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The Current Labour Environment and Poverty in Japan
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1.  The New Year’s Holiday Relief Camp for Terminated Temp Workers

Between December 31st, 2008 and January 5th, 2009, more than 500 people who lost their jobs and homes sought refuge at a relief camp set up in Tokyo’s Hibiya Park, located in the center of the government district.  Widely covered by the media, the sight shocked people across the nation.

The relief camp was established at the initiative of labor unions, lawyers, citizens’ groups and other volunteers to provide food and shelter during the holiday season to the unemployed, whose numbers were expected to increase with the mass dismissals at the end of the year.

The relief camp underscored the poor labour conditions in Japan, where non-regular workers- such as temporary workers (agency workers) - are being easily terminated.  It also forced us to acknowledge that poverty - long considered to be non-existent in Japan – had become a reality.  The entire nation saw that there are scores of people who neither have enough food for the day, nor a place to sleep.

Among those who came to seek help, there were some who had walked for two days because they did not have enough money to take public transportation, their resources having dwindled down to less than a hundred yen.  

Currently, Japan’s poverty rate ranks second to that of the United States among the 17 OECD states for which statistics are available, making Japan one of the world’s leading poverty nations.

2. De-regulation in Labour

Low-wage workers have existed for some time in Japan – most of them female workers.  But the current prevalence of poverty can be attributed to the series of de-regulatory measures implemented by the government in the area of labour.

The long-standing Japanese practice of ‘life-long employment’ of regular workers is being undermined by legislation which enables regular workers to be replaced by non-regular workers.  Currently, more than 35 percent of Japan’s workers are non-regular workers.  10-point -23-million people – or one-fifth of the workforce – earn less than 2-million per year.  The wages of the ever-increasing non-regular workers are only 50 to 60 percent of what regular workers earn.  

When companies need them, these non-regular workers are used as cheap labor hired over short, fragmented periods, and made to work under demanding conditions.   When they are no longer needed, they are easily dismissed.  Many of the people who sought shelter at the New Year’s relief camp had been dismissed before the end of their contract, and kicked out of the dormitories provided by the employer.

Between the end of March 2002 and end of September 2008, the internal reserves of Japan’s 16 largest manufacturing companies – among them Toyota and Canon – doubled, reaching 33 -point-six trillion yen.  This shows that the companies which have been the first to terminate their non-regular workers actually have strong financial positions.  Needless to say, their enormous profits have been generated by the hard work of the non-regular workers who served as cheap labour.

3 Japan’s Poor Social Safety Nets

Moreover, in Japan, it is difficult for non-regular workers to apply for benefits from the government-administered unemployment insurance scheme, due to eligibility requirements, the commencement of payments, and other issues.  The duration and the amount of the benefits are also insufficient.  In other words, the unemployment insurance scheme is not functioning as a safety net for the unemployed.  The majority of the people who came to the New Year’s relief camp were not receiving unemployment benefits.

Therefore, the only safety net available to the unemployed is welfare – termed ‘livelihood protection benefits’ in Japan.’  But even if one applies to go on welfare, authorities sometimes prevent the applicant from becoming recipients, or force recipients to give up their benefits– both of which are in violation of the law.  As a result of such handling of the matter, three people died of starvation in Kita-Kyushu City.  

4 My Current Battles

I would like to speak about some cases I am working on now.

1  I am working on a lawsuit filed against Isuzu contesting the company’s decision to terminate its temp workers and workers on fixed-term employment contracts, and demanding compensation for damages.  Another is a suit against Honda, also contesting the termination of its fixed-term workers and demanding compensation for damages.  Even in the on-going recession, both companies are making large profits, and can easily afford to keep employing their non-regular workers. 

In both companies, the non-regular workers do exactly the same work as the regular employees, and some of the non-regular employees have worked for the company for many years – the longest being 11 years.  The non-regular workers lose their jobs easily when company performance starts to decline a little, although the only difference between them and the regular workers is that the non-regulars are on fixed- term employment contracts.

By forming labour unions and through legal action, non-regular workers across Japan are now stepping up their fight against employers who try to discard them easily.

2  I am also involved in a lawsuit which pertains to the illegality of slashing welfare benefits (livelihood protection benefits) for the elderly.

Elderly people have special needs, such as foods that are more easily chewed and digested, and additional clothing to protect their health.  Therefore they have expenditures that younger people would not.  In order to cover such expenses, the government had paid augmented welfare benefits to the elderly, but later abolished the additional portion.  In this case, the Tokyo District Court- the court of first instance- handed down an unfair ruling that went against the plaintiff.  Given the poverty that is spreading throughout Japan, we must not allow state policies that shrink welfare benefits- our last remaining safety-net.

Labor unions, members of the legal profession, NPOs and other citizens’ groups are now forming a broad-based solidarity that goes beyond traditional institutional frameworks such as political parties or unions.  Such a movement has never emerged before in Japan.

I intend to continue to fighting such battles in court, and am determined to fight hard for amendments to legislation to protect workers’ rights, for the development of better safety nets, the resolution of the problem of the working poor, and the elimination of poverty.
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