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As some Western countries
grow cold on immigration,
Japan is quietly moving
in the other direction. The
rapidly aging society may
have no other choice: Labor
shortages in manufacturing
and construction are running
at around 10%, the average
farmer is 67, and the overall
working-age population
is projected to fall 40%
by 2050. Though Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe insists
his country doesn’t need
an “immigration policy,” his
government has allowed the
number of foreign workers
to double in the last five
years. Now workers from
Vietnam, the Philippines,
India and China are doing
everything from building
condos and picking cabbages
to caring for the elderly and
staffing IT companies. But a
resistance to real reform of
immigration laws could make
it harder for the country to
attract the labor it needs.
Indonesian trainees harvest cabbages
at a farm in Ibaraki Prefecture.
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TOKYO The Koto area of Tokyo is just waking up
when Dang Ngoc Hoang and his four Vietnamese
colleagues arrive at the construction site at 6:30.
Along with a group of Japanese colleagues, they
will spend the day moving heavy wooden pilings and pouring concrete for the foundation of a
seven-story condominium block.
It is demanding work, but the 22-year-old Hoang
sees it as a stepping stone toward a white-collar job
in Japan, where he has lived for the past two years.
“I’ve chosen the construction industry because
the work involves lots of communication and
helps improve my Japanese,” Hoang said, in fluent
Japanese. He eventually wants to work as a translator in Japan, and hopes that his fiancee will be able
to join him there one day.
His employer, Yasutake Maeda of Saiseki
Katawaku Kogyo, said trainees like Hoang are indispensable for his company of 32. “Foreign trainees
learn faster than Japanese,” Maeda said. “They are
more serious, more hardworking, and take fewer
days off. They are keen to learn and work hard
for money. Few young Japanese show such guts
these days.”
Foreign construction workers like Hoang are
becoming a familiar sight in Japan. Like other industries in a rapidly aging Japan, the construction
business is desperate for labor. A third of the country’s construction workers are 55 or older, with
those aged 29 or younger totaling just 11%. As baby
boomers retire, the labor shortage -- in construction
and in the wider economy -- is bound to become
more acute.
The demand for construction workers is inten-

Vietnamese trainee Dang
Ngoc Hoang works at
a building site in Tokyo.
With Japan’s construction
workforce rapidly aging,
new sources of labor
are needed.
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sifying before the 2020 Olympics, and Hoang is
one of the 274,000 foreign workers in Japan on a
government-backed trainee program that has become a back door for foreign unskilled workers
who would otherwise not be allowed in. Started in
1993, the program has boomed in recent years -- and
is one reason that the number of foreign workers in
Japan has nearly quadrupled over the last decade.
Led by an influx of workers from China,
Vietnam and the Philippines, Japan is in the midst
of a quiet revolution when it comes to immigrant
workers. Though the total number of foreign workers in Japan is small compared to the more than 3
million in the U.K. and Germany, it is catching up
rapidly -- a remarkable shift for a nation famous for
resistance to immigration.
Without fanfare, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has
steadily loosened Japan’s once tightly controlled
visa policy, resulting in an almost doubling of the
number of foreign workers in Japan to 1.28 million
over the last five years. In its latest move, Abe’s government is expected to create a new class of fiveyear work permits for unskilled workers in hopes
of attracting more than 500,000 new overseas workers by 2025. The new guidelines, to be finalized in
June, will ease language requirements for foreign
workers in construction, agriculture, elderly care
and other sectors that are suffering the most serious
labor shortages. It will also be possible for trainees
to extend their stay for up to 10 years.
Immigration remains a politically charged issue
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in Japan, with some in Abe’s party warning that allowing more immigrants into the country will cause
economic and social problems. So Abe has been left
trying to ensure that companies can get the workers
they need while also signaling that he is not opening the door to immigrants. “My government has
no intention of adopting a so-called immigration
policy,” Abe said in February.
Yet the total number of foreign residents in Japan
has grown 20% in the last three years, reaching 2.6
million in 2017, or 2% of the total population. In
Tokyo, one in eight residents who came of age this
year were foreigners.
“Anyone wandering around Japan, from
Hokkaido to Tokyo to Okinawa, knows that there
is growing diversity in schools and the workplace,”
said Jeff Kingston, a professor at Temple University
Japan. “Employers know just how essential [foreign workers] are and this recognition is spreading.
Japan is a new immigration destination ... and more
is necessary to boost its future economic prospects.”
While foreign workers are now part of everyday
life in Japan -- making ready-to-eat foods in convenience stores, growing fruits and vegetables on
farms and sorting packages for delivery companies
-- public debate has been limited. So far discussions
have centered around issues such as how many temporary workers should be allowed in and for how
many years, rather than the longer-term question
of whether Japan needs permanent immigration
to cope with a shrinking population. As a result,
Abe’s position -- despite its apparent contradictions
-- has faced no strong pushback from the public or
politicians yet.
Many Japanese look at the deep divisions in the
West over immigration and conclude that a more
open policy should be avoided. Yet the steady relaxation of migration rules has not led to the social
fissures seen elsewhere.
“Japan, like all other countries, does have racist problems, but hate crime and hate speech are
relatively uncommon and the issue has not been
politicized. No party has embraced xenophobia,”
Kingston said.
With Japan facing its tightest labor market in decades, the business community would like Abe to
go further. The unemployment rate stands at 2.5%,
the lowest level in 25 years. There are now 1.59 jobs
for every job seeker, the highest ratio since 1974.
Given Japan’s demographics -- it is the world’s
oldest advanced economy -- the labor shortage is
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only going to intensify. The nation’s working-age
population, defined as those aged between 15 and
64, is expected to decrease more than 40% to 45 million over the next 50 years. By contrast, those aged 75
or older, dubbed the “super-elderly,” are projected
to make up more than a quarter of the population.
CABBAGES AND CAR PARTS No industry is
feeling the effect of aging more than the farm sector,
where the average worker is 67, and 60% are 65 or
older. Most of their children have left for the city in
search of better-paying office work.
For many in Ibaraki, the nation’s secondlargest farming prefecture, the government’s
trainee program has allowed them to hold on to
their livelihoods.
Among them is Kota Hirohara, 56, who raises
cabbages on his small farm. On a recent May day,
two Indonesian trainees were harvesting Hirohara’s
cabbages by hand with large nakiri, or vegetable
knives. Hirohara says his farm is not big enough to
need an expensive cabbage harvesting machine.
The two men, Muhamad Irvan Gustian and
Farruq Fahlevi, both 21, can pick as many as 4,000
cabbages during their eight-hour workday. They
also weed the fields, spray insecticide and look after
cherry tomatoes in a greenhouse, where the temperature can reach 40 C in summer.
Gustian joined the program because he did not
have a job back in Indonesia other than helping
with his parents’ farm. He speaks basic Japanese,
which he picked up watching anime series such as
“One Piece” and “Detective Conan.”
The farm is in a fairly remote community with
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Students
Can stay for two
years to attend
language school,
longer for university
or technical school
Can work up to
28 hours per week

Japan’s estimated
shortage of IT workers

A Vietnamese worker
checks autoparts
at a Shigeru plant
in Gunma Prefecture.
12

NIKKEI ASIAN REVIEW JUNE 4-10, 2018

Yasunori Okamura

Internet company
Rakuten, based
in Tokyo, has been
actively recruiting
foreign talent.
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Business people
Can stay up
to five years
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but not parents
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after three years
Ken Kobyashi

average age
of Japanese farmers

little entertainment around, so Gustian has few
things to do other than work, study or meet fellow
Indonesian trainees in the area. “I have no girlfriend,” he said. “I want to do more work.” He says
he wants to run a big farm in Indonesia one day,
perhaps growing rice or coffee.
Though the labor shortages are acute in Japan’s
rural areas, they are not confined to them. Shigeru,
a Subaru parts supplier in the city of Ota, Gunma
Prefecture, has hired 93 foreign trainees to work
among its 1,040 regular Japanese workers.
The workers at Shigeru make instrument panels
used in the Outback, Impreza and other models. The
company hires Japanese part-timers in response to
changes in demand, but Masayoshi Tabata, general
manager, says foreign trainees are more dependable. “Part-timers quit when they find better-paying
jobs. Trainees stay for three years.”
They have no choice: The government’s program
requires trainees to stay with the same employer for
three years. The fact that they have no other place to
go can strengthen the hand of the employer -- and in
some cases result in abuses, such as unpaid overtime
or underpayment, said Kosuke Oie, a lawyer with
experience in labor issues facing foreign residents.
Trainees are discouraged from going back to their
country before finishing the three-year term or from
having a child, and they cannot bring their spouse
on the visa.
In the past, the trainee program was marred by
recruiting organizations in the countries of origin
who charged exorbitant commissions -- sometimes
$10,000 or more, according to Oie -- to trainees, including huge deposits from them in case they quit.
The U.S. State Department warned in 2017 that such

No restriction
on type of work
or employer

Allowed to
bring family,
including parents
(under certain
circumstances)
Read more at asia.nikkei.com

tactics could contribute to forced labor.
International pressure and media reports led
to a law change in November 2017, allowing only
certified organizations to participate in the trainee
program. Criminal penalties were introduced for
mistreatment of workers while a new government
agency has been given a legal mandate to conduct
random inspections. A whistleblower system has
also been created that allows cases of abuse to be reported via email, a telephone hotline or a dedicated
website. Most trainees have smartphones with them
and have Wi-Fi access in their dormitories.
FAST-TRACK FOR TECH WORKERS After Abe’s
government realized Japan faced an acute shortage
of IT workers -- a 2015 estimate put the shortfall at
170,000 -- his administration introduced a fast-track
permanent resident visa program for them in 2017.
Japanese industrial leaders such as Toyota are
feeling pressure from U.S. technology companies
like Google and Uber in the emerging fields of
autonomous driving, artificial intelligence, ridesharing and the internet of things. In these new
fields, the flow of ideas -- and people -- is vital.
“It is impossible for Japanese to create a very
competitive technology-based company unless we
globalize internally, meaning we need to bring the
best and brightest from all over the world,” said
Hiroshi Mikitani, CEO of Japanese e-commerce
company Rakuten, at an in-house seminar last year.
At Rakuten’s Japanese headquarters in a Tokyo
suburb, a quarter of its roughly 6,000 employees are
foreigners. The company hires about 400 engineers
every year, of which 70% are non-Japanese, mainly
Indians and Chinese.
Rakuten’s push for global talent began in 2009,
the year after the company opened its e-commerce
site in Taiwan in 2008 in its first overseas expansion,
and accelerated with the official adoption of English
as the company’s primary language in 2012.
Mikitani’s revelation came during a lunch session with Indian engineers. They were able to talk
with him in Japanese after just a few months’ stay,
leaving a deep impression on the executive.
Amit Agrawal, a 35-year-old engineer from India,
is one of those who were hired by Rakuten.
“Most Japanese companies don’t accept nonJapanese speakers. Rakuten is one of the companies that accept non-Japanese-speaking people,”
said Agrawal, who works in a massive open room
that is almost entirely filled by foreign workers. His
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Taiwanese student Kuo
Hsin I, right, practices
ringing up customers at
a Lawson convenience
store in Tokyo.
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Marliezl Abud,
left, and a fellow
Philippine worker
talk to an elderly
woman at a care
center in Tokyo.
Foreign students
attend a job fair
in Tokyo in May.
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projected decrease
in Japan’s working-age
population over
next 50 years
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FAMILY TIES But IT workers are an exception.
Most others, even skilled workers, face significant
hurdles to settling in Japan.
One of the biggest difficulties has to do with restrictions on allowing family members to accompany workers -- a move designed to prevent permanent immigration. Though they are starting to
loosen for a small number of the most skilled workers, such restrictions may limit Japan’s allure as a
destination for people with sought-after training.
Among those whose skills are in great demand is
Marliezl Abud, a 33-year-old who has worked for
the last seven years at an elderly care facility, Care
Port Itabashi.
Japan faces a serious shortage of workers to look
after its rising elderly population. To ease this, it
entered economic partnership agreements with
the Philippines, Indonesia and Vietnam that would
allow up to 900 caregivers a year to come work in
the country for up to four or five years each.
Abud was able to come to Japan through this
program, but the hurdles were high. Only those
with a four-year-college degree and a Philippine
qualification as a caregiver were accepted. Once in
Japan, she also had to pass a local licensing exam to
be able to stay beyond the trial period.
She sends most of her salary to her parents and
sisters back in the Philippines. Her younger sister has
a daughter who is going on to private school, and
Abud’s earnings contribute to her niece’s education.
Abud felt a crushing homesickness at first. But
after she had passed the local exam, she got married in the Philippines and brought her husband to
Japan. Abud says she likes Japan because it is safe
and the people are hardworking. She likes the shopping, too.
But she and her husband see possible obstacles
ahead for their lives in Japan. Her visa allows her
husband to work only up to 28 hours a week, which
could pose problems if they start a family.
“I want to have a child next year,” Abud says.
“Our life will become tough if I go on a maternity
leave.”
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engineering team helps bring together Rakuten’s
sprawling array of businesses, from banking and
e-commerce to travel and mobile phone, via a loyalty point system.
“Rakuten is basically an e-commerce company, but
we are moving into other businesses also. I wanted
to work in the latest technologies,” Agrawal said.

TOKYO If you shop at any
one of Tokyo’s 7,000 or so
convenience stores, chances
are you will be served by
foreign students -- most
likely from China, Vietnam
or Nepal.
In a Lawson store in the
downtown Tokyo district of
Shinjuku, Vietnamese clerks
were serving customers in the
front of the store while four
students -- two each from
China and Taiwan -- were
practicing how to interact
with Japanese customers in
the back room.
“Hello. Thank you for
shopping with us. Do you
have a point card?” Kuo
Hsin I, a 22-year-old student
from Taiwan, recited from
memory as she handled mock
merchandise. “Three items
cost a total 328 yen. Would
you like chopsticks? Here’s
your change of 672 yen
and your receipt. Thank you
very much. We look forward
to serving you again.” A
Japanese trainer stood by,
checking the time. “It took
only 48 seconds this time.
Well done!”
Kuo is one of the
approximately 260,000
foreign students working
part-time in Japan. Under the

Foreign students have become a key part
of Japan’s workforce -- and their role
is only expected to grow
MITSURU OBE Nikkei staff writer

country’s immigration law,
foreign students are allowed
to take any job as long as they
do not work more than 28
hours a week, making them
an increasingly important part
of the labor force.
Lawson, Japan’s secondbiggest convenience store
chain by market share,
employs some 10,000
foreigners -- mostly students
-- as part-timers, out of its
total part-time workforce of
190,000. And the company
expects to hire more in the
coming years.
“Their role is only going
to grow as foreign visitors
are expected to increase
toward the 2020 Olympics,”
said Hiroyuki Chiba, human
resources manager
at Lawson.
The part-timers make
drinks, including coffee, tea
and hot chocolate, prepare
food, and handle parcel drop-

offs and deliveries.
Rival Seven-Eleven, Japan’s
biggest convenience store
chain, employs some 28,000
across the country, while
No. 3 player FamilyMart has
around 10,000.
Demand for foreign
students is not limited to the
retail industry. Gusto, a chain
of family restaurants, employs
about 600 foreign students,
while parcel delivery
company Yamato Transport
uses students to sort parcels
at distribution centers.
Yamato declined to say how
many students it employs or
to provide any other details.
For language school
students, Lawson offers the
flexibility to work between
classes as well as an
opportunity to use Japanese.
There are better-paying
jobs, but they often require
working unsocial hours or
doing monotonous factory
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work that offers little if any
human interaction. Those
who take such jobs can end
up spending all night working
and missing class during the
day, only to return home after
two years without having
picked up any Japanese.
Lawson partners with
language schools to recruit
students like Zhang
Rui Jun, a 21-year-old
from Qingdao, China.
On the day the Nikkei
Asian Review spoke with him,
he arrived at the Lawson shop
sweating. To save money,
Zhang bikes 5km from home,
even though the company
pays for his transportation.
He says public transportation
in Japan costs double what it
does in China.
A fan of Japanese anime,
Zhang said he wants to go on
to college and get a job with
a Japanese movie company.
Visa restrictions mean
that foreigners attending
language schools can stay
in the country for only two
years. If they want to stay
longer, they have to go on to
college or technical school.
“My parents are paying for
my education, but I’m already
an adult and can’t keep living
off of them,” Zhang said.
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Foreign interns in Japan ee harsh conditions by
the thousands
Expat houses Vietnamese ex-trainees who faced brutal hours but can't go home
EUGENE LANG, Nikkei deputy editor
AUGUST 06, 2018 16:00 JST

Vietnamese expat Pham Nhat Vuong, right, who goes by the Japanese name Bungo Okabe, shelters foreign technical
interns who have fled their jobs. (Photo by Eugene Lang)

TOKYO -- More than 7,000 of Japan's foreign trainees fled their jobs last year as
employers demanded long hours or failed to pay full wages, but a few
Vietnamese interns have found a shelter with an expat who tries to get them back
on their feet.

The 7,089 runaways represent a 40% increase from 2016, while the total number
of foreigners in Japan's technical internship program rose just 20% to over
274,000 at the end of 2017, the Ministry of Justice says. Meanwhile, 4,226 out of
5,966 workplaces surveyed by the labor ministry last year withheld pay or
subjected interns to illegal overtime, a 70% figure that highlights serious
problems in the program.
Japan faces a chronic shortage of workers due to its shrinking population,
prompting the country to bring in more foreigners to help fill its hunger for
labor. But the internship program, a pillar of that approach, leaves foreign
workers who want to remain in Japan vulnerable when they encounter trouble.
Bungo Okabe, a 36-year-old who was born in Vietnam and came to Japan at age
8, has established a haven for about a dozen ex-trainee compatriots in an aging
two-story house in Fukushima Prefecture, north of Tokyo. The workers left their
jobs over punishing hours, violence from superiors and co-workers as well
as fears of being sent back to their home country.
On a June visit to the house, in a residential area about half an hour's drive from
the local train station, some young people sat in a first-floor room with open
textbooks, studying topics such as Chinese kanji characters used in written
Japanese.
A Vietnamese woman, also 36, who entered the house in early March said she
had arrived in Japan in April 2016. She recalled enduring 14- to 15-hour
workdays, with just seven days off a year, as an intern at a sewing factory in
Yamagata Prefecture, which neighbors Fukushima to the north. She spoke of
being called a slow worker and pressured to go back to Vietnam.
The woman had borrowed the equivalent of nearly $9,000 from the bank to
cover the cost of going to Japan, and the low wages she would likely earn in
Vietnam left little hope of repaying the loan by returning. Deciding she had to
stay in Japan -- both for her own sake and that of her two children back home,
aged 10 and 8 -- she ran away from her employer's dormitory.

Okabe, whose Vietnamese name is Pham Nhat Vuong, created the shelter and
began taking in former trainees in January after closing an eatery he operated.
About 1 million yen ($8,989) raised through crowdfunding let him repair a longempty private home to house the runaways. He pays most of the costs out of
pocket, except for some donations, as the ex-trainees have no source of income
and would face difficulty paying for food and lodgings.
When Okabe was 5, his family joined the many people fleeing Vietnam in the
decades following the war with the U.S. They came to Japan after a stint at a
refugee camp in Malaysia.
He said he "couldn't abandon" the runaway trainees, as they were stuck in a
foreign country with no place to call home.
The house in the city of Koriyama is full, but Okabe receives 30 to 40 inquiries a
month through social media and other channels from trainees who have heard
about the facility. The government-led Organization for Technical Intern
Training provides temporary lodgings for trainees who are mistreated at their
workplaces. But as of July 19, the service had been used just 10 times.
Though Okabe can offer them safety for a time, the root of the problem remains.
Many trainees want to continue working in Japan, but the internship program
does not let them switch workplaces of their own will. They also cannot work
part-time jobs, unlike students from foreign countries.
Okabe notifies the Immigration Bureau about the people he takes in, then
negotiates with related Japanese and Vietnamese institutions on transferring
them to other workplaces. So far, he has managed to help two people move. At
least 10 are still waiting.
Four of the former interns have secured unemployment benefits through
negotiations with the Japanese government's employment services center. But
most cannot apply for a number of reasons, such as their former workplaces
failing to issue necessary documents.

Some trainees end up fleeing their jobs after coming to Japan without a full
grasp of the working conditions. Many former interns who disappeared cited
dissatisfaction with pay, according to a 2017 survey by the Justice Ministry. More
than a few ex-trainees were found to have worked illegally after vanishing from
their internship posts.

