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As the number of foreigners living in Japan rapidly increases, they
are becoming vital pillars supporting various sectors of society. This
surge poses a significant question: How should Japan address this? By
the end of last year, the resident foreign population had reached
approximately 3.41 million, accounting for 2.7% of the total population.
That was an increase of over 300,000 people from 2022, including those
fleeing conflicts and persecution.

While scenes of foreigners living in local communities have become
commonplace, deep-rooted prejudices persist within Japanese society.
Hate speech directed at Kurdish individuals exemplifies this trend, which
is concerning from a human rights protection perspective. Kurds, often
referred to as people of the “largest stateless nation,” hail from
mountainous regions spanning Turkey, Syria, Iraq and beyond. Many have
faced persecution and been embroiled in repeated conflicts. There are
believed to be over 2,000 Kurdish residents of Japan, concentrated in
cities like Kawaguchi and Warabi in Saitama Prefecture, where they have
settled with the help of their relatives.

Attacks on Kurds rose prominently in spring 2023, with the spread of
social media posts demanding they “get out” and calling them ”“fake
refugees.” This coincided with discussions in the Diet on amendments to
Japan’ s immigration law aimed at thoroughly enforcing the deportation
of undocumented foreigners. Meanwhile, many Kurds who had not won
recognition as refugees were being given temporary release from
immigration detention centers. Spurred by disputes among Kurds, the
bashing intensified, and soon members of the Kurdish community were being
bombarded with abusive phone calls and facing xenophobia-fueled
demonstrations. However, discrimination remains unjustifiable,
regardless of the pretext.

The crucial question arises: How can Japan foster a society where
differences are acknowledged and people respect each other, while
division between Japanese and foreigners is avoided?

Municipalities with significant foreign populations are actively
tackling these questions, including the auto manufacturing center of
Oizumi, Gunma Prefecture, where foreign-born residents make up some 20%
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of the population of a little over 40,000. A 1990 revision to Japan’s
immigration law eased entry for people of Japanese descent to work in
the country, and many Brazilians began moving in.

The Oizumi town government has put real effort into smoothing the way
for foreigners in the community, such as hiring multilingual staff,
publishing newsletters in Portuguese and other languages, providing
Japanese language classes in all public primary and junior high schools,
and supporting local private Japanese language schools. Moreover, the
town has set up “cultural interpretation” programs aiming to introduce
Japanese culture and manners, and encouraging participants to pass on
the lessons to their family and friends.

All this is meant to enhance foreign nationals’ awareness as residents
in the community, and encourage them to act as a bridge between the
community and local administration. Some foreigners are participating
in community activities as volunteers, while many Brazilians are settling
down, starting families, and building homes.

However, challenges persist as local demographics diversify further,
with an increased influx of people from countries like Vietnam and Nepal
in recent years. Toshihiro Menju, managing director and chief program
officer at the Japan Center for International Exchange (JCIE), says, “We
need to actively create points of contact for exchange.” He points out
that it is also important to cultivate experts who are familiar with the
issues and to ensure that local governments have an accurate
understanding of the situation in their areas.

But municipalities alone cannot address these issues as they are not
unique to certain areas; a comprehensive national approach is imperative.
This is all the more so because, as Japan' s population decline gathers
pace, the national government is moving ahead with vastly expanding the
number of foreigners it aims to bring into the country.

Recognizing the urgent need to address the looming labor shortage,
the government has expanded the scope of the category 1 “specified
skilled worker” visa and significantly boosted the intake limit for the
industry-ready workforce. The total quota for the five years ending in
fiscal 2023 was 7340, 000-plus.” The target for the next five fiscal
years is 820, 000 people. Added to this, the number of professions covered
by the category 2 skilled worker status, which has no limits on length

2



of residency and allows for bringing in family members, has also been
expanded. And legal amendments to the foreign technical intern trainee
program, criticized for human rights violations, are also under Diet
review, shifting the focus toward securing talent. These steps come amid
concerns over serious workforce shortages, but the government has also
stated that it “will not implement any policy of maintaining the nation
through allowing foreigners to settle in Japan with their families
permanently.”

However, this rigid focus on accepting foreigners as a mere labor
resource adjusting valve risks compromising human rights. Moreover,
half-hearted integration policies and Japanese language education may
exacerbate societal divisions. The JCIE' s Menju says, “Japan is no longer
in any position to treat immigration as taboo. The government must make
its basic stance on this clear.”

Japan is becoming an immigrant society that simply will not work
without its foreign members. The country s politics must look at this
fact in the face. (Hi{8L : Editorial, Mainichi Japan, May 7, 2024)
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