ 

● なし 

● その他: 
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4.  スタッフからどのようなスキルを求めていますか? (複数選択の質問) 

● 宿泊企業においての経験 

● 母国語レベルに近い日本語能力 

● 日本文化の理解 

● 外国語能力 

● 真面目に労働すること 

● チームプレイヤースキル 

● その他: 

 

5. 外国人のスタッフを雇用された経験がありますか? (複数選択の質問) 

● 外国人の正社員スタッフがいます。 

● 外国人のアルバイトスタッフがいます。 

● 外国人の正社員スタッフがいました。 

● 外国人のアルバイトスタッフがいました。 

● 外国人のスタッフを雇用した経験がありません。 

● その他: 

 

6.  貴社/貴施設に雇用された外国人のスタッフはどんな仕事をしていましたか? (複

数選択の質問) 

● 経営者 

● フロントスタッフ 

● レストランスタッフ 

● 調理場スタッフ 

● 清掃スタッフ 

● 該当なし 

● その他: 
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7. 外国人スタッフの雇用を決めた理由を教えてください。 (複数選択の質問) 

● 日本人スタッフの雇用ができなかった為 

● 外国語能力があった為 

● 日本語能力が高かった為 

● 宿泊業界においての経験があった為 

● 日本の会社での経験があった為 

● 外国文化を理解していた為 

● 日本の文化をよく理解していた為 

● 該当なし 

● その他: 

 

8.  外国人スタッフの業績はどのように評価していますか？ (単一選択問題)  

● とても良い 

● 良い 

● どうでも言えない 

● 悪い 

● とても悪い 

● 人によってそれぞれ 

● 該当なし 

● その他: 

 

9. 新しい外国人スタッフを雇用する予定がありますか?  (複数選択の質問) 

● 外国人の正社員を雇用したいと思っています。 

● 外国人のアルバイトスタッフを雇用したいと思っています。 

● 外国人の正社員を雇用することを検討しています。 

● 外国人のアルバイトスタッフを雇用することを検討しています。 

● 外国人を雇用する予定がありません。 

● その他: 
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10. 貴社/貴施設に特定技能外国人材を雇用することに興味がありますか? (複数選

択の質問) 

● 特定技能外国人材を雇用したことがあります。 

● 特定技能外国人材を雇用しています。 

● 特定技能外国人材を雇用することを検討しています。 

● 今までに特定技能外国人材を雇用することを検討したことがないです。 

● 特定技能外国人材を雇用することを検討していません。 

● 特定技能プログラムについて聞いたことがありません。 

● その他: 

 

11. 宿泊業界の労働状況についてどう思いますか? (複数選択の質問) 

● とても良い 

● 良い 

● どちらかとも言えない 

● 難しい 

● とても難しい 

● 地域によって違います。 

● 施設によって違います。 

● その他: 

 

12. 特定技能プログラムを通じて外国人材を雇用できることは宿泊業界/貴社/貴施

設にとって良いチャンスになると思いますか? (記述式な質問)  

 

13. 宿泊業界/貴社/貴施設にてスタッフ不足や外国人雇用の状況についてのご意

見やお伝えしたいこと等をご自由にご記入ください。 (記述式な質問)  
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14. お忙しい中、ご意見を教えていただき心より感謝いたします。宿泊企業の状況

や外国人雇用についてのお考えを更にお聞かせ頂ければ幸いです。もし（対面ま

たはズーム経由での）インタビューに参加することにご興味がございましたら、メール

アドレスのご記入をお願いいたします（メールで日程調整などをさせていただきま

す）。 (記述式な質問)   

 

15. 従業員数:  (単一選択問題)  

● 10 人以下 

● 10-20 人 

● 21-50 人 

● 51-100 人 

● 100 人以上 

 

16. 宿泊施設タイプ:  (複数選択の質問) 

● 民泊 

● 旅館 

● 町屋 

● ゲストハウス 

● ホステル 

● カプセルホテル 

● アパートメントホテル 

● ビジネスホテル 

● 高級ホテル 

● その他: 
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17. 施設規模:  (複数選択の質問)  

● 10 部屋以下 

● 10-20 部屋 

● 21-50 部屋 

● 51-100 部屋 

● 100 部屋以上 

 

18. 都市/地域: (記述式な質問)  

 

20. 会社名: (記述式な質問) 

 

19. 職種／職名: (記述式な質問)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


