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Abstract: The bill to reform the immigration law was adopted by the National 
Diet of Japan in December 2018. It will allow the intake of as many 345,150 foreign 
workers through the next five years starting from April 2019. However, the issue 
of foreign labour has raised a nationwide controversy. This policy brief joins the 
national debate on this issue from a critical viewpoint. It questions the economic 
rationality of the scheme and warns against negative outcomes on Japanese 
workers. The brief also discusses the dangers of multiculturalism, which this new 
policy may bring to Japanese society.

Összefoglalás: A bevándorlási törvény reformjára vonatkozó javaslatot a japán or-
szággyűlés 2018 decemberében fogadta el. Az új törvény lehetővé teszi, hogy a 
következő öt évben – 2019 áprilisától kezdődően – 345.150 külföldi vállalhasson 
munkát az országban. A rendelet azonban országszerte ellenérzést váltott ki. A jelen 
elemzés célja, hogy – a japán belpolitikában kialakult vitához kapcsolódóan – az in-
tézkedés árnyoldalaira világítson rá: megkérdőjelezi annak gazdasági racionalitását, 
és a japán munkavállalókat érintő negatív hatásaira is figyelmeztet. Továbbá kitér a 
multikulturalizmus azon veszélyeire, amelyeket az új politika eredményezhet a japán 
társadalmon belül.

INTRODUCTION

On 8 December 2018, the bill to reform the immigration law was formally 
adopted by the National Diet of Japan (or Japan’s parliament). The revised 
immigration law paves the way to introduce foreign blue-collar labourers into 

14 sectors from April 2019. In accordance with a new residence status, workers are 
expected to come from nine countries, i.e., Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Mongolia, 
Myanmar, Nepal, Philippines, Thailand and Viet-Nam. Their number is scheduled 
to reach as many as 345,150 by 2024. The first and main residence status within a 
new two-tier system allows workers to stay up to 5 years in Japan.

However, this issue has provoked a nationwide controversy since Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe announced a change in the immigration policy in late October 2018. 
Although such a policy change was in the air much earlier, an official announcement 
and a deliberation at the National Diet upset the larger public. Pros and cons were 
discussed in the media and online.

Against this background, and considering the social landscape of Japan, this 
policy brief attempts to depict the issues surrounding the intake of foreign workers 
in this country from multiple aspects. It will do so first from the viewpoint of eco-
nomic rationality: it challenges, for example, the ‘laboor shortage’ narrative. Then 
it will discuss the dangers of multiculturalism, which this new policy may bring to 
Japanese society.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/aging-japan-needs-new-blood-but-a-plan-to-allow-more-foreign-workers-sparks-concerns/2018/11/15/7bf50b24-e297-11e8-ba30-a7ded04d8fac_story.html?utm_term=.e999603b2fa6
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A DRAMATIC DEPARTURE

The revised law constitutes a significant change in the immigration policy in a 
country where, by tradition, the labour force has been provided domestically. 
Without a doubt, the rationale behind this policy change is directly attributed 

to the labour shortage that Japan is said to be facing. In fact, the Prime Minister 
as well as other cabinet ministers often cite this as the main reason to introduce 
foreign labour.

Although having accepted foreign ‘technical intern trainees’ who actually fulfil 
blue-collar labour demand, and who sometimes work under deplorable working 
conditions, Tokyo has so far taken a prudent stance toward the influx of foreign 
labour. As such, the shift in immigration policy represents a dramatic departure, 
particularly given that public opinion has been sceptical about immigration. 
On the other hand, there has long been a desire to introduce foreign workers to 
Japan, especially among the business and industry sectors. As the ruling Liberal 
Democratic Party is pro-business, it is plausible that strong voices and demands 
within these sectors motivated the Abe administration.

However, this immigration policy may have a devastating effect on the Japanese 
society that the reputedly conservative Prime Minister was supposed to conserve.

Japan has been a highly homogeneous society in terms of ethnicity. This is 
a trait that has been shaped and cultivated throughout its long history. It can be 
considered as an asset for Japan. Yet, immigration is likely to complicate the ethnic 
composition of the country. The familiar and stable landscape of society, one we 
take for granted, will surely change. Such a change may be gradual, but could 
constitute a steady tidal wave, altering the basic structure of the nation. The asset 
may thus be undermined.

PROS AND CONS

Naturally, there are numerous pros and cons regarding the intake of migrant 
workers into Japan. It certainly offers some economic benefits. It may 
alleviate alleged labour shortages and help sustain economic activities in 

the short term. Even so, accepting foreign workers potentially creates a number of 
related problems. Some can eventually be addressed but others may linger, leaving 
deep scars on society. The costs and risks associated are not negligible. Upon 
consideration, this can even be seen as a harmful and unethical policy.

In the first instance, we must realise that the introduction of migrant workers is 
not necessarily an economically viable policy. For example, there is the possibility 
that migrant workers who are supposed to fill labour shortages may apply downward 
pressure on wages. If an employer could hire migrant workers with minimal 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/10/30/national/social-issues/doctor-likes-japans-foreign-vocational-trainee-system-to-slavery-and-urges-vietnamese-to-skip/#.XAnCsGj7SHs
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/10/30/national/social-issues/doctor-likes-japans-foreign-vocational-trainee-system-to-slavery-and-urges-vietnamese-to-skip/#.XAnCsGj7SHs
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/research-insights/policy-topics/globalization/we-wanted-workers-unraveling-immigration-narrativev
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/research-insights/policy-topics/globalization/we-wanted-workers-unraveling-immigration-narrativev
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remuneration, there is little incentive to raise wages and hire Japanese workers for 
the same job.

Although many point to labour shortages in Japan, it should be underlined that 
this phenomenon is partially a result of low wages and poor work environments, 
sometimes coupled with inappropriate management of human resources. In some 
sectors to which the new foreign workers scheme applies, these issues are often 
found. Aged care, construction, waitressing, cleaning services, food manufacturing 
and hospitality are good examples. Introduction of cheap foreign labour may 
amount to acquiescing to such unfavourable conditions. If this situation continues, 
Japanese workers may eventually be replaced by foreign workers. It may also 
hamper much needed work-style and technological innovations.

Moreover, if the labour shortage diminishes in the future and workers are made 
redundant, foreign workers may end up in limbo in Japan. This is what happened 
to South Americans of Japanese ancestry working in Japan (already introduced 
by the immigration arrangement) when the global financial crisis hit the nation in 
2008–2009.

Another potential problem is that the new immigration scheme will likely work 
against a previously-set policy goal of the Abe administration. Prime Minister Abe 
has been championing a policy of ‘Dynamic Engagement of All Citizens’ with the aim 
of mobilizing a wider domestic workforce, including retired and resigned workers. It 
is a welcomed initiative in light of a declining birth-rate and ageing population. Yet, 
under the new immigration policy, if companies are able to employ foreign labourers 
at lower wages, they will be less enticed to employ a wide range of Japanese citizens 
for what would almost certainly be a higher wage.

Additionally, the question of migrant workers’ social security and their 
contribution must be considered. Are long-residing foreign workers really going to 
contribute enough in order to benefit from the pension system when they retire? 
Will migrant workers continue to be self-sufficient without being dependent on 
public livelihood subsidies? What about National or Employer’s Health Insurance 
schemes? Are municipalities that are already struggling with tax arrears involving 
foreign individuals, going to be able to cope with the greater foreign influx? All these 
matters present potentially daunting challenges.

DANGERS OF MULTICULTURALISM

In Japan and elsewhere, foreign labourers are often presented as an economic 
issue. In reality, it is very much a human issue as well and this raises a whole 
array of social problems. ‘We asked for workers, but we got people instead’ is a 

saying by Max Frisch that we should remember. Needless to say, migrant workers 
are human beings who possess their own cultural backgrounds. Whether they 
are excluded or not from mainstream society, they have a natural propensity to 
live together. However, a lack of social integration may lead to the formation of a 

https://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/singi/ichiokusoukatsuyaku/pdf/gaiyou_e.pdf
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‘parallel society’. The Molenbeek district of Brussels is an infamous and unfortunate 
precedent. Once such a society is born, it is almost impossible to dismantle it.

While Molenbeek is admittedly an aberration, there is little doubt that com-
munities of foreign residents will be born in Japan. But in reality, there are many 
Japanese who wish to live quietly, away from any multicultural environment. For 
them, multiculturalism will mean forced coexistence with foreign communities. Of 
course, it can be pleasant and often beneficial to interact with foreign cultures and 
foreigners, however, a forced coexistence is an entirely different story.

In general terms, a multicultural society increases political costs. Ethnic politics 
in the United States of America is a salient example. Backlash against immigration, 
observable anywhere in the world, is another illustration. Although this phenomenon 
is usually denounced as ‘xenophobia’, people are legitimately demonstrating a 
defence mechanism aimed at preserving their culture and identity. It is a canary in 
the coal mine. Nonetheless, anti-immigration posture is creating political volatility, 
for instance, within the European Union as well as within its members. It consumes a 
lot of political resources which would otherwise have been allocated to other issues.

There are multiple risks associated with immigration to Japan. Some of them will 
be short-term and others will only become apparent years into the future. Probably 
the most serious risks are those coming gradually and steadily. In the long term, a 
nation experiences something akin to ‘cultural erosion’, leading to its progressive 
self-destruction. In short, our own country may become a foreign country. This 
is precisely what many European countries are experiencing. This is a negative 
example which Japan should not repeat.

CONCLUSION

The new foreign workers scheme, while intended to cater to the industries’ 
needs, may sow the seeds of friction and discord in many corners of 
Japanese society. It certainly helps maintain the economic activities of some 

industries struggling with recruitment. However, the new policy is replete with 
adverse consequences, affecting not only the Japanese of the present, but also 
those of the future.

A number of Japanese citizens have already voiced their concerns over this issue 
online and elsewhere. Policy makers should listen to the people. Although the law 
is adopted and to be implemented, the government is strongly urged to gradually 
cease or scale back the new scheme in order to alleviate potential damages.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/world/brussels-molenbeek-demographics/
https://www.rte.ie/news/world/2018/0620/971834-europe-migration/

