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The Current State of Japan’s Non-Regular Workers, Mainly Temporary Workers
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1. Introduction

After defeat in the Second World War, Japan rapidly rebuilt its economy and in the 1980s became the world’s second-place economic power after the US. Japan’s economic advancement was undergirded by the employment practice known as “Japanese-style employment,” which is characterized by (1) regular, batch hiring of new college graduates, (2) a lifetime employment system, (3) a seniority-based pay system, and (4) unions organized by company.

With the end of the Cold War, expansion and globalization of the world economy surged, and on the grounds that we had entered an era of fierce competition, the world’s capitalists have since that time pursued labor policies which shifted sacrifices onto workers in order to, they claim, make themselves internationally competitive.

From the second half of the 1980s through the early 1990s Japan experienced the “bubble boom,” which then collapsed and led the economy into a severe recession starting in the second half of the 1990s. To lift the economy out of this recession, government and business vigorously pursued “structural reform” based on neoliberal ideology.

As a component of this structural reform, government and business dismantled the Japanese employment practices prevailing until then. Japan’s Worker Dispatch Law was enacted in 1985, which was followed by repeated acts of “deregulation,” and now the system is so stacked in favor of businesses (especially those using temporary workers) that Japan is known as the country with the “world’s weakest” worker protection.

2. Deregulation under the Worker Dispatch Law

Japan’s Worker Dispatch Law was enacted in 1985. At the outset it was limited to very exceptional jobs (restricted to 13 business types).

A 1996 amendment expanded temporary work to 26 business types, and a 1999 amendment in general removed restrictions on business types. Based on the 1997 ILO Convention No. 181 (Private Employment Agencies Convention), this amendment made the temporary worker system into a general labor supply and demand system to accommodate extraordinary and temporary labor demand.

A further amendment in 2003 lifted the ban on temporary workers in manufacturing industries. Meanwhile, the perspective on worker protection, which is declared in ILO Convention No. 181, was abandoned. In the EU countries and the Republic of Korea as well, destabilization of employment is being facilitated by the introduction of temporary labor, but the temporary labor laws of those countries nevertheless contain provisions for temporary worker protection, such as automatically requiring businesses to directly hire their temporary workers after a certain prescribed time period has passed. On the other hand, Japan’s Worker Dispatch Law includes no worker protection provisions, which is turning out to be a bad influence on the laws of the EU countries and the ROK.

Additionally, Japan has yet to ratify ILO Convention No. 111, a basic convention on equal treatment in employment and occupations. For that reason the principle of equal pay for equal work does not exist in Japan, either legally or in practice, and various discriminatory forms of employment such as “seconded workers” and “subcontractors” have been left unchanged. Even the Worker Dispatch Law, which was instituted amid this milieu, has no provisions for guaranteeing equivalent treatment of workers employed by companies also using temporary employees, and of those temporary employees, and thus there is a very large wage differential between employees and temporary workers.

3. Current Situation of Temporary Workers

As a result of repeated “deregulation,” the number of temporary workers skyrocketed from 1,070,000 in 1999 to 3,810,000 in 2007. Non-regular workers, including temporary workers and part-time workers, now account for more than one-third of all employed people in Japan. Under current circumstances, in which the principle of equal pay for equal work is not recognized, the treatment of non-regular workers is extremely poor, and that is expanding differentials and poverty throughout Japanese society as a whole. An OECD report released in October 2008 said that Japan has a relative poverty rate of 14.9%, which is the fourth-highest among OECD countries, and that over the past 20 years the income differential has grown 30% (world’s second-highest).

The percentage of non-regular employees including temporary employees is increasing rapidly especially among those of the younger generation in their 20s and 30s. Even if they want to become regular employees, they still have no option other than such unstable employment. This will be a heavy blow to Japan 10 or 20 years down the road when they are the ones who shoulder the primary burden of society.

4. The Employment Situation since the Lehman Shock

Since the “Lehman shock” of September 2008, the employment situation suddenly worsened in Japan, too, and it is estimated that 400,000 non-regular employees lost their jobs up to March 2009. Even the giant corporations that are representative of Japan, such as Toyota, Nissan, Sony, Canon, and Panasonic, have been dismissing large numbers of workers, mainly non-regular.

In Japan safety nets such as the unemployment insurance system are very feeble, and only 23% of the unemployed are receiving unemployment insurance benefits. The other 77% must either live on their own savings and support from relatives, or receive welfare benefits, and as such they instantly fall into “poverty.”

This massive unemployment situation in Japan is a problem shared with the rest of the world. It requires solidarity among labor unions throughout the world, as well as international solidarity among lawyers, who are the protectors of workers’ rights. The IADL should call upon lawyers of the world to create such a center.

5. Future Outlook

During the 2008–2009 year-end and New Year holiday period, labor unions, volunteer organizations, and others created a large “tent village” right under the nose of the Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare, which is responsible for Japan’s labor administration. Tent village organizers provided temporary workers who had lost their jobs with free food, clothing, and shelter, which was given major treatment by the media.

There was an upsurge in Marxism during the 1920s and 1930s in Japan , and the “proletariat literature” written during that period is once again invoking a sympathetic response, mainly among the younger generation.

In October 2008 the Japan Federation of Bar Associations adopted a resolution asking the Japanese government to take actions including a fundamental review of the labor law system and labor policy, stating that “the current situation of labor and poverty violates the human rights that people enjoy by birth, and it can no longer be overlooked.”

At this time when people speak in undertones about the limits to capitalism, there are repeated observations that past deregulation under the Worker Dispatch Law was a mistake, and although Japan is behind the EU countries, discussion has begun on amending the Worker Dispatch Law to protect workers’ rights.
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