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Commission 4:

Foreign Worker Issues

Toshihisa Nakamori, Lawyer (Osaka)

“Since the close of the Second World War Japan has consistently banned the entry of unskilled workers into the country. But there are two back doors. One is Brazilians and Peruvians of Japanese ancestry (350,000). Because they obtain their status as people of Japanese descent or their family members, they have no job restrictions, and they are performing unskilled jobs at factories making automobiles, electrical products, and foods all over Japan. The children of these workers, who are brought by their parents from South America, cannot keep up with studies in Japan’s schools because of the language barrier, and there are many instances in which, starting in their teens, they perform unskilled labor at the same factories as their parents.

“The other back door is trainees from China and other countries (100,000). The intent of training programs established by the government is that trainees will learn skills in Japan and then use them in their home countries, but in reality these programs are used to secure low-wage labor for apparel factories and other small and medium enterprises. Owing to illegal overtime and unpaid wages, each year over 1,000 foreign trainees disappear, and charges are often filed” (Shukan Toyo Keizai, September 16, 2006).

As this shows, the foreign worker issue has often come up in many situations. On August 7, 2008 the first contingent of Indonesian nurse and care worker candidates arrived in Japan under the Japan-Indonesia Economic Partnership Agreement. A condition of accepting these workers is that they must pass the Japanese-language national tests and obtain national qualification, within three years of coming to Japan for nurse candidates and within four years for care worker candidates. NHK Commentator Iino made this remark: “That is the biggest problem. If they don’t qualify, then despite having gone to all the trouble of coming to Japan, they’ll just work as assistants for three or four years and then go home without the opportunity to work as professionals. It will be a letdown for the Indonesians, and there are concerns that no one else will come to Japan.”

While this is a problem of the so-called newcomers, Japan already has the problem of Korean and Chinese workers in Japan. They always have a precarious legal status, and they had to wait until the amendment of domestic laws in conjunction with Japan’s 1981 ratification of the Convention relating to the Status of Refugees to be given the same treatment in accordance with their social security rights (but even now there is still employment discrimination in the private sector, rejection for appointment to management positions in the public sector, and other limitations on their basic human rights).

The increased numbers of foreign workers, mainly newcomers, is also seen to deprive Japanese workers of jobs. However, the current issue of foreign workers not having guarantees for rights that they should naturally have, is a separate matter from debate on policy. We are already at the point where immediate efforts are needed to understand the worker rights issue and solve the problem. In December 2008 newspapers reported that due to the financial crisis, the number of students in schools for Brazilians was halved because of the inability to pay tuition. Some of the children obliged to quit school cannot attend Japanese public schools because of the language barrier, and so many of them do not attend school. In Japan “poverty” is now now often discussed as a social problem, and there are many cases, as in this one, where foreign workers and poverty are directly linked. To guarantee children’s futures as well, we badly need solidarity that transcends barriers.
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