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Japan to review
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controversial technical

foreign-worker program

THE TAKEAWAY

Japan’s Technical Intern Training Program has

long been criticized as a cover for importing cheap,
short-term foreign labour. As reports of exploitation
and abuse towards migrant labourers rise, Japan’s
government has begun a panel review of the program.
This has been seen as a small step forward in revising
the country’s outlook on foreign workers — and
Japan’s immigration policies at large.

IN BRIEF

On November 22, the Japanese government created
a 15-member panel to review the government’s
controversial Technical Intern Training Program.

The panel, chaired by the president of the Japan
International Cooperation Agency (JICA), will include
academics, lawyers, and municipal government
officials. They will submit a report on their findings
and recommendations by fall 2023.

Since the program’s launch in 1993, it has received
significant international and domestic criticism due
to the poor treatment of foreign workers, who are
often exploited and subject to human rights
violations. Many view the program as a cover for
Japanese companies to import cheap, short-term

foreign

labourers who are unable to bring family into Japan,
change their jobs, or make long-term plans due to the

five-year limit of the intern program.

A 2017 law helped the Japanese government
strengthen its supervision of entities that accept
technical interns. The government said at that time
that it would review the program in five years. In
February 2022, justice minister Furukawa Yoshihisa
conducted several study sessions on the program. In
August 2022, he summarized the problems, stating
that “the basic philosophy of the program and its
actual operation” have gradually diverged. The panel
review presents an opportunity to address the
country’s deep-rooted problems associated with the
treatment of foreign labourers.

IMPLICATIONS

In 2021, Japan had approximately 1.73 million
foreign workers, accounting for three per cent of the

total workforce. Technical interns made up 20 per
cent of Japan’s entire foreign workforce. With the
easing of Japan’s strict COVID-19 restrictions in
October 2022, more than 400,000 valid visa-holders

— mostly students and technical interns (70 per

cent) — who have waited for two years to enter Japan

are expected to trickle into the country.
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https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/11/22/national/foreign-technical-intern-panel/
https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2022/07/c5e9af8e7f16-focus-abuse-of-foreign-trainees-continues-under-technical-internship-program.html
https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2022/08/42b4d3b174dc-focus-moment-of-truth-as-japan-eyes-review-of-foreign-trainee-workers.html
https://japannews.yomiuri.co.jp/society/general-news/20220627-41003/
https://japannews.yomiuri.co.jp/society/general-news/20220627-41003/
https://thediplomat.com/2022/11/what-will-japans-great-reopening-mean-for-immigration-policy/
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Although Japan has historically had a low level of
immigration, the numbers have more than doubled
in the last decade. A study by JICA in February 2022
shows that due to Japan’s rapidly aging and declining
population, Japan will need a foreign labour force of
6.74 million in 2040 - plus large advancements in
technology - to maintain economic growth of 1.2 per
cent. Without such technological advances, Japan
would need more than 21 million foreign workers.
However, the depreciation of the yen, Japan’s low
average wage (which has declined by 40 per cent in
the last decade), increased regional competition for
foreign labour, and the rising reports of exploitation
in the technical internship program has made Japan

less attractive for foreign workers.

Japan is faced with a paradox of increasing demand
for foreign labour in a system lacking adequate
accommodation for foreigners. Expectations are high
for the panel proposals on effective alternatives and
proposals to better address the structural issues of
the training program. Yet even with potential policy
advancements through the panel, experts point

to hurdles in implementation due to widespread
skepticism toward foreigners in Japan, which could
make it difficult for businesses and society to embrace
and integrate the large number of foreign workers
needed in the long run.

WHAT'S NEXT

1.

No more high brokerage fees: More than half
of foreign trainees pay on average C$5,219
(532,549 yen) to brokers who facilitate job
matching for the technical intern program. JICA
and the government of Vietnam have begun
discussions on creating a platform to provide
direct information to prospective trainees. JICA
may expand this platform to other countries to
prevent workers from bringing excessive debt
with them to Japan.

Increased government oversight of Japanese
companies: The Japanese government does not
oversee companies that employ technical interns;
lack of oversight has likely intensified instances of
human rights violations. An accessible framework
to support technical interns and a supervisory
agency has been suggested as a potential outcome

of the latest panel review.

National policy to increase long-term
immigration: Former Japanese prime minister
Abe Shinzo introduced proactive immigration
policies framed as an “economic necessity,” but
maintained limitations on the length of stay and
integration of foreigners. Optimists point to

the panel review as a potential catalyst for the
creation of a formal immigration policy. However,
others say that the panel will have a limited
impact on the technical internship program and
immigration policy.

Municipal policies to foster diversity and
inclusion: Rural municipalities with large foreign

populations could be on the frontline of creating
policies and programs aimed at accommodating

foreigners, such as language education.
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https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Japan-immigration/Japan-to-require-four-times-more-foreign-workers-study-says
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