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A   Introduction

- Among East Asian countries and regions, the 
reality of economic  interdependence is far 
beyond “FTA (free trade agreement)”.

- The economic interdependence is promoted not 
only by trade but by foreign direct  investment as 
well as by  international migration.

- Institutionally speaking, the migration system in 
Asia should have to catch up with the reality.

- New legislations in connection with bilateral 
agreement  have been introduced in some 
countries like Korea, Malaysia, Indonesia and 
Thailand for the past two years.  



- Japan has been maintaining its basic 
principles of migration policy for the past 15 
years and legislations can be regarded as “fine 
tunings”. 

- The discrepancies between ①the system for 
temporary migration and the tendency of long-
term stay of foreigners,  ②the restrictive policy 
towards low and semi skilled labor and 
decreasing youth population, ③regional 
economic integration and non-discriminatory 
immigration system have become remarkable. 

- Since November 2002, Japan, Korea, China and 
ASEAN countries (ASEAN+3) have started the 
process for establishing free trade agreement or  
“Economic Partnership Agreement”.              



Therefore, we are going to examine 

1) interdependence of the countries and regions in 
East Asia in terms of temporary migration

2) the relationship between temporary and 
permanent migration,

3) composition of international migrants accepted 
by Japan according to skill and sex , 

4) intraregional movement of intra-corporate 
transferees through the networking of Japanese 
multinationals. 

5) we would like to talk about possibilities and 
limitations of Japanese migration policy. 



[300](3)[32]47341,900Vietnam

5,000(11)868 (892)-35,120Philippines

2,000(33)(480)[339]20(15)100,316Indonesia

[550]1007*[1028]     (158)[160]-35,310Thailand

[200]1163 [880]-[259]10,240Malaysia

(44)590(590)--2,150 Singapore

[120]304(300)--10,076Taipei China

[50](237)[235]-(83)[84]3,500Hong Kong China

-[315]*770*(650)*-760,750China

-373(363)--22,916Korea

218(197)790(760)[55]142(130)66,666Japan

Nationals
Working
Abroad 

Foreigners
Working
Inland

Outflow of
National 
workers

Inflow of
Foreign 
workers

StockFlowLabor
Force

Table 1 International Labor Migration  in East Asia                    
(2003)                       (thousand)

Source: By the author in reliance upon national data and estimates.
Notes:  (  ) stands for 2002. [  ] stands for a year other than 2003 

and 2002. 



B  Temporary labor migration
in East Asia

1) Japan, Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong China 
and Taipei China are sending many expatriates 
or corporate transferees to China and ASEAN 
for technology transfer mainly through foreign 
direct investment. 

2)       ASEAN countries especially the Philippines, 
Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam are sending 
low skilled  (and semi-skilled) labor not only to 
the Middle East but also to Japan, Korea 
Singapore, Hong Kong China and Taipei China 
including house maids, care givers and 
entertainers. 



3) Unskilled labor migration has been   growing 
enormously between neighboring  countries of 
ASEAN, especially between  Malaysia and 
Indonesia as well as Thailand  and Myanmar. 
etc.  

4)        The presence of China in terms of 
international migration has been growing 
rapidly, especially through labor export 
schemes to neighboring countries including 
trainees as well as migration of students, who 
are not workers but are candidates for the 
highly skilled. 



C   Trends in International 
Migration in Japan

1   Relationship between temporary and 
permanent   migration

- It has long been said that migration policy in 
Japan as well as East Asia only relates to 
temporary migration and not permanent 
migration.

- It is true that East Asian countries including 
Japan are not “immigration countries” in the 
sense that they do not accept people for the 
purpose of permanent settlement. 



- However, those foreigners who are 
working temporarily are able to apply for 
permanent resident status. The 
adjustment of status has become an 
important means for countries which is 
attracting skilled or highly skilled workers 
and their families. 
- In reality, we are able to verify that 
when temporary migration increases, the 
permanent residents also increases in 
Japan or in several regions in the world. 
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2 Composition of foreigners
according to skill

- In addition to the ban on accepting unskilled 
workers, the basic policy actively to accept the 
highly-skilled foreigners has been inaugurated 
since 1990, which might have been one of the 
most advanced practices of migration policy at 
that time. 

- The Government of Japan stressed the 
importance of mobilizing the highly skilled 
related to trade in services during the Uruguay 
Round negotiation on the movement of natural 
persons and contributed to standard setting of 
such commitments. 



- The status of residence “Specialist in 
Humanities” and “Engineer” may be issued also 
to foreign students who graduated from 
universities in Japan. 

- Such adjustment of statuses from foreign 
students to workers has been enabled already 
since 1980’s. But，the number of foreign 
students started to increase drastically from 
2000 achieving the national goal of accepting 
100 thousands foreign student in 2003. 

- The number of students who changed their 
status from students to working purposes after 
graduating universities amounted to almost 
3,700 per year. 



- Japan has not permitted entries of “skilled 
workers” in general, with the exception of 
those who have status of residence 
“entertainers” and “skilled labor”, whose 
entry, stay and work were justified by their 
skills specific to foreigners. 

- The skills specific to foreigners are difficult 
to obtain from domestic labor market and it 
is impossible for Japanese to acquire 
these skills. 



- Japan has developed its foreign traineeship 
programs and opened the ways to trainees to  
become “Technical intern trainees” who are able 
to work in Japan for three years in total. 

- This program has started since 1993 and 
targeted at technology transfer to developing 
country and based upon the principle of “rotation 
system”. 

- Trainees should be accepted in principle with 
the quota of 5%of regular employees of a 
company, so as not to damage employment 
opportunity for Japanese. (15% in three years) 

- This channel has been particularly expanding in 
the 1990s between Japan and China or 
Indonesia. 



• Japan has been closing its labor market in 
principle to the unskilled foreigners principally 
because 
1) their entries may be damaging labor market of 
the old aged, 
2) they may create segmentation of labor market,  
hinder improvement of working conditions and 
changes in industrial structure, 
3) they may be easily unemployed during the 
recession,
4) they may entail more social cost (such as 
education, medical care, welfare and housing 
etc.) and 
5) bring about “brain waste” and difficulties for 
foreigners themselves. (MHLW 2004). 
It is also important to remember that Japanese 
foreign direct investment directly created almost 
2.6 million jobs in developing countries in Asia



- Foreigners of Japanese descendants, especially 
those who come from Latin American countries, 
as well as foreign students who should have to 
earn money for stay and study with permission 
to non-designated activities etc. has been 
growing with the tendency of growing irregular 
but flexible employment opportunities under the 
deflation since the late 1990s.

- Especially, the Japanese Brazilians working in 
Japan may have reached almost 23 thousand.
They are living in the prefectures like Aichi and 
Shizuoka, where automobile industry is 
concentrated and where subcontracting or 
worker dispatching undertakings get together 



- There are foreigners who have been 
overstaying with the status of residence  
“temporary stay” etc. and working 
particularly at unskilled jobs. 

- Some of them have been staying in Japan 
since the end of the 1980s and have got 
married with Japanese or have been 
raising children. 

- The number of those foreigners who get 
“special permission to stay” by the Ministry 
of Justice from humanitarian reasons has 
been remarkably growing for the past 
several years. 
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Table 5  Skill Composition of Foreign Workers in Japan (Estimated) 
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Table 7    Estimated number of Overstaying foreigners 
by status of residence
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of Japanese according to prefecture  (2003)



7,1924,9553,6404,8043,154Others 

1,464802566789511China

1,6711,1981,1101,337653Korea

10,3276,9955,3066,9304,318Number

20032002200120001999Year

Table 10  Number of special permission to stay 
by the Minister of Justice (legalization of status)



3 Composition of foreigners 
according to sex

• When we look at the entry and stay of foreigners 
according to nationality and sex, almost 80 % of 
those from the Philippines are occupied by 
female, while 74% of those Thai nationals 
who stay in Japan are female. This may mean 
that certain networking exists between Japan 
and the Philippines or Thailand. 

• On the contrary, the people from 
Bangladesh, Iran and India are dominated by 
men, which is  reflecting cultural differences 
between countries. 
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4   Intraregional movement of Japanese as 
corporate  transferee

- Intra-corporate transfer is the most popular 
form of the highly skilled migration in East 
Asia.

- Intra-corporate transfer plays an important 
role within East Asia to realize transfer of 
technology not only for manufacturing 
sector but also for service sector. 



- It can be clearly said that number of intra-
company transferees does not always grow in 
Asia in parallel with local employment, but they 
will be reallocated to the other affiliated 
companies within the same region or to the 
other regions. 

- It is also interesting that those intra-company 
transferees who has good experience in 
managing local commercial presence in Asia or 
North America are also dispatched to Europe.

- It is important to note that Japanese MNE 
have more difficulties in securing managerial 
staffs and try to recruit more foreign 
students especially from China.  



Table 12  Employees  in Japanese  affiliated companies
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Table 13   Determinants of Corporate Transfer 
and relation to business traveler 
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D  Migration Policy in Japan and for 
East Asia

1   Limitation of migration policy

There have been no basic changes in Japanese 
migration policy for the past 15 years. Many 
kinds of changes in Immigration and Refugee 
Recognition Act could  be regarded as “fine 
tunings”. 
The effects of employment policy for foreigners 
were still marginal and there were no linkages 
between local immigration bureau and public 
employment offices or municipalities.



-What has been attracting public attention recently 
is crack-down of foreigners in irregular situation 
especially overstaying foreigners these days. 

①The fundamental problem of the 
Japanese migration policy lies in the 
fact that there is only “immigration 
control policy”, and no concept of 
“integration policy” of foreigners

- The 15 municipalities with high density of foreign 
population have been intensifying their demands 
for regulatory reform.



- Employment policy for foreigners was not 
effective enough and working condition of 
foreign unskilled workers especially has 
been deteriorating since the late 1990s, as 
deflation continued and irregular employment 
has been glowing. 

- For example, many foreigners of Japanese 
descendant are working for subcontracting or 
dispatching company with the contract only for a 
few months and their wages have been  in 
declining tendency. 

- Their children have  problems of integration 
(language, unemployment, crimes etc.)  



- Under the context of bilateral negotiation 
on FTA, diplomats are interested in 
“requests and offers”. They have no 
capacity to   change the basic policy or 
legislation for just one negotiation partner.

-
② Bilateral negotiation has its own 

limitation. It is expected that regional 
multilateral negotiation between 
ASEAN and Japan may create more 
constructive outcomes in the field of 
migration policy. 



2    Possibility of migration policy

- Japan should think about regional 
economic integration under the constraints 
of fertility decline. We should reexamine 
the relationship between migration policy 
and fertility decline. 

- Basically,  we have no illusion on 
migration policy that migration can 
compensate for distortion of demographic 
structure as well as absolute population 
decline. It is too risky and unrealistic if 
mass migration is accepted in Japan. 



- According to the  estimate by the author, the 
decline of labor force in Japan can be around 
200 to 300 thousand persons per year until 2020
and it will be larger than 400 thousand by 2030
and even 500 thousand by 2050, under the 
assumption that people are able to work by 70 
years old and if there is no problem between 
child-bearing and occupational career.

- This estimate shows that fertility decline now 
may bring about gradual decline in labor force 
for 20 years and its rapid decline almost 20 
years. later.



Table 14    Estimates of  Population and Labor Force 
Decline          (in  thousand) 
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• Some economists argue that it is not necessary 
to maintain the size of the Japanese economy 
and there will be no problem even if the 
Japanese economy shrinks.

• The author thinks this kind of argument  is totally 
unrealistic and risky. Such country will lose 
capital, human resource and competitiveness 
and it will not be able to finance the credit of old-
aged pension pay public debts. This might lead 
to devaluation of currency and Japan cannot 
maintain its prosperity because its standard of 
living is much dependent upon importation from 
the world. 



The “Human Resource  
Development and Human 

Circulation Strategy”
Asia has long been the source region of the 

highly skilled to North America and Europe. 
With the declining fertility, North America and 

Europe need more human resources from Asia.    
Now, Asia should be able to develop its 

human resources within the region, circulate 
them within the region and encourage Asian 
people back to Asia too. 



Measures of “HRD+HC” Strategy

1) Harmonizing immigration regulations for corporate 
transferees as well as corporate trainees in East Asia, 
based on commitments on movement of natural 
persons related to trade in services in the Uruguay 
Round. Priority of liberalizing movement of persons is 
necessary for executives, senior managers and 
specialists.

2)Encouraging intra-regional study abroad by creating 
more recognition of study results at  Asian universities, 
introducing “double credit” systems and “East Asian 
scholarship” as well as deregulation of immigration 
regulations for students. 



3) Enlarging universities and institutions especially for 
science and technology, encouraging multinational 
companies to establish R&D centers as well as HRD 
centers in the region , so that countries in the region 
are able to accept more experts from other regions and 
provide more facilities to educate and train experts within 
the region.  

4) Reinforcing human resources development 
programs to create more skilled workers in local 
industries especially supplying parts and devices for the 
region and facilitate these people move within the region.

5) Encouraging bilateral labor arrangements by 
introducing “framework arrangements” so as to protect 
working and living conditions of low skilled workers 
migrating in the region, 

6)  Monitoring demand and supply of medical and 
health staffs who may be migrating within the region to 
encourage investment in HRD centers for medical and 
health experts.  



7) Facilitating movement of business travelers and 
researchers by applying APEC Business Travel Card 
and enlarging its scope to researchers, 

8) Institutionalizing systems to combat human 
trafficking and cooperation of related authorities
within the region and encouraging technological 
innovation to prevent international terrorism and 
unknown epidemics in the region. 

In June 2005, the Cabinet Office of the 
Government of Japan, started to examine 
migration policy as a whole, in the 
framework of regulatory reform, to reach a 
conclusion within two years. 



E     Concluding remarks

• Since the monetary crisis in 1997, East Asian 
countries acknowledged the necessity to prevent 
outbreak of monetary crisis, to  realize 
sustainable growth through technological  
development as well as expansion of internal 
market. 

• The “Human Resource  Development and 
Human Circulation Strategy ”is one example of 
combining domestic efforts and international 
cooperation. It is to achieve better combination 
of national and regional interests. 



East Asia has several political frictions 
among countries and regions., irrespective 
of growing economic interdependence. 
To realize “East Asian Community”, it is of 
strategic importance  to promote exchange 
of persons within this region.

(END)


